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🔵  PART ONE – LIFE 

                   = Henrietta  

   = family hardship  

      = science  

         = ethics 

 

  1. CHILDHOOD IN VIRGINIA                    

Henrietta Lacks was born in 1920  in Roanoke, Virginia . 

Her birth name was Loretta Pleasant , but everyone 

later called her Henrietta. 

She lived in a small wooden house  beside the railroad 

tracks. The trains shook the floor when they roared by, 

and their whistles cut through the night. 

Her parents, Johnny and Eliza Pleasant, had ten 

children . Life was already hard for them, but it became 

even harder in 1924  when Eliza died after childbirth. 

Henrietta was only four years old . 

Without their mother, the Pleasant children could not 

stay together. Their father, Johnny, drove them to 

Clover, Virginia , where different relatives took in each 

child. Henrietta’s family was broken apart. 

Key Idea:  Henrietta lost her mother young, and her 

family was separated. 
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  2. THE HOME-HOUSE    

Henrietta went to live with her grandfather, Tommy 

Lacks . His home was called the home - house . 

The home-house was not an ordinary cabin. Long ago, it 

had been used to hold enslaved people . Now, 

generations of the Lacks family lived there, farming the 

same land where their ancestors had once been forced to 

work. 

Henrietta shared a small room with her cousin David 

ɐDayɑ Lacks. There was no electricity, no running 

water, and no bathroom. They pulled water from a well, 

bathed in the creek, and used an outdoor toilet. 

Life was rough, but family ties were strong. Many 

cousins, uncles, and aunts lived nearby. The land held 

history, hardship, and family all at once. 

Key Idea:  Henrietta grew up in poverty, in a cabin once 

used to house enslaved people. 
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  3. DAILY LIFE AND SCHOOL 

Life at the home-house was full of work. Each morning, 

before the sun rose, Henrietta and Day fed the chickens, 

milked the cows, and hoed the tobacco fields. Their 

hands and arms grew sticky with resin from the leaves. 

School was two miles away. Henrietta walked with her 

cousins along dirt roads to a Black - only school . She 

studied until the sixth grade . The school for white 

children was closer and better, but she was not allowed 

inside. Segregation ruled every part of life. 

Even with so little, Henrietta carried herself with pride. 

She was quiet and kind. She wore clean clothes, braided 

her hair neatly, and walked with her head high. 

Key Idea:  Henrietta worked hard and faced segregation, 

but she stayed proud and strong. 

 

 

 



4 
 

  4. BECOMING A MOTHER                      

As a teenager, Henrietta grew close to Day. At 14 years 

old , she gave birth to her first child, Lawrence . She 

became a mother before she was fully grown herself. 

Four years later, Henrietta gave birth to a daughter, 

Lucile Elsie , called Elsie .    Elsie had epilepsy  and 

could not speak. People in Clover whispered that she was 

“simple” or “touched.” 

But Henrietta never accepted those cruel words. She 

loved Elsie deeply. She tied bows in her hair, dressed her 

in clean clothes, and kept her close. Elsie followed her 

mother everywhere. 

Key Idea:  Henrietta became a mother young. She cared 

for Elsie with love, even though Elsie had disabilities. 
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  5. MARRIAGE AND MOVING NORTH 

In 1941 , Henrietta and Day married. They still lived in 

the home-house, raising their children among fields and 

cousins. But money was always short. Farming tobacco 

did not pay enough to feed a growing family. 

That year, a cousin named Fred Garrett  came to visit. 

Fred had left Clover for Baltimore, Maryland , where he 

worked at the Bethlehem Steel factory . He told 

Henrietta and Day that the mill paid good wages. 

Henrietta and Day wanted a better life for their children. 

So, they packed up and left Clover. They joined 

thousands of Black families moving north for work. 

Key Idea:  Poverty in Clover pushed Henrietta and Day to 

move north to Baltimore. 
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  6. LIFE IN BALTIMORE 

Henrietta and Day settled in Turner Station , a Black 

working-class neighborhood near the steel plant. Turner 

Station was poor, but it was full of life. Churches stood 

on every corner. Clubs played music at night. Families 

gathered on porches, sharing food and stories. 

