12

The Storm

There was no obituary for Henrietta Lacks, but
word of her death reached the Qmw‘ lab quickly. As Henrietta’s body
cooled in the “colored” freezer, Gey asked her doctors if they’d do an
autopsy. Tissue culturists around the world had been trying to create
a library of immortal cells like Henrietra’s, and Gey wanted samples
{rom as many organs in her body as possible, to see if they’d grow like
Hela. But to get those samples after her death, someone would have
to ask Henrietta’s husband for permission.

Though no law or code of ethics required doctors to ask permis-
sion before taking tissue from a living patient, the faw made it very
clear that performing an autopsy or removing tissue from the dead
without permission was illegal.

The way Day remembers it, someone from Hopkins called to tell

.~ him Henrietta had died, and to ask permission for an autopsy, and

Day said no. A few hours later, when Day went to Hopkins with a
cousin to see Henrietta’s body and sign some papers, the doctors
asked again about the autopsy. They said they wanted to run tests that
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might help his children someday. Day’s cousin said it wouldn’t r:i i
so eventually Day agreed and signed an autopsy permission form.

eq.x.

Soon Henrietta’s body lay on a stainless-steel table in the nm<-.._.

ernous basement morgue, and Gey’s assistant, Mary, stood in the
doorway breathing fast, feeling like she might faint. She’d never seen a
dead vog_% Now there she was with a corpse, a stack of petri dishes,
and the pathologist, Dr. Wilbur, who stood hunched over the autopsy
table. Henrierta’s arms were extended, as if she were reaching above
her head. Mary walked toward the table, whispering to herself, You're
not going to make a fool of yourself and pass ont.

She stepped around one of Henrietta’s arms and took her place
beside Wilbur, her hip in Henrietta’s armpit. He said hello, Mary said
hello back. Then they were silent. Day wanted IHenrietta 1o be pre-
sentable for the funeral, so he’d only given permission for a partial
autopsy, which meant no incision into her chest and no removal of her
limbs or head. Mary opened 1hie dishes one by one, holding them out
to collect samples as Wilbur cut them from Henrietta’s body: bladder,
bowel, uterus, kidney, vagina, ovary, appendix, liver; heart, lungs. After
dropping each sample into a petri dish, Wilbur put bits of Henrietta’s
tumor-covered cervix into containers filled with formaldehyde to save
them for future use. : :

The official cause of Henrietta’s death was terminal uremia: blood
paisoning from the buildup of texins normally flushed out of the body
in urine. The tumors had completely blocked her urethra, leaving her
doctors unable to pass a catheter into her bladder to empty it. Tumors
the size of baseballs had nearly replaced her kidneys, bladder, ovaries,
and uterus. And her other organs were so covered in small white tu-
mors it looked as if someone had filled her with pearls.

Mary stood beside Wilbur, waiting as he sewed Henrietta’s abdomen
closed. She wanted to run out of the morgue and back to the lab, but in-
stead, she stared at Henrietta's arms and legs —anything to avoid looking
into her lifeless eyes. Then Mary’s gaze fell on Henrierta’s feet, and she
gasped: Henrietta’s toenails were covered in chipped bright red polish.

“When I saw those toenails,” Mary told me years later, “I nearly

The Storm g1

fainted. I thought, Ob jeez, she’s a real pevson. 1 started imagining her
sitting in her bathroom painting those toenails, and it hit me for the
first time that those cells we’d been working with all this time aad
sending all over the world, they came from a live woman. I'd never
‘thoughe of it that way.” )

A few days later, Henrietta’s body made the long,
. winding train ride from Baltimore to Clover ina plain pine box, which
was all Day could afford. It was raining when the local undertaker
met Henrietta’s coffin at the Clover depot and slid it into the back of
- a rusted truck. He rolled through downtown Clover, past the hard-
~ware store where Henrietta used to watch old white men play check-
ers, and onto Lacks Town Road, turning just before The Shack, where
. she’d danced only a few months carlier. As the undertaker drove into
Lacks Town, cousins filed onto porches to watch Henrietta pass, their
hands ‘on hips or clutching children as they shook their heads and

whispered to the Lord.

