The Ballad of Henrietta’s Cells by Jeffrey Moran
Young, poor black woman. (Baltimore.) Nineteen fifty one.

Virginia tobacco country girl. (Five children.) A dancing queen.

Johns Hopkins hospital. A colored only ward.
Cancer of the cervix cancer like no one had ever seen.

Chorus:   Henrietta Lacks (you’re gonna live forever)—what makes you cells unique?


    Henrietta Lacks (you’re gonna live forever)—if your cells could speak.



Laboratory cultures swell---with Henrietta’s cells.



You’re gonna live forever.

Doctors took a sample (cancer) she didn’t know about.

Put those cells in test tubes (culture): continued to divide (chromosomes).

No one had ever seen human cells do this before. (telomeres)
Doctors said, “Immortal.” (telomerase) But Henrietta died.

Chorus:   Henrietta Lacks (you’re gonna live forever)—what makes you cells unique?


    Henrietta Lacks (you’re gonna live forever)—if your cells could speak.



Laboratory cultures tell of Henrietta’s cells.



You’re gonna live forever.

Cells mass produced to test the polio vaccine. (HeLa)
She saved the lives of millions (immortal). But Henrietta died.

Called “HeLa” by scientists (Henrietta) so none would know just where

These special cells had come from when Henrietta died.

Chorus:    Henrietta Lacks (you’re gonna live forever)—what makes you cells unique?


    Henrietta Lacks (you’re gonna live forever)—if your cells could speak.



And Henrietta dwells in a hundred tons of HeLa cells.



You’re gonna live forever.

Since nineteen fifty one, these cells have grown and grown,

And grown (and grown) and grown (and grown) and grown (and grown) and grown,

Used for researching cancer, gene mapping, and AIDS,

Effects of radiation, and how to make a clone.

Chorus:    Henrietta Lacks (you’re gonna live forever)—what makes you cells unique?


    Henrietta Lacks (you’re gonna live forever)—if your cells could speak.



Scientists do well---with Henrietta’s cells.



You’re gonna live forever.

All of us who didn’t get the polio disease

Should thank this country girl, Baltimore club dancer.

Barred from the white part of Hopkins hospital.

But maybe some of God was found in this young black woman’s cancer.

Chorus:   Henrietta Lacks (you’re gonna live forever)—what makes you cells unique?


    Henrietta Lacks (you’re gonna live forever)—if your cells could speak.



Repeat and fade . . .