Henrietta rented a small concrete house. She planted 

collard greens and flowers outside. She cooked fried 

chicken, chitlins, and rice pudding. She painted her nails 

red and wore stockings and heels, even at home. 

Neighbors remembered her as warm, stylish, and 

generous. 

In 1950 , her youngest son, Joseph , was born. Later, he 

would change his name to Zakariyya . 

   Caring for Elsie became harder in Baltimore. With 

sadness, Henrietta placed her at Crownsville State 

Hospital , a mental institution. Every week, she took the 

bus to visit. She brushed Elsie’s hair, held her hand, and 

made sure she felt loved. 

Key Idea:  In Turner Station, Henrietta built a home with 

love, but Elsie had to live in a hospital. 
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  7. FIRST SIGNS OF ILLNESS    

In 1951 , Henrietta began to feel something wrong inside 

her body. She told her cousin Sadie, “I got a knot on my 

womb.” 

She bled when it was not her time, and she felt pain 

during sex. At first, her family thought the pain was from 

childbirth. But Henrietta knew it was different. 

One day, while bathing, she reached inside and felt a 

hard lump , small and round like a marble. She told Day, 

“You better take me to the doctor. I’m bleedin’ and it 

ain’t my time.” 

Key Idea:  Henrietta felt pain and found a lump in her 

body. She knew something was wrong. 
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  8. AT JOHNS HOPKINS HOSPITAL          

Henrietta went to Johns Hopkins Hospital , one of the 

few hospitals that treated Black patients. 

A doctor named Howard Jones  examined her.       He 

found a purple, shiny tumor on her cervix  (the opening 

to the womb). He said it looked like grape Jell-O. He took 

a sample and sent it to the lab. 

The result was cervical cancer  — fast and aggressive. 

Henrietta returned for treatment. 

      Doctors used radium . They packed small tubes of 

radium inside her cervix, wrapped in gauze. Radium 

burns cancer, like sunlight burning weeds in a garden. 

         Before giving treatment, doctors also took two extra 

samples: one from her tumor, and one from healthy 

tissue. They gave these to a researcher, Dr. George 

Gey . Henrietta was never told. 

Key Idea:  Doctors treated Henrietta’s cancer, but also 

took her cells without permission. 
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  9. THE HELA CELLS       

Dr. Gey had tried for years to grow human cells in the 

lab. Every sample before had died quickly. 

But Henrietta’s cells were different: 

¶ They did not die. 

¶ They doubled every 24 hours. 

¶ They became the first immortal human cells . 

Immortal means they never stop growing, like a plant 

that grows forever. 

Gey named them HeLa cells  — He  for Henrietta, La  for 

Lacks. 

         Henrietta did not know. Her family did not know. But 

her cells would change science forever. 

Key Idea:  Henrietta’s cells became immortal, starting a 

new era in science, without her consent. 
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HeLa cells under a microscope. 
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✅  UNDERSTANDING CHECK: PART ONE – LIFE 

 

1. What order did these events happen in? 

¶ Henrietta moved to Baltimore. 

¶ Henrietta’s mother died. 

¶ Elsie was born. 

¶ Henrietta was born. 

 

2. What illness did Henrietta have? 

a) Breast cancer 

b) Cervical cancer 

c) Skin cancer 

d) Lung cancer 

3. What does “immortal cells” mean? 

a) They grow and never die 

b) They are very big 

c) They change color 

d) They die quickly 

 

4. Did doctors ask Henrietta before taking her cells? 

   Yes /   No 

 

5. Short answer: Why did Henrietta and Day leave 

Clover for Baltimore? 

 



12 
 

🔴  PART TWO – FINAL DAYS 

                   = Henrietta |    = family hardship |       = science | 

         = ethics 

 

  1. HENRIETTA’S FINAL DAYS 

By September 1951 , Henrietta  was in terrible pain . 