Cootie shuffled into his yard, Hoowma straight into the falling rain,
and velled, “Sweet Jesus, let that poor woman rest, you hear me? She
- had enough!” :

Amens echoed from a nearby porch.

A quarter-mile down the road, Gladys and Sadie sat on the broken
wooden steps of the home-house, a long pink dress draped across their
Japs and a basket at their feet filled with makeup, curlers, red nail pol-
" ish, and the two pennies they’d rest on Henrietta’s eyes to keep them
closed for the viewing. They watched silently as the undertaker inched
through the field between the road and the house, his tires sinking
into puddles of red mud. .

Cliff and Fred stood in the graveyard behind the house, their
overalls drenched and heavy with rain. They’d spent most of the day
thrusting shovels into the rocky cemetery ground, digging a grave for
Henrietta. They dug in one spot, then another, moving each time their
shovels hit the coffins of unknown relatives buried with no markers.
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Eventually they found an empty spot for Henrietta near her mother’s
tombstone.

When Orm and Fred heard the undertaker’s Qﬁow ﬁrmw. walked * 151 1053
toward the home-house to help unload Henrietta. When they got her ‘
into the hallway, they opened the pine box, and Sadie began 10 czy.
What mon_.,.,rma most wasn’t the sight of Henrietta’s lifeless body, it was
her toenails: Henrietta would rather have died than let her polish get i}
all chipped like that. , . The Hela

“Lord,” Sadie said. “Hennie must a hurt somethin worse than

death.” : C : Facto ry

13

For several days, Henrietta’s corpse lay in the hallway of the home-
house, doors propped open at each end to let in the cool wet breeze that
would keep her body fresh. Family and neighbors waded through the
field to pay respects, and all the while, the rain kept coming.

The morning of Henrietta’s funeral, Day walked through the mud
with Deborah, Joe, Sonny, and Lawrence. But not Elsie. She was still

in Crownsville and didn’t even know her mother had died. 5 . MNot long after Henrietta’s death, planning be-
The Lacks cousins don’t remember much about the service—they - ‘gan mn:. a Hel a factory —a massive operation that would grow to pro-
figure there were some words, probably a song or two. But they all “duce trillions of Hel.a cells each week. It was built for cne reason: to
remember what happened next. As Cliff and Fred lowered Henrietta’s help stop polio. , -
coffin into her grave and began covering her with handfuls of dirt, the " By the end of 1951 the world was in the midst of the biggest polio
sky turned black as strap molasses. The rain fell thick and fase. Then ~ “epidemic in history. Schools closed, parents panicked, and the public
came long rumbling thunder, screams from the babies, and a blast of - " grew desperate for a vaccine. In February 1952, Jonas Salk at the Uni-
wind so strong it tore the metal roof off the barn below the cemetery . ¢m.H..me. of Pittsburgh announced that he’d QQ«&M@m& the world’s frst
and sent it flying through the air above Henrietta’s grave, its long metal polio vaccine, but he couldn’t begin offering it to children until he’d
slopes flapping like the wings of a giant silver bird. The wind caused - . .ﬁmmnmm it on a large scale to prove it was safe and effective. And doing
fires that burned tobacco fields. It ripped trees from the ground, blew that would require culturing cells on an enormous, industrial scale,
power lines out for miles, and tore one Lacks cousin’s wooden cabin : hich no one had done before.
clear out of the ground, threw him from the living room into his gar- - The National Foundation for Infantile Paralysis INFIP)—a char-
den, then landed on top of kim, killing him instantly. - . ity created by President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, who’d himself
Years later, when Henrietia’s cousin Peter looked back on that . been wma&%w‘n& by polio— vmnmn organizing Hrm...ﬂmmnmﬁ field trial ever
day, he just shook his bald head and laughed: “Hennie never was hat - conducted to test the polin vaccine. Salk would inoculate 2 million

you'd call a beatin-around-the-bush woman,” he said. “We shoulda

. - . » . . . . yye . .
knew she was tryin to tell us somethin with that storm. mmune. But doing this would require millions of neutralization tests,
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which involved mixing blood serum from newly vaccinated children’ were, it wouid solve the mass-production problem and make it pos-

sible to test the vaccine without millions of monkey cells,

So in April 1952, Gey and one of his colleagues from the NFIP
advisory committee —Williams Scherer, a young postdoctoral fellow
- at the University of Minnesota—tried infecting Henrietta’s cells with
. moroSEm ~Within days they found that Hel.a was, in fact, more
susceptible to the virus than any cultured cells had ever been. When
they realized this, they knew they’d found exactly what the NFIP was
looking for.

with live poliovirus and cells in culture. If the vaccine worked, the

serum from a vaccinated child’s blood would block the poliovirus and
protect the cells. If it didn’t work, the virus would infect the cells,"

causing damage scientists could see using a.microscope.

