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Valley Springs woman saved  
by stem cell transplant 

Growing use of cord blood 

Traditionally in the United States, the umbilical cord blood is 
discarded as medical waste and mothers do not have the option to 
donate, but in recent years, there has been a growing option for 
families to privately bank cord blood – at a hefty price. Typical costs 
range from $1,400 to $2,300. 

Now, a new statewide program enables free public umbilical cord 
donation. Umbilical Cord Blood Collection Program with University 
of California, Davis, Medical Center is designed to capture the 
genetic diversity of Californians through collection of cord blood 
units for unrelated transplantation – for people like Rachel Healy of 
Valley Springs. 
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Alicia Castro 

A mother must notify her doctor within the first trimester 
that she wishes to donate her baby’s cord. For more 
information about the program, go to ucdavisstemcell.org. 

‘I am alive because of donated cord blood’ 

In the prime of her life, a Calaveras County woman 
showed an incredible will to live after being diagnosed 
with two life-threatening illnesses. In the end, it was the 

advanced technology of an umbilical cord stem cell transplant that allowed her to survive. 

“From waste to miracle. We would throw away our cords, but these precious stem cells that we 
normally throw away can save lives,” said longtime Valley Springs resident Rachel Healy, who 
was diagnosed with cancer and a chromosomal defect in 2011. 

Diagnosis 

When she was 42 years old, Healy was a healthy, active mother of two young children. She went 
to the gym, worked in her yard and carted her kids, Lucas and Sheala, to their daily activities. 
Healy worked in law enforcement for years as a correctional officer and a member of a narcotic 
task force. A few months before her diagnosis, she had just begun working for the Calaveras 
County District Attorney’s Office as an investigator in cases involving sexual assault and child 
abuse. Then, in July 2011, everything changed. 
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“I ended up getting really tired, and having bruises all over me,” she recalled. “I would get a lot 
of colds. I would want to sleep all the time, and that’s hard to do when your kids are young.” 

She went in for a routine blood draw, just to ensure all was well. That night, her doctor called 
and told her to get another test and mammogram the next day. After analysis was complete by 
week’s end, she was diagnosed with an acute chromosomal defect and acute lymphoblastic 
leukemia. 

The doctor told her 90 percent of children with this type of leukemia survive, but adults with the 
same diagnosis often die within the first three months. 

“My mind was blown. I was in shock,” she said. “I was so healthy. I didn’t smoke or do anything 
to excess. I maybe worked out to excess.” 

She picked up her kids from school that afternoon and listened to Barry Manilow, crying all the 
way home. 

“I burned the dinner, I had my last beer in a long time, and we all slept together in the same bed,” 
she said. 

Search for a cure 

The next few weeks were a blur. Her friends in Calaveras County held blood drives, and her 
husband, Tim Healy – an attorney in San Joaquin County – hosted a blood drive there, too. 

“They basically couldn’t find anyone to match me in the world,” she said. “They had a 
candlelight vigil at Valley Springs Elementary School. They were trying to give me strength. But 
I was sitting at home without anyone to save me. It was almost like (the doctors) sent me home 
to die.” 

Meanwhile, Healy was still in the process of searching for a cure. 

“I met Michaela Liedtke, the doctor who would save my life,” she said. 

Liedtke, a doctor at Stanford University Medical Center, told Healy about the use of umbilical 
cords in stem cell transplants. Other doctors had recommended a haploidentical transplant using 
DNA from immediate family members, but this would only give her a 5 percent chance of 
survival, Healy said. 

Liedtke referred her to City of Hope in Duarte, a comprehensive cancer care institute that 
provides umbilical cord blood transplants. There, she found a DNA match in one New York 
male infant. 

“Babies are more malleable,” Healy explained. “They will morph into what you need. … 
Normally, these cords are thrown away in the United States. With my kids, I had mine thrown 
away, because I didn’t have any genetic problems. There were zero issues.” 
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According to the National Marrow Donor Program, umbilical cord blood is rich in the blood-
forming cells that can be used in transplants for patients with leukemia, lymphoma and many 
other life-threatening diseases. 

About 70 percent of people in need of a stem cell transplant do not have a suitable match in their 
family, the National Marrow Donor Program said. Those patients can find unrelated donors 
through registries, such as Be the Match, a nonprofit organization that matches patients with 
donors. (See sidebar “Growing use of cord blood” for more information.) 

Treatment process 

Before she could receive the stem cell transplant, Healy’s body needed to be prepared. 

“I had to undergo an incredible amount of chemo and total body radiation,” she said. “Fifteen 
minutes, twice a day, for four days. It was the most radiation my doctor said he could give me 
without killing me. … They had to annihilate my body and who I was.” 

