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FUELED BY HER LOVE OF HORSES 
AND HARD WORK, TINA ALVARADO 
SHANAHAN HAS MADE A NAME FOR 
HERSELF IN APHA AND FAR BEYOND.

When Tina Alvarado Shanahan pauses 
to reflect on where she’s been and what 
she’s accomplished, the horsewoman 

from Raleigh, North Carolina, can’t quite wrap 
her head around it all. Being a three-time world 
champion equestrienne is only part of  Tina’s re-
markable story; she’s also a highly decorated 26-
year veteran of  the United States Navy. As rear 
admiral, Tina is deputy commander for all Navy 
Reserve medical operations in health-care facili-
ties east of  the Mississippi to Europe, and she also 
serves as deputy director of  the Nurse Corps. 

With ribbons adorning her walls and a star on 
her shoulder, Tina’s clearly accomplished in both 
facets. And though equestrian endeavors and 
military service don’t seem too similar nowadays, 
Tina says her recipe for success in each is simple: 
hard work, tenacity and pursuit of  passion, pure 
and simple. 

“I’ve been described as a little gopher,” Tina 
said. “I dig, dig, dig underground when I’m work-
ing, and every once in a while, I poke my head up 
out of  the hole and see where I’m at; if  I’m not 
quite where I need to be, I keep digging. I never 
really had any awards, decorations or promo-
tions in mind—I was just focused with getting the  
job done.”

Fortified 
Born into a military family, skills like grit and 

persistence were instilled early, Tina says—the 
youngest of  seven children, she quickly learned to 
make her voice heard against the roar of  older 
siblings. 

“I was the youngest, and I never got anything 
easily,” she said. “I learned to fight to be heard—
not in a bad way, but I don’t take no for an answer. 
People who know me well would tell you I’m very 
tenacious. I have a lot of  stick-to-it-iveness, and I 
don’t give up.”

It wasn’t long before Tina felt the magnetic at-
traction to horses. Even though the family moved 
frequently and no one else shared her passion, 
Tina found a way to satiate her craving for all 
things equine. 

“Even when I was a toddler, I was drawn to 
horses; I was born like that—that’s the only way I 
can describe it,” Tina said. “We were living in An-
chorage, Alaska, and the base had a riding stable. 
I was probably in second grade at the time, and I 
started going to the stables. My dad would drop 
me off on Saturday morning, and I would work all 
day cleaning stalls and helping feed just so I could 
ride for one hour. I was just in love with it.”

By Jessica Hein
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Her infatuation with horses only grew when the 
family settled for good in Alexandria, Virginia—
the heart of  East Coast horse country—when 
Tina was in high school. Expected to fund saddle 
time, lessons and boarding fees herself, Tina spent 
her time working at local stables and teaching 
summer campers, happy to be around the animals 

she loved.
“I always was a working horseper-

son—my dad insisted. He thought 
horses were a luxury and said if  I 
wanted to do this, I had to earn it. 
And I didn’t have a problem with 
that,” she said. “That was probably 
the best thing he could have done be-
cause he instilled a very strong work 
ethic in me.”

Much like her innate love of  hors-
es, Tina always had an undeniable 
passion for nursing, too. Graduating 
high school at age 16, Tina enrolled in a local 
nursing program before finishing her bachelor’s 
degree at Columbia University’s School of  Nurs-
ing. She later earned a master’s degree in health-
care administration at the University of  North 
Carolina School of  Public Health.

“Just like horses, I thought nursing was some-
thing I always would do. My mother was a nurse 
and my father was a career Air Force officer, and 
I combined the two,” she said. “I remember even 
from a very young age, people would say ‘What 
do you want to be when you grow up?’ I would 

right away look them in the eye and say, ‘I’m gon-
na’ be a nurse.’ And I am.”

After graduating, Tina honed her skills as a reg-
istered nurse at several hospitals before taking her 
talents to Capitol Hill in 1989. 

