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	SUMMARY

	 

	 

	 

	Rebecca Skloot’s book, The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks, chronicles the life, death, and immortality of Henrietta Lacks, a young black woman whose cervical cancer cells became one of the most important factors in bringing about important scientific and medical advancements in the twentieth century. Her family, however, did not know until much later that researchers were using Henrietta’s cells in their experiments. When the family learned the truth, they endured turmoil and heartache in the decades that followed. 

	Henrietta grew up in Clover, Virginia, where she lived and worked on a tobacco farm with her grandfather, Tommy Lacks, and many cousins. One of these cousins was David “Day” Lacks, who would become her husband.

	Henrietta and Day eventually moved to Turner Station so Day could get a more lucrative job at the steel mill, and together they had five children. Henrietta gave birth to Lawrence just after she turned fourteen. Their first daughter, Elsie, was mentally challenged and suffered from epilepsy. They would eventually send her to a state mental institution. After moving to Turner Station, Day and Henrietta had three more children, David “Sonny” Lacks, Deborah Lacks, and Joe Lacks. Henrietta was beautiful, fun-loving, and beloved by her family and friends.

	When she was twenty-nine, shortly after Joe’s birth, Henrietta noticed unusual bleeding and a lump in her lower abdomen. Her local doctor sent her to Johns Hopkins Hospital to see a gynecologist.  After an exam, a cancerous tumor was found on her cervix. She began visiting the hospital for tests, but initially told no one about her cancer. As her symptoms worsened, she told her doctors she felt like her cancer was spreading. It was, and tumors would eventually appear on many of her internal organs. Neither radiation treatments nor pain medications helped, and she died in 1951.

	During Henrietta’s first radium treatment, the surgeon removed samples of Henrietta’s normal and cancerous tissues.
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