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I'm sure that like me you probably don't often think of a life-changing experience. In 
fact, a life-threatening experience. And so, on the 6th of January, 2001, I was on this 
hiking trip to conquer a mountain in the town outside Cape Town called Swellendam. 
And I suffered a massive heart attack. And suddenly my life changed from being a 
very active person to not being be able to take 10 steps without gasping for breath.  

And so brave heart become faint heart. And for six years I struggled with a 
diminished capacity of my heart. And it got so bad that I had to go onto the waiting 
list for a heart transplant.  

When I got the call on the 12th of February, 2007, were the words, Mr. Henkeman, I 
think we have a heart for you. I didn't have any fear or even excitement. I just knew 
that this was the moment. And so when I woke up after the operation on Valentine's 
Day, the first thing I experienced was I can breathe freely. Something I couldn't do for 
six years.  

And now I have a new heart. And so my life moved from brave heart to faint heart to 
new heart. I had to come to terms with the fact that my previous heart broke. And I 
couldn't dwell too much on what broke it. But it is in the past. I needed to embrace 
this new gift, this gift of life. I had to embrace the fact that I was fortunate to be given 
a second chance.  

Little did I know how much this second chance would mean to me. But it was also 
important for me to forge good relationships for my heart. Because this gift was 
important because it gave me a chance to live again. And one of the relationships I 
had to make sure I nurtured was to relationship with my medication.  

I had to comply with a medical regime. So 8:00 o'clock every morning and 8:00 
o'clock every night, I take my medication. Because what that medication does is that 
it creates a fine balancing act so that my body does not attack this heart. Because you 
see, it is a metaphor for what happens in life also. If the balance is out, the body will 
attack this heart because it's a foreign object. But if the heart gets attacked, it will 
instinctively fight back because it's a living organism. But the heart will lose because 
the body is more powerful.  
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The second important relationship is that with my support system, my support 
structure. That's family, friends, and particularly the team that looks after us. And it's 
not just the doctor. It's the social worker, it's the transplant coordinator, it's even the 
counsellor as well as fellow transplantees, recipients of transplants. Because they both 
inspire me and they are inspired by my story. And so we live to support each other. 
And the one thing that I look forward to regularly every month is our support group 
which is called Heart to Heart.  

And then the other thing that I needed to for my heart was exercise. It was so 
important that I get this body right so that the heart can thrive. And this exercise took 
me to a whole level because I then joined the South African Transplant Sports 
Association and I've been so fortunate to have been part of the South African team in 
three World Transplant Games. In fact, at the last World Transplant Games in 2013, I 
captained the South African team of over 70 athletes. And we came third out of 49 
countries.  
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STAN DELIVERING A SPEECH  
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And so, I've been really fortunate to be part of so many great achievements and so 
many stories of success. And so I strongly believe that my future is greater than my 
past. And what a wonderful lesson in life is this because we often want to live in the 
past and dwell in the in the setbacks of the past. I have a new life and so I have not 
ever thought that in my wildest dreams I would live this wonderful life I live now. I 
have achieved more after my transplant than I had before.  

I have had opportunities to interact with so many people all over the world, I have had 
opportunities to speak on issues of health. But more importantly, I've had the 
wonderful opportunity to be an ambassador for transplantation and for my country. 
And so I don't live in the shadow of heart transplant. I live in the victory of my 
survival.  

 

 

Stanley Henkeman, 2015  
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