“Even though I became a nurse, I was always 
interested in health policy. I was annoyed that 

none of  the people making the health policy for 
our nation were nurses or doctors. I thought they 
ought to have at least taken care of  a patient—
they should have that perspective,” Tina said. 
“I got a job for the Committee on Veteran’s Af-
fairs—that’s the committee in the House of  Rep-
resentatives that has the jurisdiction over all the 
VA hospitals nationwide.

“I fell in love with veterans, especially disabled 
veterans. I later went to work as a lobbyist for Par-
alyzed Veterans of  America—these are the guys 
and gals who have spinal cord injuries as a result 

of  service. To me, they’re the most heroic, the 
most admirable people, because talk about grit: 
everything becomes so difficult when you’re para-
lyzed but nothing stops them from loving life.”

Inspired by her paralyzed colleagues, Tina de-
cided in 1989 that she wanted to give back to her 
country, too. 

“I said to myself, ‘If  they can serve 
their country and lose the use of  their 
legs or arms, the least I can do is serve 
my country by joining the reserves 
and serving one weekend a month 
and in the summer,’ ” Tina said.

Finding herself  particularly in de-
mand as a critical care nurse, Tina 
met with several recruiters but ulti-
mately decided on the Navy Reserve. 
Though friends had said it was un-
likely she’d ever find herself  tcalled 
up for active duty, that’s exactly what 
happened when the military mobi-
lized for Operations Desert Shield 
and Desert Storm less than a year lat-
er. Her experience serving during this 
war and in later Middle East conflicts 
proved pivotal in her career. 

“They sent out the Comfort, which 
is this huge hospital ship that could 
take on 1,000 patients, but if  you re-
member the war, there weren’t very 
many casualties,” Tina said. “That 
proved to be a tipping point for Navy 
Medicine because we realized the na-
ture of  warfare had changed—there 
weren’t big front lines of  soldiers 
pushing forward with hundreds of  
casualties; instead, there were small-
er firefights popping up all over the 
Middle East. We needed expedition-
ary medical capabilities that could 
move quickly and get to these smaller 
firefights, wherever there were.”

Later, Tina drew on that experi-
ence to help pioneer a new way to 
care for the wounded—she and her 
team developed a history-making 

strategy to convert their fleet hospital into what 
became the first reserve component expeditionary 
medical facility. For her efforts and innovation as 
commanding officer of  the NR EMF Dallas One, 
Tina was awarded the Legion of  Merit award.

“Navy Medicine had learned a lot from its early 
experience in Desert Storm and Operation Noble 
Eagle. We realized our larger platforms for caring 
for the wounded were obsolete, and we needed a 
more flexible platform that was smaller and more 
agile to allow medical care to be closer to our 
war fighters. Doing so would result in quicker ac-

cess to care and a better chance of  survival,” she 
said. “The EMF strategy we developed called for 
a modular platform that could be as small as 10 
beds but could easily grow to a 50-bed or 150-
bed unit, depending on the situation. The concept 
was to develop a standard equipment and staff-
ing model so we could have the 10-bed EMF, fully 
staffed with two operating rooms, ready to operate 
anywhere in the world in 72 hours.

“Based on our recent experience in Afghani-
stan—we still have the 150-bed expeditionary 
medical facility in Kandahar today—if  an injured 
member makes it off the battlefield, the survival 
rate is 98 to 99 percent. It’s remarkable, but it’s be-
cause military medicine has made great progress 
in combat care of  the wounded.”

When Tina was selected to become a com-
manding officer—a huge honor, given that there 
are only 10 positions for reserve commanders—
she was over the moon.

“I thought I’d died and gone to heaven when I 
got selected to be a CO—I thought, ‘That’s a great 
way to end my career. I’ve made it to captain, I’ve 
been a commanding officer, my sailors and I stood 
up the first EMF and we became plank owners.’ 
I thought this would probably be my swan song, 
and I’d retire and then go on to something else,” 
Tina said.