After the chemo and radiation, Healy moved in and out of consciousness. She was hooked to 
machines that fed her blood and kept her alive. Then, she said the process was straightforward: 
“They took the stem cells from the frozen umbilical cord, extracted them out, put them in a bag 
and gave me the new stem cells through a simple blood transfusion.” 

She was then put in a negative pressure room for about a month, waiting for the stem cells to 
graft. 

“It’s kind of like being ‘The Boy in the Plastic Bubble,’” she said. “But I was a girl in a bubble. 
Any contamination could kill me.” 

After 28 days, she was permitted outside the “bubble,” but she still couldn’t see her children. For 
that, she would need to wait another two months. 

“I had to be careful of who I did see because I had very little immune system, that of a baby,” 
she said. “And it was horrible. I used to run seven-and-a-half-minute miles before this happened. 
Now, I was having people help me breathe through a respirator.” 

She said this could have been the darkest point in the journey, but instead, it was when she found 
the most light. 

“I am a woman of faith, and in that extreme darkness and pain, I felt the presence that I was not 
alone,” she said. “The Lord was with me, and I would live. The pain was so much that I could 
not be in my body.” 

During this time, she said she was given a mantra by her then 6-year-old son, whom she spoke 
with on the phone one evening. He had ridden a roller coaster that day, but he said he wasn’t 
afraid. When she asked why, he said this: “If you believe in yourself, God will not let you fall.” 
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“When my son told me that, I kind of had that in mind,” Healy said. “And when it was dark and 
when it was painful, I knew that this was just a temporary thing and that I would make it.” 

Even with her mind at peace, she had a lot going on inside her body. Still suffering the effects of 
radiation, her hands and feet suffered from peripheral neuropathy – damage to the nervous 
system that causes numbness – and her eyesight was damaged for many months. 

“When I left for the cord transplant, I did not know if I would step foot in my home again,” she 
said. “I was gone for about four months, fighting for my life.” 

Road to recovery 

When she did return in May of 2012 after those months in the hospital, she had a homecoming 
surprise: Neighbors had decorated her house with ribbons and butterflies. There were signs on 
her fence welcoming her home. Her lawn was cut and the plants were alive. 

“My husband told me the neighbors got together and took care of the yard for us,” she said. “It 
deeply touched me to know my neighbors spent their time caring for my yard, which was what I 
used to do before getting sick. It made me cry when I saw my roses were still alive; they had 
survived like me. The flag on the pole was worn and tattered when I had left, but was new when 
I came home. … Our community got together and took care of our needs when I was sick.” 

Mountain Ranch resident Shannon Sharp, who will run in the Nike Women’s Marathon this fall 
in honor of Healy, said she was amazed by Healy’s tenacity. The women’s children did a theater 
program together, and Sharp said Healy came to every rehearsal and show. One day, Healy 
shared her story backstage during a rehearsal. 

“She had such joy and passion,” Sharp said. “I thought, ‘This mom needs to be here for her kids.’ 
I was amazed at her courage and will to be given her life back.” 

Healy gradually grew stronger, but she continued taking chemo every day for 11 months. 
Through City of Hope support and BloodSource community drives, she received blood 
transfusions, platelets and amino globulin – components in blood that fight infection and viruses. 

“I was staying alive by getting other people’s immune system into my blood,” she said. “I 
couldn’t live without donors. And I kept on getting better. Now I’m doing really well.” 

Healy said she is now in remission. She is off all of her medications, and the only pills she takes 
now are vitamins. She can walk about two miles, clean her home and take care of her children. 
Once she begins producing a “normal amount of blood,” Healy hopes to return to work as an 
investigator. 

“We took our first vacation this weekend,” she said earlier this month. “We spent two days in 
Santa Cruz in a cabin. We played sports and the kids loved it.” 

Healy is on the road to recovery, and she credits it to the blood grafted from a newborn baby. 
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“I am a big girl making baby boy blood,” she joked on her blog at caringbridge.com. “… I am 
alive because of donated cord blood. … I do not want people who cannot get a match to go home 
and die.” 

Healy’s medical expenses totaled about $1.25 million, which she and her husband were able to 
cover through insurance and their retirement funds. She said she feels blessed. For those unable 
to cover the bills, the Leukemia and Lymphoma Society helps support patients. It also supports 
research for cures, such as the one Healy relied upon for her own treatment. 

“Each day is a gift and none of us are promised tomorrow,” she said. “I have been busy picking 
up the pieces I was forced to leave behind… I am a mother and wife again. I grow stronger each 
day.” 

     by Alicia Castro  

For more about Healy, visit her blog at caringbridge.com. 
Contact Alicia Castro at alicia@calaverasenterprise.com. 
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More about Stem Cells 

ARTICLE: One of world’s leading centers for stem cell research close by 
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