The trouble was, at that point, the cells used in neutralization tests
came from monkeys, which were killed in the process. This was a
problem, not because of concern for animal welfare—which wasn’
the issue then that it is today —but because monkeys were expensive.

Doing millions of neutralization tests using monkey cells would cost They also knew that, before mass-producing any cells, they’d

need to find a new wiy to ship them. Gey’s air freight shipping system
- worked fine for sending a few cells to colleagues here and there, but it
was too expensive for mwhmwmnm on a massive scale. And growing cells
by the billions wouldn’t help anyone if they couldn’t get those cells
where they needed to go. So they began experimenting.

On Memorial Day 1952, Gey gathered a handful of tubes contain-
ing HeLa cells and enough media for them to survive for a few days,
and packed them into a tin lined with cork and filled with ice to pre-
vent overheating. Then he typed up careful instructions for feeding
and handling, and sent Mary to the post office to ship them to Scherer
in Minnesota. Every post office in Baltimore was closed for the holi-
day except the main branch downzown. Mary had to take several trol-
leys to get there, but she made it. And so did the cells: When the
package arrived in Minneapolis about four days later, Scherer put the
cells in an incubator and they began to grow. It was the first time live
cells had ever been successfully shipped in the mail.

In the coming months—to test different delivery methods, and
make sure the cells could survive long trips in any climate—Gey and

millions of dollars. So the NFIP went into overdrive looking for a cul-
tured cell that could grow on a massive scale and would be cheaper
than using monkeys.

The NFIP turned to Gey and a few other cell culture experts for

help, and Gey recognized the opportunity as a gold mine for the field.
The NFIP’s March of Dimes was bringing in an average of $50 million
in donations each year, and its director wanted to give much of that_

money to cell culturists so they could find a way to mass- ansnn

omzm which they’d been wanting to do for years anyway.

Hrm timing was perfect: by chance, soon after the NFIP contacted
Gey for help, he realized that Henrierta’s cells grew unlike any human
cells he'd seen.

Most cells in culture grew in a single layer in a clot on a glass sur-
face, which meant they ran out of space quickly. Increasing their mum-
bers was labor-intensive: scientists had to repeatedly scrape the cells
{rom omne tube and split them into new ones to give them more space.
HeLa cells, it turned out, weren’t picky —they didn’t need a glass sur-
face in order to grow. They could grow floating in a culture medium

that was constantly stirred v% a magnetic device, an important tech-

Scherer sent tubes of HeLa cells around the country by plane, train,
and truck, from Minneapolis to Norwich to New York and back
again. Only one tube died.

When the NFIP heard the news that Hel.a was susceptible to
poliovirus and could grow in Jarge quantities for little money, it imme-
diately contracted William Scherer to oversee mn4mmov8mbﬁ of aHelLa

o~

nique Gey developed, now called growing in suspension. This meant

that HeLa cells weren’t limited by space in the same way other cells
were; they could simply divide until they ran out of culture medium.
The bigger the vat of medium, the more the cells grew®This discovery
meant that if HeLla was susceptible to poliovirus, which not all cells
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Uaﬁﬂrccom Ommﬁmq at the A.cmemmo Institute, one of the most presti UNIT AT TUSKEGEE HELPS POLIC FIGHT

Corps of Negro Scientists Has Key Role in
Evaluating of Dr. Salk’s Vaccine
HELA CELLS ARE GROWN

mpocm black universities in the courtry. The NFIP chose the HcmWnWmm
Institute for the project because of Charles Bynum, director of a.meno -
Activities” for the foundation. Bynum —a science teacher and civil -

rights activist who was the first black foundation executive in the ”
“. Black scientists and technicians, many of them women, used cells
from a black woman to help save the lives of millions of Americans,
most of them white. And they did so on the same campus—and at the

very same time—that state omﬂn_mmm were conducting the infamous
Tuskegee syphilis studies.

country —wanted the center to be located at Tuskegee because it would
provide hundreds of thousands of dollars in funding, many jobs, and
:.BE:m opportunities for young black scientists.