But low and behold, retirement didn’t seem to 
be in sight, and the honors kept coming: in 2012, 
Tina was awarded a post command position as 
Reserve deputy chief  of  staff for Navy Medicine 
East; a year later, she was selected for rear admiral 
(lower half). In February 2015, she was selected for 
promotion yet again, this time to the rank of  rear 
admiral (upper half). Tina will no doubt finish her 
Navy career as a two-star.

Though her time in the military has come with 
ups and downs—it’s can be a hard life, mentally 
and physically—but Tina’s passion, dedication 
and work ethic have overshadowed any per-
ceived negatives in her 26-year career. Now in 
the twilight of  her career, she’s especially grate-
ful to serve as a mentor and leader for the sailors 
under her command.

“I see these young, enthusiastic, driven nurses 
who were just like me 26 years ago—they look 
up to someone of  my rank like I’m a rock star, 
and they put me on this pedestal and emulate 
much of  what I do and say. It’s the most amazing 
honor, and it makes me want to work even hard-
er to make things better for them. I want them 
to be proud of  me as their Nurse Corps leader,” 
Tina said. “I go about my day like any normal 
person—you forget you’re wearing the uniform 
of  your country and a star on your shoulder. If  I 
think about the honor of  having that distinction 
too much, it’s almost overwhelming, so I just go 

about my business. And then I go out there and 
see in their eyes how important my job is to them. 

“Our young servicemen and –women deserve the 
best from their leaders, so I probably work harder 
now than ever before because other people are de-
pending on me, and I refuse to let them down.”

Home Sweet Home
Though her career has taken her all over the 

world, it’s a beautiful 12-acre wooded property in 
Raleigh, North Carolina, that Tina calls home. 
Tina and her husband, Kieran, built the house in 

“OUR YOUNG SERVICEMEN AND –WOMEN  
DESERVE THE BEST FROM THEIR LEADERS, SO I 
PROBABLY WORK HARDER NOW THAN EVER  
BEFORE BECAUSE OTHER PEOPLE ARE DEPENDING  
ON ME, AND I REFUSE TO LET THEM DOWN.”

“I ALWAYS WAS A WORKING 
HORSEPERSON—MY DAD INSISTED. HE 
THOUGHT HORSES WERE A LUXURY AND 
SAID IF I WANTED TO DO THIS, I HAD TO 
EARN IT. AND I DIDN’T HAVE A PROBLEM 
WITH THAT.”
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2002, and much like Tina herself, there’s more to 
it than meets the eye. 

“In the end, it was three different sets of  house 
plans that I sort of  patchworked together,” Tina 
said. “I grew up in Virginia in a federal-style 
home, so the whole front of  the house with col-
umns and red brick is very federal/southern style, 
but the back is all glass. 

“When you meet an admiral, you think you’re 
going to meet someone stuffy, but then you meet 
me and I’m anything but—my house is the same 
way. It’s like you’re going into this really tradi-
tional house, and then you get to the back and it 
just opens up: you can see the pond, and it is so 

beautiful. I molded the two concepts. It’s sort of  
like a mullet: serious in the front, and a party in 
the back.”

Born out of  the couple’s love of  entertaining, 
the home’s layout and flow was an important con-
sideration. 

“My husband is a lawyer, but he was in poli-
tics—he was on the Raleigh City Council, and we 
often did fundraisers to help promote people who 
were running for office,” Tina said. “Part of  what 
went into the layout was the idea that when we 
had a party, no matter where you were you could 
be part of  the party. With all the big windows, 
you can see people on the deck or the screened 

porch. From the kitchen, you can see into the big 
two-story keeping room. Even the upstairs has an 
open-air balcony so people can go up there and 
still be part of  the party.”

Mementos from Tina’s military service decorate 
her home office—pictures with Presidents George 
W. Bush and Ronald Regan, autographs and cer-
emonial flags—and her challenge coins lay neatly 
on display in the formal living room, testament to 
Tina’s military service and recognition from her 
peers. Custom paintings by son Patrick dress the 
walls, alongside mounts of  wild animals harvested 
by Kieran and Tina from hunting trips to Africa. 

