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FIREFIGHTER/PARAMEDIC GETS NEW HEART VALVE IN A NEW TYPE OF
ROBOTIC SURGERY PERFORMED IN GEORGIA FOR THE FIRST TIME

GAINESVILLE, Ga. — A Habersham County firefighter/paramedic is back on the job after
getting a new heart valve in a robotic surgery that was the first of its kind ever done in Georgia.
Brian Mills underwent a totally endoscopic aortic valve replacement (TEAVR) at Northeast

Georgia Medical Center (NGMC) Gainesville, and he was able to go home just 48 hours later.

“I asked them, “What do I got to do to get out of here this weekend,”” said Mills, 51.

“And that’s what we did.”

Aortic valve replacement surgery typically involves opening the patient's chest, which
leads to recovery that can take months, or somewhat less invasive techniques. But Mills’ doctor
— T. Sloane Guy, MD, a cardiothoracic surgeon with Northeast Georgia Physicians Group
(NGPG) Cardiovascular & Thoracic Surgery and Georgia Heart Institute — chose to use the
DaVinci surgical robot. Dr. Guy conducted the whole procedure through a series of tiny incisions

in the patient’s right armpit.

“Aortic valve replacement has been done with sternotomy but also through minimally
invasive procedures with thoracotomy,” Dr. Guy said. “Those are great operations, but my life’s
obsession has been to make incisions smaller and smaller and help patients recover as quickly as

possible.”
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Mills’ journey to a new aortic valve began when he got a fever that wouldn't go down. He
went to an urgent care center, where tests showed he had an extremely low white blood cell
count. He then went to the emergency room at NGMC Gainesville for more tests. Preston Ball,
MD, an emergency medicine physician at NGMC, drew cultures to check for infections. The day
after Mills left the ER, Dr. Ball called to tell him to come back immediately. Mills had

endocarditis, a serious infection of the heart tissue.

“Brian had lived for years with a leaky aortic valve, and it hadn’t caused him any
problems,” said Dr. Ball. “Now, however, the leakage had gotten much worse, either due to the

infection or having just progressed over time.”

Mills would need a new aortic valve. Dr. Guy wanted to operate immediately, but Mills

says he talked the surgeon out of it.

“I was ready to go home,” Mills said.

The doctors agreed to send Mills home to take IV antibiotics for six weeks. With the
infection gone, he would be ready for his new valve. He had a choice between a mechanical

valve or a tissue valve.

“With mechanical, they told me it’s one and done,” Mills said. “You are good for the rest

of your life.”

Getting a mechanical valve, however, meant taking blood thinner medication.

“With my job as a paramedic firefighter, there’s no way,” said Mills, who served for 17

years as a Hall County firefighter/paramedic before joining the Habersham department a couple
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years ago. “I would have to worry about nicking or bumping my head and having to bleed. So,

we chose the tissue valve and went that route.”

Dr. Guy, who performed the first robotic heart surgery at NGMC Gainesville in February

2023, decided Mills would be a good candidate for robotic surgery — and the rest is now history.

“We did our annual physical training test at work a couple of weeks ago, and it was really
crazy how quickly I recover after exertion now,” Mills said. “It’s pretty amazing. Even the
person doing the vital signs before and after said, ‘Wow, you recovered quicker than anybody!’ |

said, ‘Well, there’s some new hardware in there. It probably does work a little better.””

NGPG Cardiovascular and Thoracic Surgery is an integral part of Georgia Heart Institute,

Northeast Georgia Health System’s (NGHS) comprehensive heart and vascular program.

To schedule an appointment with NGPG Cardiovascular and Thoracic Surgery, call 770-
219-7099. To schedule an appointment with one of Georgia Heart Institute’s cardiologists, visit

georgiaheartinstitute.org or call 770-534-2020.

i

ABOUT GEORGIA HEART INSTITUTE

Georgia Heart Institute is the most forward-thinking heart and vascular program in the state and
includes one of the largest cardiology practices in the region, including more than 80
practitioners seeing patients at more than a dozen locations. With a multi-disciplinary team of
experts treating nearly every type of heart and vascular disease and participating in leading
national research, we’re providing advanced care that ensures lasting heart health for
generations. Request an appointment and learn more at georgiaheartinstitute.org.

The experts of Georgia Heart Institute also form the core of the cardiac care team at Northeast
Georgia Medical Center’s five hospitals in Gainesville, Braselton, Winder, Dahlonega and
Demorest. It’s all part of Northeast Georgia Health System, a non-profit which serves more than
1 million people across the region. Learn more at nghs.com.

ABOUT NORTHEAST GEORGIA PHYSICIANS GROUP
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Northeast Georgia Physicians Group (NGPG) brings together over 650 talented physicians,
physician assistants, nurse practitioners, midwives and other clinical staff at more than 95
locations across North Georgia. As the state’s sixth-largest physician group, we always have a
practice nearby to offer you expert care in more than 40 specialties. See the full list of specialties
and locations — and meet our providers — at ngpg.org.

NGPG is affiliated with Northeast Georgia Health System (NGHS), a non-profit which serves
more than 1 million people in 19 counties across the region. As part of NGHS, patients of NGPG
have a direct connection to Northeast Georgia Medical Center’s five hospitals in Gainesville,
Braselton, Winder, Dahlonega and Demorest. Learn more at nghs.com.
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