Her cancer  had spread through her whole body . It was 

no longer just in her cervix . It had reached her lungs, 

liver, stomach, bladder, and bones . 

She had large, hard tumors  inside her. They grew 

quickly and pressed on her organs . Because of this, she 

could not urinate properly. Her belly filled with fluid  and 

began to swell. 

Doctors gave her morphine  to manage the pain. But the 

medicine did not work well. She could not eat. She could 

not sleep. She lost weight and became very weak. 

Henrietta stayed at Johns Hopkins Hospital . Her 

family  and cousins  came to visit her. They brought 

homemade food  and tried to comfort her. 

One cousin said: ɐHer body was filled with knots. Like her 

whole stomach was full of stones.ɑ 

On October 4, 1951 , Henrietta Lacks  died in her 

hospital room . She was only 31 years old . 
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Her body was taken back to Clover, Virginia . The family 

held a simple funeral . She was buried in an unmarked 

grave  next to her mother . To this day, no one knows 

the exact spot where her body  lies. 

     Key Idea:  Henrietta died in 1951, at age 31, from 

cancer that spread through her whole body. 
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  2. THE AUTOPSY          

After Henrietta’s death , doctors at Johns Hopkins  

asked her husband, Day , for permission to do an 

autopsy . 

They told him it was to learn more about her cancer . 

Day said yes , but he did not fully understand. He thought 

they would only look at her tumors . 

He did not know they would open her entire body . 

During the autopsy, doctors removed samples from all 

her organs . They wanted to study how the cancer  had 

spread. They also wanted more tissue  for research. 

This was common at the time, especially for poor Black 

patients . But no one explained this clearly to Day . And 

no one had talked to Henrietta  about it before she died. 

Later, her cousin said: ɐThey cut her from her neck to 

her pelvis. They took everything they needed.ɑ 

     Key Idea:  Doctors performed a full autopsy and took 

tissue, without Henrietta’s knowledge. 
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  3. LIFE AFTER HENRIETTA’S DEATH    

Henrietta’s death left her children  without their mother . 

She had five children . The youngest, Joseph , was still 

a baby. The oldest, Lawrence , was a teenager. 

Her husband, Day , worked long shifts at the steel mill . 

He could not raise all the children alone. He left them in 

the care of a woman named Ethel , a relative. 

But Ethel  had always disliked Henrietta . She was angry 

and harsh. Under her care, the children suffered. They 

were beaten with sticks  and belts . They were 

sometimes locked in closets  for hours. 

Deborah, Henrietta’s daughter , was just a toddler. She 

grew up scared and confused. She missed her mother , 

even though she barely remembered her. 

Elsie, the child with epilepsy , was still in Crownsville 

State Hospital . Henrietta had been her only visitor. 

After Henrietta died, no one came to see Elsie again. 

     Key Idea:  After Henrietta died, her children lived in 

pain and neglect without her love

. 
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  4. THE WORLD USES HELA CELLS       

While Henrietta’s family  grieved, her cells  began to 

change the world . 

Her cells—called HeLa —grew faster than any scientist 

had seen. They were strong. They could survive being 

frozen, shipped, and tested . 

Scientists began using HeLa cells  for many kinds of 

research: 

¶ Testing the first polio vaccine  

¶ Studying how cells grow, die, and become 

cancerous  

¶ Learning how radiation  and poisonous chemicals  

affect cells 

¶ Studying how viruses  infect cells 

¶ Testing new drugs  without human volunteers 

Factories began growing HeLa cells  by the billions . 

They were sent to labs across the U.S.  and around the 

world . 

         But no one told Henrietta’s family . No one asked for 

their permission . Scientists even published false names, 

like Helen Lane  or Helen Larson , to hide the truth. 
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     Key Idea:  HeLa cells became a global revolution in 

science, while Henrietta’s family was kept in the dark. 

 

  5. ELSIE’S DEATH AND CROWNSVILLE    

Elsie Lacks, Henrietta’s second child , had epilepsy  and 

developmental disabilities. Henrietta had cared for her 

with love and patience. 