Though Tina’s still as infatuated with horses as 

she was in her childhood, Kieran is not—‘Tina’s 
passionate about horses, and I’m passionate about 
Tina,’ he likes to say. Nonetheless, in the build-
ing process, Kieran put a limit on the amount of  
horse décor in the house. But with quiet resolve, 
Tina’s found ways to secretly add little touches of  
equestrian elegance throughout the home.

“My husband has always put up with my horse 
craziness, but he’s not horse crazy. He said, 
‘You’re not putting all your horse stuff all over 
this house—you can have one room … and it’s 
the bathroom!’ It’s not even the full bath—it’s a 
half-bath,” Tina laughed. “I had the sink custom-
painted by an artist down in Ashville, North Caro-
lina, I put all my ribbons that I had at the time 

up and around, and all of  its accessories, like the 
hand towel holders, are horseheads. So I made 
that my horse room.

“Unbeknownst to my husband, I have a little 
something horsey in every room of  the house that 
he doesn’t know is there. Built into the cabinets in 
my kitchen are two facing horseheads; other plac-
es, you might see a little horse statue or horsehead 
handles or stirrup napkin holders. Even the beer 
opener at the bar is a riding boot. He has no idea 
that I have snuck horse stuff into every room of  
the house. He tells people to this day, ‘My house 
is horse-free except for this bathroom,’ and I just 
snicker to myself.” 

A House for Horses
But like any equestrienne, it’s the barn that truly 

refills Tina’s soul. Built in 2012, Tina’s barn is a 
work of  art, the result of  50 years of  dreaming 
and hard work. 

“I’ve wanted to sleep with my horses ever since I 
was little; I just never could. I was always that kid 
who never had enough money to really do horses 
well. All of  my equipment was used and my boots 
were hand-me-downs, but I didn’t care because 

“UNBEKNOWNST TO MY 
HUSBAND, I HAVE A LITTLE 
SOMETHING HORSEY IN 
EVERY ROOM OF THE 
HOUSE THAT HE DOESN’T 
KNOW IS THERE.”
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I got to be around horses,” she said. “That was 
kind of  what went into my mindset when I built 
the barn: I didn’t go over the top—it’s just a small 
home barn—but I wanted everything to be el-
egant. I wanted to be able to have what I didn’t 
have as a kid. That’s why the barn is so special 
to me.” 

The three-stall barn might not be huge, but it 
is spectacular—every detail meticulously reflects 
Tina’s eye for design and her horsewoman’s heart. 
And just like her home, the barn is a hybrid of  
tradition and functionality, with sophisticated style 
throughout.

“The front is a miniature replica of  the house, 
very traditional and stoic, and then you get into it 

and it’s got all these fun features, like the tray ceil-
ing with the rope lighting,” Tina said. “My builder 
calls it the ‘Taj Ma-barn.’ ”

When the time finally came to build her dream 
barn, Tina knew exactly what she wanted. She hired 
a local builder—he had more experience building 
barns for cows than horses, but he quickly got on 
board and took Tina’s plans to the next level. 

“When he came, I showed him the plans and 
his eyes got really big: ‘This isn’t a horse barn, this 
is a house! A house for horses!,’ ” Tina recalled. 
“Every time I’d come back from Navy duty, he’d 
have a surprise for me. The first time, it was the 
cast-iron horsehead hitching posts—he cut the 
backs off and mounted them as crosstie holders, 
and they’re beautiful. Another time, he had the 
ceiling done. It didn’t really require a lot of  extra 
work, but he took such pride in building it. It be-
came almost like it was his barn, too.”

Calling the barn home is Tina’s talented show 
horse I Blaze To Differ, a 2002 gray overo mare 
nicknamed “Possum.” The mare’s foals—“Iris” 
and “Gracie,” gray overo fillies born in 2014 and 
2013, respectively—were born on site, though 
Gracie recently moved to her new owner’s home 

in South Carolina. It was Possum that gave Tina 
her first taste of  success on APHA’s national cir-
cuit—the duo were the No. 1 Novice Amateur 
team in 2008, and they earned more than 1,100 
points together. Tina’s also shown Te Twisters 
Cowboy, Zip Me All The Way Up, Sirtain Kinda 
Dream and, now, Box Office Sensation.