In just a few months, a staff of six black scientists and technicians
built a factory at Tuskegee unlike any seen before. Its walls were lined

with industrial steel autoclaves for steam sterilizing; row upon row of

enormous, mechanically stirred vats of culture medium; incubators;

glass culturing bottles stacked on their sides; and automatic cell dis- A first the Tuskegee Center supplied Tela cells

) only to polio testing labs. But when it became clear that there was no
‘risk of a Hela shortage, they began sending the cells to any scientist
mierested in buying them, for ten dollars plus Air Express fees. If re-

“gearchers wanted to figure out how cells behaved in a certain environ--

pensers—tall contraptions with long, thin metal arms that squirted
Hela cells into one test tube after another. The Tuskegee team mixed
thousands of liters of Gey culture medium each week, using salts,

minerals, and serum they collected from the many students, soldiers,

and cotton farmers who responded to ads in the local paper seeking ment, or reacted to a specific chemical, or produced a certain protein,

“they turned to Henrietta’s cells. They did that because, despite being
“cancerous, HeLa still shared many basic characteristics with normal

blood in exchange for money.

Several technicians served as a quality-control assembly line, star-
ing through microscopes at hundreds of thousands of Hela cultures cells: They produced proteins and communicated with one another
like normal cells, they divided and generated energy, they expressed
‘genes and regulated them, and they were susceptible to infections,
“which Bm@m them an optimal tool for synthesizing and studying any
: .n.:.amunn of things in culture, including bacteria, hormones, proteins,
and especially viruses.

cach week, making sure the samples were alive and healthy. Others
shipped them on a rigid schedule to researchers at twenty-three polio-
testing centers around the country.

Eventually, the Tuskegee staff grew; to thirty-five scientists and
technicians, who produced twenty thousand tubes of HeLa—about

6 trillion cells—every week. Tt was the first-ever cell production factory, Viruses reproduce by injecting bits of their genetic material into a

and it started with a single vial of HeLa that Gey had sent Scherer in living cell, essentiaily reprogramming the cell so it reproduces the

their first shipping experiment, not long after Henrietta’s death. virus instead of itself. When it came to growing viruses—as with many

%ﬁ% scientists helped prove Hrm Salk vaccine effec-

tive. Soon the New York Times would run pictures of black women

hunched over microscopes examining cells, black hands holding vials
of HeLa, and this headline:

other things—the fact that HeLa was malignant just made it more
seful. HeLa cells grew much faster than normal cells, and therefore
produced results faster. HeLa was a workhorse: it was hardy, it was
inexpensive, and it was everywhere.
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And the timing was pefect. In the carly fifties, scientists were just  their peers” methods, it would be difficult, if not impossible, to rep-
beginning to understand viruses, so as Henrietta’s cells arrived in mwwm“ . licate one another’s experiments. And replication is an essential Lﬁm?ﬂ%’
- cound the country, researchers began exposing them to virusesof all of science: a ,MWE:J considered valid if others can’t repeat.the
kinds— herpes, measles, mumps, fowl pox, equine encephalitis—to - Ammmn mnn_im.mn the same result. Without mﬁm.m.nmwammamln_... materials and
seudy how each one catere d cells, reproduced, and .mmwmm&. . ) methods, they worried that the field of tissue culture would stagnate.