When the family moved to Baltimore , caring for Elsie 

became too hard. The family placed her in Crownsville 

State Hospital , a mental institution for Black patients . 

Crownsville was overcrowded  and underfunded . Elsie 

lived in a ward with other disabled children. Conditions 

were harsh. 

After Henrietta’s death , no one visited Elsie again. She 

died there in 1955 , only a few years after her mother . 

Years later, when author Rebecca Skloot  and 

Henrietta’s daughter Deborah  visited Crownsville, they 

found Elsie’s medical file . The records showed terrible 

things: 

¶ Elsie had been called “feeble - minded ” 

¶ She was kept tied to her bed  

¶ She was likely used in medical experiments  

One test, called a pneumoencephalogram , removed 

fluid from her skull to take X-rays. It was painful and 
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dangerous. When Deborah saw a photo of her sister for 

the first time, she wept . 

     Key Idea:  Elsie died alone in Crownsville, where she 

faced neglect and painful experiments. 
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  6. HELA CELLS GO COMMERCIAL    

In the 1950s and 1960s , labs began to sell HeLa cells . 

HeLa cells were no longer just for research. Now, 

companies made money from them. Tubes of HeLa cells 

were shipped by mail  to scientists, drug companies, and 

even schools. 

HeLa became the foundation of a new science: cell 

culture . This field led to discoveries in cancer , 

genetics , and fertility . 

         But Henrietta’s family  received nothing. They had no 

health insurance . They could not afford many of the 

treatments that HeLa cells helped create. 

     Key Idea:  Companies made money from HeLa cells, 

while Henrietta’s family stayed poor. 
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  7. RUMORS AND CONFUSION 

In the 1970s , researchers needed more information 

about HeLa . They contacted the Lacks family  for blood 

samples . 

The doctors spoke in scientific language the family did 

not understand. They said they needed to test whether 

the family had the “HeLa cancer .” 

This frightened the children. Deborah  and her brothers 

thought they might already have cancer. 

No one explained clearly. The family grew afraid. They 

didn’t know who to trust. 

Neighbors told strange stories. Someone said HeLa cells 

had been to space . Another said they were used in 

nuclear tests . 

The family did not understand how cells could be taken, 

shared, and sold. They had never been told about 

consent . 

     Key Idea:  In the 1970s, confusion and rumors grew 

as the family struggled to understand HeLa. 
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  8. THE LACKS FAMILY SPEAKS OUT 

Over time, Henrietta’s story began to spread. A few 

journalists and doctors published small articles. 

In 1976 , Rolling Stone  printed an article using 

Henrietta’s real name . For the first time, the public 

learned that Henrietta Lacks  was the woman behind the 

famous cells . 

Her children —especially Deborah —wanted answers. 

They wanted to know what had happened to their 

mother . They wanted her name  spoken and her credit 

given. 

But the story was still full of confusion  and mistrust . 

No one had ever asked the family what they thought. 

They had lived in poverty, silence, and pain . Now, they 

wanted the truth . 

     Key Idea:  By the 1970s, Henrietta’s children began 

asking for answers and demanding recognition. 
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✅  UNDERSTANDING CHECK: PART TWO – DEATH 

 

1. What happened to Henrietta’s body  after she died? 

 

a) It was buried with a headstone 

b) It was cremated 

c) It was autopsied and buried in an unmarked grave 

d) It was sent to a museum 

2. What was Henrietta’s daughter Elsie  diagnosed 

with? 

 

a) Cancer 

b) Epilepsy and developmental disabilities 

c) Polio 

d) Tuberculosis 

3. How were HeLa cells  used after Henrietta’s death? 

a) To make candy 

b) For space travel only 

c) In science labs and medical research around the 

world 

d) In cooking experiments 

4. Did Henrietta’s family  give permission for her cells  

to be used in science? 