Proof  of  Tina’s success with her Paints can be 
found in the barn’s tack room: colorful ribbons 
dance from the tops of  the walls, and buckles, tro-
phies and photos decorate every surface. 

“I remember being a little girl and not winning 
any ribbons,” Tina said. “You can see by my tack 
room that I’ve saved all of  the ones I’ve won.”

Aside from being a top-of-the-line home for her 
Paints, Tina’s barn is also a fa-
vorite spot for entertaining. The 
tack room features a kitchen and 
wet bar; the loft is outfitted as a 
man-cave, complete with billiards 
and darts; and the Shanahans 
have even hosted a country-chic 
Christmas party right down the 
center aisle.

Although Tina loves entertain-
ing and sharing her barn with 
guests, it’s the quiet moments 
spent in reflection among the soft 
nickers and sweet smells of  her 
Paints that mean the most to the 
horsewoman. 

“I have coffee with my horses 
every morning, and I do the same 
thing in the evenings. When I’m 
gone, that’s what I miss the most 

about my home routine,” the equestrienne said. 
“I love to ride, but I just like being around horses. 
They’re my Prozac. I go out to the barn and that 
horsey smell is relaxation; non-horse people just 
don’t get it. I don’t care what happens during the 
day—it’s all erased when I walk in the barn. It’s 
my favorite place on earth.”

Hard Work Breeds  
Success

Though her career is demanding, often taking her 
away from home for days or weeks at a time, Tina 
embraces it as a way to feed her equine passion. 

“I work so hard in all aspects of  my life and I was 
always working so I could be with my horses,” she 
said. “If  you have that fire in your belly for horses, 
I don’t care who you are—you’re going to find a 
way to make it work. Even if  you’re in the Navy or 
have five kids at home, you are going to find a way 
to somehow work those horses in.”

Central to making it work—especially ensuring 
that her horses always receive the best care—is a 
partnership Tina’s developed with students from 
a local college’s equine program: in exchange for 

an apartment on site, a student takes care of  all 
of  the duties around the farm, from horse care 
and exercise to facility maintenance and analysis. 
Her current assistant is Tosh Brown, an agribusi-
ness management student at North Carolina State 
University. 

“He lives rent-free and gets to be with the ani-
mals he loves. He’s done all my hay management, 
breakeven analysis and he uses the spreadsheets he 
develops for me for school,” Tina said. “It’s a win-
win—I get as much as I give. He was never able to 
afford a pricey horse, and yet he gets to ride Pos-
sum—it’s a dream come true for him to get to ride 
a horse that’s professionally trained. It goes back to 
making it work. I’m gone all the time, but I have 
found a way to make it work in a way that helps 
someone else, too.”

With drive, determination and a sense of  passion 
that keeps her pushing forward, Tina has certainly 
found a way to make it work. 

“Life without passion is pretty boring,” she said. 
“It’s all about priorities. If  you love something, 
you’re going to make sacrifices and find a way to 
be around your passion. 

“When I’m getting ready to go to a horse show, 
I still have that butterfly feeling in my belly. I’m 55 
years old—and I love that feeling! As soon as the 
class starts, you focus and it goes away, but I still 
have that thrill in my belly, and I love it. If  you have 
that passion, that fire in your belly, it’s a gift.” 

ON THE HUNT

Tina’s passion might be horses, but her 
husband’s is hunting—and in appreciation 
for his support for her hobby of choice, Tina 
occasionally accompanies him on hunting 
trips, too. One of her best stories is the tale of 
her custom-made ostrich boots—scope out 
mychromelife.com/features for the full story.
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“IF YOU HAVE THAT PASSION, THAT FIRE IN YOUR BELLY, IT’S A GIFT.”
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