Honsiereas cells helped launch the fledeling field of virology, but . »»Gey and several colleagues had already organized a committee to
ot 2 ot the begimaiag, I e years following Henrietta’s death, develop procedures to “simplify and standardize the technique of tis-
using some of the first tubes of her cells, researchers around the én.iﬁ_ sue culturing.” They’d also convinced two fledgling biological supply
made several important scientific advances in quick succession. m:.\wr . companies —Microbiological Associates and Difco Laboratories—to
2 group of researchers used Hela 1o develop methods for freezing " begin producing and selling ingredients for culture media, and taught
cells without harming or changing them. This made it possible to send them the techniques necessary to do so. Those companies had just
ceils around the world cmﬁ.m the m?nm&%-m.ﬁmzmm&mwn& method for ship- . _ started selling media ingredients, but cell culturists still had to make the
ping frozen foods and .mnom.mb sperm for breeding cattle. Tt also Bmmuﬁ , ~ media H_umamn?mm., and they all used different recipes.
researchers could store cells between experiments without worrying Standardization of the field wasn’t possible until several things

about keeping them fed and sterile. But what excited scientists most | happened: first, Tuskegee began mass-producing Hela; second, a re-

was that freezing gave them a means to-suspend .om:w in various states searcher named Harry Fagle at the National Institutes of Health

of being, | _ . - (NIH) used HelLa to develop the first standardized culture medium
Freezing a cell was like pressing a pause button: cell division, - that could be made by the gallon and shipped ready to use; and, third,
‘metabolisp, and everything else simply stopped, then resumed after Gey and several others used Hela to determine which glassware and
thawing as if you'd just pressed play again. Scientists could now pause - test-tube stoppers were least toxic to cells. :
cells at various intervals during an experiment so they could compare Only then, for the first time, could researchers around the world
how certain cells reacted to a specific drug one week, then two, then work with the same cells, growing in the same media, using the same
six after exposure. They could look at identical cells at different points equipment, all of which they could buy and have delivered to their
in time, to study how they changed with age. And by freezing cells at labs. And soon they’d even be able to use the first-ever clones of hu-
varions points, they believed they ¢ ould see %:@wm.ﬁlﬁ.mmw; : man cells, something they’d been working toward for years.
2 normal cell growing in culture became malignant, a phenomenon - Today, when we hear the word clone, we imagine scientists creat-
nw:m% illed spontan %33& o o . .Em entire living animals —like Dolly the famous cloned sheep— using
mhnmi:wﬁﬂwﬁwmn the first of several dramatic improvements Hela - ,UZ> from one parent. But before the cloning of whole animals, there
helped bring to the field of tissue culrure. One of the biggest was the Sm.m:ﬁm\mwmww_.m.oﬁ.Fm_.wmﬂcm_ nn:ﬁrmmmmﬂmmmmmwmﬂ;; | o
standardization of the field, which, at that point, was a bit of a mess. - To understand why cellular &obwnw $Mm.mﬁmm§§r you need to
Gey and his colleagues had been complaining that they awmm“ﬁw& too - " know two things: First, HeLa didn’t grow from one of Henrietta’s cells.
much tise just making medium and trying to keep cells “live. But It grew from a sliver of her tumor, which was. a clustér of cells. Sec-

more than anything, they worried that since everyone was using dif- ond, cells often behave differently, even if they’re all from the same
ferent media ingredients, recipes, cells, and techniques, and few ané , sample, which means some grow faster than others, some produce
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- enough quantities. They just wanted to buy them. So together, Reader
and Vincent used HeLa cells as the springboard to launch the first
.industrial-scale, for-profit cell distribution center.

It started with what Reader lovingly referred to as his Cell Fac-
tory. In Bethesda, Maryland, in the middle of a wide-open warehouse
" that.was once a Fritos factory, he built a glass-enclosed room that
"housed a rotating conveyor belt with hundreds of test-tube holders
built into it. Qutside the glass room, he had a setup much like Tuske-
gee’s, with massive vats of culture medium, only bigger. When cells
were ready for shipping, he’d sound a loud beli and all workers in the
. building, including the mailroom clerks, would stop what they were
doing, scrub themselves at the sterilization starion, grab a cap and
gown, and line up at the conveyor belt. Some filled tubes, others in-
serted rubber stoppers, sealed tubes, or stacked them inside a walk-in
incubator where they stayed until being packaged for shipping.

- Microbiological Associates’ biggest customers were labs hke NIH,
"which had standing orders for millions of HeLa cells delivered on set
schedules. But scientists all over the world could call in orders, pay
less than fifty dollars, and Microbiological Associates would over-
- night them vials of HeLa cells. Reader had contracts with several ma-
jor airlines, so whenever he got an order, he’d send a courier with cells
1o catch the next flight out, then have the cells picked up from the air-
port and delivered to labs by taxi. Slowly, a multibillion-dollar indus-
try selling human biological materials was born.