   Yes /   No 
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5. What did companies do with HeLa cells  in the 1950s 

and 60s? 

a) Threw them away 

b) Sold them for money 

c) Gave them only to students 

d) Hid them in storage 

 

6. Short Answer: 

Why were Henrietta’s children  confused and afraid 

when doctors came for their blood  in the 1970s? 
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🟪  PART THREE – IMMORTALITY 

                   = Henrietta |    = family hardship |       = science | 

         = ethics |        = faith 

 

  1. DEBORAH WANTS THE TRUTH 

As she grew older, Deborah Lacks  became determined 

to learn about her mother . 

She had lived most of her life not knowing the full story . 

She heard bits and pieces — some said her mother was 

famous , others whispered that scientists had used her, 

or that she was still alive in labs  through her cells . 

Deborah wanted facts , not rumors. She collected 

anything she could find. She went to libraries , searched 

online , and asked people at church . She underlined 

words she did not understand and wrote questions in the 

margins . 

She kept notebooks  full of clippings. She carried a 

folder  she called her “mother file .” Inside she wrote 

her questions: 

¶ Why did no one tell us? 

¶ Why were her cells so important? 

¶ Did she suffer? 

¶ Are people making money from this? 
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Some of her brothers  told her to stop asking. Others 

grew angry at how Henrietta had been treated. But 

Deborah felt her mother’s spirit  pushing her forward. 

She believed Henrietta’s soul  could not rest until the 

truth was spoken. 

     Key Idea:  Deborah searched for the truth about her 

mother, despite family doubts. 
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  2. MEETING REBECCA SKLOOT 

In the 1990s , a young science writer named Rebecca 

Skloot  learned about HeLa cells  in school. Her professor 

said they came from a Black woman named Henrietta 

Lacks  — but nothing more. 

Rebecca kept asking: Who was Henrietta? What did her 

family think?  No one had answers. 

She decided to find them herself. She planned to write a 

book . She called phone numbers, left messages , wrote 

letters . 

The Lacks family  did not trust reporters. They had been 

misled and hurt before. Most ignored her. Some hung up. 

Finally, Deborah  called back. They spoke on the phone , 

then met in person . At first Deborah was polite but 

cautious. Rebecca listened, asked gently, and did not 

push. 

Over time, trust grew. One day, they sat together and 

wept . Both wanted the same thing: to honor Henrietta  

and to make her story known . 

     Key Idea:  Deborah began working with Rebecca 

Skloot to share Henrietta’s story. 
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  3. LEARNING ABOUT SCIENCE AND CELLS       

Deborah and Rebecca began a journey of discovery. They 

visited Clover, Virginia  (Henrietta’s childhood home), 

Johns Hopkins Hospital , and Crownsville , where 

Elsie  had lived and died. 

They also visited laboratories  where HeLa cells  were 

still growing. Deborah asked bold, emotional questions: 

¶ Did my mother know? 

¶ Did she feel pain when they took her cells? 

¶ Is she alive in the cells? 

Rebecca explained science in simple language , using 

pictures  and examples . She showed Deborah cells 

under a microscope . 

When Deborah saw glowing HeLa cells , she whispered: 

ɐThatɍs my mother. My mother is in there.ɑ She cried and 

smiled. It felt like meeting her mother  for the first time. 

Together, they learned: 

¶ HeLa cells  helped create the polio vaccine  

¶ They were sent into space  

¶ They were used to test radiation  and 

chemotherapy  

¶ They were used in cloning , gene mapping , and 

fertility research  
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Millions of lives had been saved, yet Henrietta’s family  

had nothing. Deborah said: ɐAll those things my mother 

helped make, and we canɍt even afford to go to the 

doctor.ɑ 

     Key Idea:  Deborah learned her mother’s cells 

changed the world, but her family remained poor. 
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  4. THE LAB IN HENRIETTA’S NAME 

In one university lab , Deborah and Rebecca saw a 

special room called the HeLa Cell Culture Room . On 

the wall , Henrietta’s name  was written. 

