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Man gets new hand after 32 years

Laura Ungar

December 1, 2006
Louisville doctors performed the nation's third successful hand transplant this week, operating on a Michigan man whose right hand was amputated after a work-related machine accident 32 years ago. 

Doctors said the 15-hour operation, which concluded just after 6 a.m. yesterday, was extremely difficult given such a long time span. At certain points they worried whether the surgery would be successful. Blood vessels tend to shrink over time, said Dr. Luis Schecker, and "the patient vessel compared to donor vessel were night and day." 

But in the end, David F. Savage, 54, of Bay City, got the new hand for which he had waited six years -- three years in litigation with his insurance company and three years on a transplant waiting list. When he woke yesterday morning, doctors said he told them: "I feel peachy." 

The medical team, from Jewish Hospital & St. Mary's HealthCare, the University of Louisville and Kleinert, Kutz and Associates Hand Care Center, gathered to brief reporters at Jewish Hospital yesterday on what they called a medical milestone. The nation's other two hand transplants were also performed at Jewish Hospital, in 1999 and 2001, on two men who had lost hands in fireworks accidents. 

Dr. Warren C. Breidenbach III, lead hand transplant surgeon, partner at Kleinert, Kutz and a surgery professor at U of L, said there are several reasons five years passed between Savage's transplant and the previous one. Hand transplants are still risky, partly because of the anti-rejection drugs patients must take, which suppress the immune system and raise the risk of infections and cancer. Also, he said, insurance companies often fight against covering such transplants because they are not lifesaving procedures. 

And, he said, those seeking hand transplants face the same problem as those in need of lifesaving organs: "It's difficult to find donors." 

Enhancing life
Doctors said many people who lose their hands choose to use prostheses instead of facing the dangers of a transplant. But Savage, who wore a cable hook prosthesis, wanted a new hand so much that he finally convinced his insurance company it was a good alternative that could enhance his life, Breidenbach said. Doctors said they did not know the company's name. 

Breidenbach said Savage -- a father of four, grandfather of nine and production supervisor for a company that makes power transmission products for the automotive industry -- likes to do woodworking in his garage and work with his hands in general. 

Family members, who were not available for comment, told officials they are excited. 

"His teenage son is looking forward to seeing his father for the first time in his life with two hands," said Bob Shircliff, president and chief executive officer of Jewish Hospital & St. Mary's HealthCare. 

Just before the surgery, Savage's wife, Karen, said, "I'm looking forward to a two-handed hug," according to a hospital statement. 

During the operation, the difficulties soon became apparent. Two arteries and three veins needed to be attached and blood allowed to flow into the new hand. Connecting the arteries proved a particular problem. For a while, Breidenbach said, the blood sputtered like water in a faucet that had been turned off in a long-abandoned house. 

Eventually, though, it began flowing correctly, he said, thanks in part to the skill of the 34-member surgical team, which was assisted by a five-member anesthesiology team. 

Yesterday, Savage was listed in stable condition. Doctors said they expect him to remain in the hospital for a week or so, then to stay in Louisville for three months to receive physical therapy and allow doctors to adjust his anti-rejection drugs. 

Previous successes
Most of the two dozen hand transplants done worldwide have been successful, but not all. One of the world's first, performed in France in September 1998, ended in failure after the New Zealand man who received the hand reportedly failed to follow his treatment plan. His new hand was amputated in 2001. 

The two previous U.S. transplants, however, have been successes. The first recipient, Matt Scott, a father of two from New Jersey who lost his left hand in a fireworks accident, said in 2005 that he could clap and clasp his hands together, feel pain in his new hand, and sign his name and grip a ball with it. 

Doctors said they are optimistic about Savage's transplant and the transplant program in general. Shircliff pointed out that in 2004, Sen. Jim Bunning, R-Ky., announced a $2.5 million contract award from the Department of the Navy to the program for further research. 

But as they celebrate their success, they said they also wanted to acknowledge the donor and the donor's family, who chose to give a precious gift in a time of tragedy. 

"Advancements in medicine have only been possible due to the benevolence of donor families," said Paul O'Flynn, executive director of the Kentucky Organ Donor Affiliates. "We are indebted to the families ... their willingness to give and to help others." 
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