Reader recruited the top minds in the field to tell him what ?.o&
" ucts they needed most and show him how to make them. One of the
scientists who consulted for Reader was Leonard Hayflick, arguably
- the most famous early cell culturist left in the field today. When I
talked with him he said, “Microbiological Associates and Sam Reader
were an absolute revolution in the field, and I'm not one to use the
word revolution lightly.” , ;

-As Reader’s business grew, demand for cells from Tuskegee plum-
‘meted. The NFIP closed its HeLa production center because places
like Microbiological Associates now supplied scientists with all the

more poliovirus, and some are resistant to certain antibiotics. Scientist

wanted to grow cellular clones—lines of cells descended from E&Smﬁm_.
cells—so they could harness those unique traits. With Hel.a, a group
of scientists in Colorado succeeded, and soon the world of science had
not oniy Hela but also its hundreds, then thousands, of clones.

The early cell culture and cloning technology developed using
Hela .rm:m.mm lead to many later advances that required the ability to
grow single cells in culture, including isolating stem cells, cloning
whole animals, and in vitro fertilization. Meanwhile, as the standard
human cell in most labs, Hella was alse being used in research that

would advance the new field of human genetics.

Researchers had long believed that human cells contained forry-
eight chromosomes, the threads of DNA mside cells that contain all of
our genetic information. But chromosomes clumped together, making
1 impossible to get an accurate count. Then, in 1953, a geneticist in 'Texas
accidentally mixed the wrong liquid with Hela and a few other cells,
and it turned out to be a fortunate mistake. The chromosomes inside the
cells swelled and spread out, and for the first time, scientists could see
each of them clearly. That accidental discovery was the first of several
developments that would allow two researchers from Spain and Swe-

den to discover that normal human cells bave forty-six chromosomnes.
Once scientists knew how many chromosomes people were sup-
posed to have, they could teil when a person had too many or too few,
which made it possible to diagnose genetic diseases. Researchers world-
wide would soon begin identifying chromosomal disorders, discovering
that patients with Down syndrome had an extra chromosome num-
ber 21, patients with Klinefelter syndrome had an extra sex chromo-
some, and those with Turner syndrome lacked all or part of one.
With all the new developments, demand for Hel.a grew, and Tus-
kegee wasn't big enough to keep up. The owner of Microbiological
Associates—a military man named Samuel Reader-knew nothing
abour science, but his business partner, Monroe Vincent, wis a re-
searcher who understood the potential market for cells. Many scien-
tists needed cells, but few had the time or ability to grow them in large

R R R M IR
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he seemingly endless questions about HeLa and cell culture from
‘ather sclentists. Researchers came to his lab several times each week
wanting to learn his techniques, and he often traveled to labs around
the world to help set up cell-culture facilities.

cells they needed. And soon, HeLa cells weren’t the only ones bein
bought and sold for research—with media and equipment standardi

- . - - : - s

zation, culturing became easier, and researchers began growing cells .

of all kinds. But none grew in quantities like HeLa. .
As the Cold War escalated, some sciéntists exposed Henrietta’s Many of Gey’s colleagues pressured him to publish research pa-

cells.to massive doses of radiation to study how nuclear bombs de- pers so he could get credit for his work, but he always said he was too

stroyed cells and find ways to reverse that damage. Others put them “busy. At home he regularly stayed up all night to work. He applied

in special centrifugés that spun so fast the pressure inside was more  for extensions on grants, often took months to answer letters, and at
than 1oo,000 times that of gravity, to see what happened to human

celis under the extreme conditions of deep-sea diving or spaceflight.

one point continued to pay a dead employee’s salary for three months
- before anyone noticed. ft took a year of nagging from Mary and Mar-

The possibilities seemed endless. At one point, a health-education garet for George to publish anything about growing Hela; in the end,

director at the Young Women’s Christian Association heard about he wrote a short abstract for a conference, and Margaret submitted it
- for publication. After that, she regularly wrote and submitted his work

for him.