Deborah touched it gently and began to cry . She said: 

ɐThis is the first time Iɍve seen her name put up right.ɑ 

She felt proud — but also angry . For decades, scientists 

used HeLa cells  without thanks or recognition. 

     Key Idea:  Deborah felt both pride and anger when 

she finally saw her mother’s name honored. 
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  5. THE BIBLE AND THE BINDER        

Everywhere she went, Deborah carried two things: 

¶ A small red Bible , with her mother’s name inside 

¶ A large binder  full of notes, articles, and pictures 

The Bible  gave her strength . She read it when she felt 

afraid. The binder  gave her purpose . It held every 

scrap of knowledge she had found. 

She said the binder was her way of protecting  her 

mother’s story. 

     Key Idea:  Deborah carried a Bible for faith and a 

binder for knowledge. 
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  6. THE DOCUMENTARY CREW 

A film crew  decided to make a documentary about 

HeLa . Deborah agreed to take part, though she was 

nervous. 

The cameras, lights, and microphones made her 

uncomfortable. But she wanted the world to know her 

mother was real . 

The crew followed her and Rebecca to Johns Hopkins , 

to the cemetery  in Clover, to Crownsville , and to labs 

still using HeLa . 

Deborah often broke down in tears . She said: ɐI just 

want people to know she was real. She was a good 

mother.ɑ 

     Key Idea:  Deborah joined a film to show that her 

mother was more than cells — she was a woman. 
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  7. THE FINAL VISIT 

Deborah and Rebecca visited a lab  that stored frozen 

HeLa cells . 

They saw huge freezers  kept at -321°F. Inside were 

vials of cells from many people. One vial was labeled 

HeLa . Deborah held it and whispered: ɐThis is part of 

her. This is my mother.ɑ 

They also looked at Henrietta’s chromosomes  on a 

screen. They glowed in bright colors . Deborah said: 

ɐShe looks like sheɍs dancing in there.ɑ 

Deborah cried, but she also smiled . She felt closer to her 

mother  than ever before. 

     Key Idea:  Deborah saw her mother’s cells and felt 

her spirit alive in science. 
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  8. DEBORAH’S HEALTH DECLINES    

The search for truth was hard on Deborah’s body . 

She had high blood pressure, arthritis, and heart 

problems . She grew tired and weak. Sometimes she 

broke out in hives  or collapsed with panic attacks . But 

she refused to stop. 

She told Rebecca: ɐThis is my mission. I can rest once 

the story is told ɉ not before.ɑ 

     Key Idea:  Deborah’s health grew worse, but she kept 

pushing to honor her mother. 

 

 

  9. HENRIETTA’S LEGACY    

By the end of their journey, Deborah and Rebecca had 

gathered Henrietta’s full story . 

Henrietta’s cells  helped create: 

¶ Polio vaccines  

¶ Cancer treatments  

¶ Genetic tools  

¶ Over 60,000 scientific studies  
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But Henrietta was more than cells. She was a mother of 

five , a faithful woman , and a symbol  of science’s 

failure to ask consent . 

Deborah said: ɐI want the world to know her name. Not 

just HeLa. I want them to know Henrietta Lacks.ɑ 

     Key Idea:  Henrietta’s cells changed science, but her 

legacy is her name, her faith, and her family. 
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✅  UNDERSTANDING CHECK: PART THREE – 

IMMORTALITY 

 

1. What did Deborah always carry with her? 

a) A photo and a blanket 

b) A Bible and a binder 

c) Medicine and money 

d) Food and water 

2. What did Deborah say when she saw HeLa cells  

under a microscope? 

a) "That’s science!" 

b) "That’s my mother." 

c) "Those are fake." 

d) "I don’t believe it." 

3. What was Deborah’s goal on the journey? 

a) To become a scientist 

b) To stop the research 

c) To learn and honor her mother 

d) To start her own lab 

4. Did Henrietta’s family get money from the 

companies that used HeLa ? 

   Yes /   No 

5. Short Answer: 

Why did Deborah say she could not rest yet? 
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Lacks' descendents (front row) join a cancer research 

panel discussion. 
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