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The Match gives an inside story of the second face transplant operation in the United States, performed in 2009 at the
Brigham and Women'’s Hospital in Boston. The author is Susan Whitman Helfgot, wife of heart patient Joseph Helfgot,
who suffered a stroke in the operating room while receiving a heart transplant. Susan Helfgot recounts a story centered
around her agreeing to donate her husband’s face for transplantation. Helfgot collaborated with William Novak, the
accomplished biographer of Magic Johnson, Lee lacocca, Tip O’Neil, and Nancy Reagan, among others. Aimed at a
general audience, The Match has an easy-to-read style and its apparent purpose is to provide a first-hand account of a
story of considerable interest to the public and media. The book reveals many facets of the events surrounding this partial
face transplantation. Susan Helfgot describes her thoughts and feelings day by day, sometimes hour by hour, as she
made her way through an extraordinary series of events. These included her interactions with the organ procurement
organization, the support of her family and friends during and after making the decision to donate, and the immediate turn
from the donation decision to the funeral of her husband. They also included a loss of the usual anonymity surrounding
organ donation, which resulted from media probing, as well as the donor family and [...]
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7-he Match gives an inside story of the
second face transplant operation in the
United States, performed in 2009 at the
Brigham and Women’s Hospital in Boston.
The author is Susan Whitman Helfgot,
wife of heart patient Joseph Helfgot, who
suffered a stroke in the operating room
while receiving a heart transplant. Susan
Helfgot recounts a story centered around
her agreeing to donate her husband’s face
for transplantation. Helfgot collaborated
with William Novak, the accomplished
biographer of Magic Johnson, Lee Iacocca,
Tip O’Neil, and Nancy Reagan, among oth-
ers. Aimed at a general audience, The Match
has an easy-to-read style and its apparent
purpose is to provide a first-hand account
of a story of considerable interest to the
public and media.

The book reveals many facets of the
events surrounding this partial face trans-
plantation. Susan Helfgot describes her
thoughts and feelings day by day, some-
times hour by hour, as she made her way
through an extraordinary series of events.
These included her interactions with the
organ procurement organization, the sup-
port of her family and friends during and
after making the decision to donate, and
the immediate turn from the donation
decision to the funeral of her husband.
They also included a loss of the usual
anonymity surrounding organ donation,
which resulted from media probing, as well
as the donor family and recipient learning
— without agreeing to do so — each other’s
identities. Helfgot and Novak do a nice job
of describing these experiences, particu-
larly the demands and stresses of being the
ongoing subject of media attention.
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The book is written in a novelistic style,
jumping back and forth from the present
to the past, from one location to another.
This method recommends itself because
several stories are being told, interwoven
with each other. One is the story of who
Joseph Helfgot was: the child of Auschwitz
survivors who settled in the Lower East
Side of New York City. Outgoing and ener-
getic, Joseph Helfgot rose from poverty to
become a sociology professor and later a
successful entrepreneur in market research
for the entertainment industry. Another
story recounts the background and expe-
riences of James Maki, the face transplant
recipient. Maki is a mixed Blackfoot Indian
and Japanese orphan who was adopted by
a Japanese couple living in Seattle. As a
young man, Maki served in Vietnam, where
he witnessed unspeakable tragedy and fell
into heroin addiction. After the war, his life
was taken over by drug abuse. One evening
when he was high, he fell off a subway plat-
form and landed face first on the third rail.
This accident left him horribly disfigured,
with the middle of his face missing — no
nose or upper mouth and one eye stitched
shut. Eating, swallowing, speaking, and
even breathing became difficult.

Also woven through the book is a medi-
cal story. It describes the role of the organ
procurement agency in bringing together
donor and recipient, seeking consent for
donation, and coordinating the various
activities that are part of any transplanta-
tion. It also portrays the study and prepara-
tion of the surgeons and the complexities
of having a large team of health profession-
als involved in the removal and transplant
of potentially multiple organs.
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The authors present the transplant opera-
tion in a favorable light. This is understand-
able because there are a number of positive
things about it; Susan Helfgot’s decision to
donate her husband’s face to help a man in
great need demonstrated generosity worthy
of commendation. But the book lacks an
even-handed approach when the authors
discuss whether human facial transplants
should be carried out at present — a matter
concerning which there is considerable dis-
agreement. There are good arguments, based
on both scientific and ethical concerns, that
our knowledge about immunosuppression
is not advanced enough to justify clinical
facial transplantation at this time (1-3).
However, the authors do not mention these
serious objections and instead characterize
the opposition as a group who claim that
facial transplantation is “nothing more than
a stunt” and that the transplant surgeons
are “a bunch of fools.” Thus, the authors’
description of the debate is a caricature in
which the substance of the objections is pre-
sented as little more than name calling. They
state, decisively, “the naysayers were wrong.
This was the right thing to do.”

Putting aside the fact that this contro-
versy is misrepresented, the book will be of
interest to many readers. Written in a clear
and engaging style, it does indeed give arare
glimpse into a remarkable series of events.
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