By the mid-fifties, -as more scientists began working with tissue

tissue culture and wrote a letter to a group of researchers saying she
hoped they’d be able to use it to help the YWCA’s older women.
“They complain that the skin and tissues of the face and neck inevi-
tably show the wear and tear of years,” she wrote. “My thought was . culture, Gey became weary. He wrote to friends and colleagues say-
that if you know how to keep tissue alive there must be some way of. ing, “Someone should coin a contemporary phrase and say, at least for
equalizing the reserve supply to the area of the throat and face.”

Henrietta’s cells couldn’t help bring youth to women'’s necks, but

the moment, “The world has gone nuts over tissue culture and its pos-
sibilities.” I hope that some of this hullabaloo over tissue culture has at

cosmetic and pharmaceutical companies throughout the United States least had a few good points which have helped others . .. T wish for the

and Europe began using them instead of laboratory animals to test most part, however, that things would settle down a bit.

whether new products and drugs caused cellular damage. Scientists Gey was annoyed by the widespread fixation on Hela. After all,

cut Hela cells in half to show that cells could live on after their nuclei ' there were other cells to work with, including some he’d grown him-

had been removed, and used them to develop methods for injecting self: AFi. and D-1 Re, each named after the patient it came from. He

substances into cells withoiit destroying them. They used Hela to test regularly offered them to scieatists, but they were harder to culture,

the effects of steroids, chemotherapy drugs, hormones, vitamins, and so they never took off like Henrietta’s cells. Gey was relieved that

. . . . : 1 3 1 1 *
environmental stress; they infected them with tuberculosis, salmonella, companies had taken over HelLa distribution so that he didn’t have to

and the bacterium that causes vaginitis. do it himself, but he didn't like the fact that HelLa was now com-

At the request of the U.S5. government, Gey took Henrietta’s nmﬁm pletely out of his control.

with him to the Far East in 1953 to study hemorrhagic fever, which Since the launch of the HeLa production factory at Tuskegee, Gey

was killing American troops. He also injected them into rats to see if had been writing a steady stream of letters to other scientists, trying to

‘they’d cause cancer. But mostly he tried to move on from HeL3, focus- restrict the way they used Henrietta’s cells. At one point he wrote his

ing instead on growing normal and cancerous cells from the same pa- longtime friend and colleague Charles Pomerat, lamenting the fact

tient, so he could compare them to each other. But he couldn’t escape - that others, including some in Pomerat’s lab, were using HeLa for
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research Gey was “most capable” of doing himself, and in some casess:

had already done, but not yet published. Pomerart reptied:

With regard to your . .. B..mmmwaod& for a wide
exploration of the Hel a strain, I don’t see how you can

i hope 1o inhibit progress in this direction since you

released the strain so widely that it now can be purchased
commercially. This is a little bit like requesting people
not to work onthe golden hamster! .. . I realize thatit1s
the goodness of your heart that made available the HeLa
cell and therefore why you now find that everybody

‘wants to get into the act.

Pomerat suggested that Gey should have finished his own HeLa re-
search before “releasing Enﬁ& to the general public since once re-
leased it becomes general scientific property.” .

But Gey hadn’t done that. And as soon as Hela became “general

scientific property,” people started wondering about the woman be-
hind the cells.
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So many people knew Henrierta’s name, some-
one was bound to leak it. Gey had told William Scherer and his adviser
Jerome Syverton in Minneapolis, plus the people at the NFIP, who'd
probably told the team at Tuskegee. Everyone in the Gey lab knew
her name, as did Howard Jones, Richard TeLinde, and the other Hop-
kins doctors who’d treated her.

Sure enough, on November 2, 1953, the Mmneapolis Star became
the first publication to name the woman behind the HeLa cells. There
was just one thing —the reporter got her name wrong. HeLa, the story
said, was “from a Baltimore woman named Henrietta Lakes.”

No one knows who leaked the near-correct version of Henrietta’s
name to the Minneapolis Star. Soon after the article ran, Gey got a let-
ter from Jerome Syverton, saying, “I am writing to assure you that
neither Bill nor I .provided the T.d_\bammaﬂomm Star] with the name of
‘the patient. As you know, Bill and I concur in your conviction that
_the cell strain should be referred to as HeLa and that the patient’s
‘name should not be used.”

Regardless, a name was out. And two days after it was published,




