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Woman Speaks Again After Voice Box Transplant
Alicia Chang, Juliet Williams, AP
A woman whose natural voice could have been silenced forever because of vocal
cord damage is able to talk again after undergoing a rare voice box transplant.
Brenda Charett Jensen, 52, reunited Thursday with the team of surgeons who
performed the delicate operation last October, only the second surgery of its kind
performed in the United States.
"It's just been amazing — simply, simply amazing. And I'm still in shock," Jensen
said in a raspy voice at a news conference with her doctors. "I never know what's
going to come tomorrow, but I know it's going to be better than where I've been."
Jensen damaged her vocal cords more than a decade ago after she repeatedly
pulled out her breathing tube while under sedation in the hospital. Because the
injury left her breathing passage completely closed, the Modesto woman had also
been unable to smell — a sensation that she is enjoying again. Before the
transplant, Jensen "talked" with the help of a hand-held device that produces an
electronic voice.
The robotic-sounding device, which Jensen's granddaughter dubbed the "talkietalkie," led to people hanging up on her or treating her like she was not there, so
Jensen said the risk of the surgery was worth it. After years of putting up with
humiliation and teasing, "I was game to go. I wanted to talk again," said Jensen, a
slim woman who walks with a cane. The operation lasted 18 hours over two days.
Doctors replaced her voice box, windpipe and thyroid gland with that of a donor
who died in an accident. The transplant, which came after nearly two years of
planning, was led by the University of California-Davis Medical Center and included
experts from England and Sweden.
Chief surgeon Dr. Gregory Farwell said the neck is "an unbelievably complex
structure" with tiny nerves that had to be connected using sutures smaller than a
human hair. Surgeons spent 10 hours working under a high-power microscope as
they sewed the nerves back together, he said. Two weeks after the transplant,
Jensen voiced her first words to her doctors in a hoarse tone: "Good morning,"
followed by "I wanna go home" and "You guys are amazing."
Jensen has since been able to speak more easily. Doctors said Jensen's voice was
her own and not that of the donor. The special qualities of a person's voice are
determined by the shape of the throat, mouth, nose and sinuses. Following the
transplant, Jensen told doctors that friends who had not heard her speak in years
were able to recognize hints of her "old" voice. Jensen has worked a variety of jobs,
including driving trucks and working in a restaurant and as an executive secretary
before going on disability several years ago. She is not currently working, but she
hopes to get a job again with her voice restored.
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Soon after the surgery, Jensen said, she stepped out her door and smelled turkey
wafting from her neighbor's home. She still can't eat or drink because she needs a
tracheotomy tube to help her breathe, but she is working hard to strengthen her
neck muscles so the tube can be removed. In the meantime, she receives
nourishment through a feeding tube. "The bakery — God, that kills me!" she joked,
describing visits to the grocery store to buy household items. "But it's just been a
really, really unbelievable experience: smelling freshly cut grass, the air, breathing."
Jensen had a checkup Thursday and was able to swallow a glass of water for the
first time since the transplant. Dr. Peter Belafsky, principal investigator of the UC
Davis laryngeal transplant project, said the operation offers hope to others who
have suffered the loss of their voice. "I've had three messages and two texts just
this morning from patients saying, 'Am I going to be a candidate for this?'"
Not all patients who lose their voice are eligible for voice box transplants. It's still
considered experimental, and recipients have to constantly take anti-rejection
drugs that can shorten life expectancy. Jensen was a good fit because she was
already taking the drugs after a kidney-pancreas transplant in 2006, doctors said.
Unlike lifesaving heart or liver transplants, people can live many years without a
voice box, although a transplant would improve their quality of life. But the surgery
is still rare, in large part because it's not covered by private or government
insurance, said Dr. Gerald Berke of the UCLA Head and Neck Clinic, who had no role
in Jensen's care. The university paid for much of Jensen's hospital-related expenses,
which were not immediately disclosed. Doctors and staff donated their time.
In 1998, doctors at the Cleveland Clinic performed the world's first successful larynx
transplant, restoring the voice of Timothy Heidler after a motorcycle accident. He
spoke normally for the first eight years after the transplant, but later experienced
some swelling in his vocal cord that made his voice sound a bit breathy and froggy.
Despite that, doctors said his quality of life improved. "He's been able to live a far
more normal life. He can interact, and it gives him confidence," said his surgeon, Dr.
Marshall Strome, who now directs the Center for Head and Neck Oncology at St.
Luke's Roosevelt Hospital in New York.
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