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How One Woman's Cells Changed Medicine

Cells From Henrietta Lacks Used in Research on Polio, Cancer, Flu

By RON cLAIBORNE and SIDNEY WRIGHT lV

J a n . l l , 2 0 1 { } -

In a microbiologl lab al Nc\\ York s Columbia University. Prolessor Vinccnl Racanicl lo cxperimenls

with SOmC Cells thal havc led l0 solnc ol thc grcatcst nlcdical brcakthror.rghs ol ' lhe last hundrcd )ears.
But thesc are no ordinarl cel ls.

Thcy'rc calLed. Hcl-a. And lhe) wcrc f irst used in rcsearch thal lcd to the Polio vi. lccine, as rvel l  as

heli ing 10 dc'clop rncdicincs to l lghl canccr, lhe l lu and I)arkinson's discase, and in the research that led

1o gcne rrapping and cloning. 
' l  hcy B,ere uscd to tesl lhe cf ' lects ol-alolnic radial ion and senl into ouler

spacc.

All  oft l le Hc[,a ccl ls. rr i l l ions upon l l i l l jons ol them, oriSinally camc l iom onc pcrson-Hcnrictta Lacks.

a poor 30-1car-old black rvonran \\ho died ncarly 60 ycars a8o

"The l lst ofthings $c can do bccause o1 thal is just incrcdible"'sir id I lebecca Skloot, $ho $ro1e the

book .  '  f he  Immor - ta l  l - i l i  o f  I l cn r i c l t r  l - acks . '

In 195l. Lircks \\ ,ent lo Johns I lopkins I lospilal in I lal l imore sufl ir ing f 'rom cervical cancer. Bctbre she

died- doctors took solnc ol her tumor cel ls lbr rcsearch wilhout c\ 'cr lcl l iDg hc[

' l hc )nc \ l c raskedpc rn i ss iu r10 lakc thccc l l s . r vh i ch$ass landarda t thc t ime . "Sk loo l sa id  " l hey jus t

look thcm."

Rcscnrchcrs discovcrcd thal thosc cells did sonrclhinS thc\ ' 'd ncvcr scen bclbrc: 
' lhcy 

could be kept al ire

and gror!.

" l  think \\c o$e a lot ofgral i tudc lbr what l lcnriclta providcd." Racarricl lo said " lhere s absolulel) no

doubl abo thirt. '

Lacks died laler that )ear. bLlt hcr cel ls l ivcd on. providing a sccmingly endlcss suppl] tbr researchcrs

around lhc \\orld- and cvcnturl lv lor comparl ics to sel l  to scl l  1br profi t

" l t  s hirrd to pinpoint holv t luch nloncl has bccn madc. but i t 's a lol of money," sk loot said'

' fo 
lop i t  ol l ,  no onc in Lacks' f imil l  evcr knc\\ ' i rn) 'of lhis lbr more lhan 20 )ears whenthcy wcrc

tinal l) told in the l970s.lhcy wcrc slunned, thcn angry

"' lhat 's the main lhing lhat 's {roublcd mc aboul i t ." said Bobbctte Lacks. '  Wh,v- was i l  kept such a
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