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Brian, age 65, grew up in Chicago. Both of his parents smoked. Brian started smoking at a young age, and by the time he was in eighth grade, he was smoking a pack of cigarettes each day. “My parents found out that I was smoking when I was 12, but that didn’t stop me,” he said.

At age 19, Brian joined the Air Force and was assigned to work at an Air Force base in California. He soon fell in love and married his sweetheart, Denise. Brian had many responsibilities as a master sergeant in the Air Force. As a result, he struggled with job stress and often smoked cigarettes to cope.

One morning, while stationed in England, Brian had chest pains while walking at work. He was out of breath and sweating, and the pain became intense and worsened. Suddenly, he collapsed. Brian was having a heart attack at age 35. The next day, he had an angioplasty—a procedure in which a surgeon uses a balloon-like device to open up a blocked blood vessel. Denise flew overseas immediately to be by her husband’s side.

Brian slowly regained his strength but kept smoking. “The moment I walked out of the hospital, I started sneaking cigarettes again,” he said.

While on leave after his heart attack, Brian had more chest pains. He was admitted to an Air Force hospital in San Antonio, where he was diagnosed with a serious arrhythmia—an irregular heartbeat that can be life threatening. Brian underwent surgery to have a defibrillator put in his chest. A defibrillator is a device that helps regulate abnormal heartbeats.

Denise quit her job to care for Brian full-time. She took over responsibility for everything, from coordinating his medical care to managing their household. “I owe my life to her; literally, not figuratively,” Brain said.

Brian had several surgeries over the years for heart problems related to smoking. Eventually, his doctor told him that his heart was so damaged that he needed a transplant. This would be the beginning of a long and difficult journey for Brian and his family. Brian understood that not everybody who needs a transplant is able to get one, but he hoped that he would be one of the lucky ones.

In 2000, Brian was diagnosed with chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), a condition often caused by smoking or secondhand smoke exposure that makes it harder and harder to breathe and can cause death.

In 2007, Brian’s name was added to a national heart transplant waiting list. He and his family were thrilled. But that feeling didn’t last long. One evening, Brian’s doctor called with some bad news. Brian’s name had been removed from the transplant list. The reason? Brian’s lab results showed that he still was still smoking. “It was caught in a routine blood test for nicotine exposure,” he said. Brian and Denise were devastated.

Brian had run out of treatment options, and his health was getting worse. He was determined to quit smoking so that he could have a chance to live. In the spring of 2009, Brian joined a smoking cessation class in a military hospital. “I did everything they told me to do, and I never looked back,” he said.

Because he remained smokefree, he eventually was put back on the list for a heart transplant. In 2012, Brian received a long-awaited heart transplant. The transplant gave him new hope, but he understood the seriousness of the surgery. “They told me that a heart transplant is not a cure. I have a weakened immune system, so I can’t attend events where there are lots of people and little kids,” he said.

Brian’s heart transplant, a healthier lifestyle, and quitting cigarettes for good gave him a new outlook on life.  But the damage caused by years of smoking continued to affect his body. In 2017, at age 63, Brian was diagnosed with lung cancer. He had surgery to remove part of his lung.

Now living in Texas, Brian is glad he quit smoking for good. “Every day is a gift to spend time with my wife and grandkids. If I’m around after everything I’ve been through, other people can have hope too.”
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[image: James]James’ father was well liked and influential in the community. He also was a smoker. So James’ attempts to be more like his father naturally included smoking cigarettes, starting at age 14. But 30 years later, the damage from smoking started causing him health problems, and eventually he decided to quit.

Now 48, James has been smoke-free for 2 years. He says quitting was hard—patches and sugar-free gum helped him—but his health continues to be a big motivator. Since he quit smoking, James has been able to make other important changes to improve his health. He became an avid cyclist, and began riding several miles to see his doctor at the VA hospital, “…a real accomplishment for me.” Now that he sees a doctor closer to his home, he still makes a point to ride 9 or 10 miles every day for exercise. He also enjoys swimming and does some sort of cardio exercise every morning.

James wanted to participate in the Tips From Former Smokers® campaign to send a message to people who think smoking isn’t going to hurt them just because they haven’t experienced a smoking-related health problem yet. He says if you smoke, you should quit.

“I want to help people like me quit smoking—people in their forties. Maybe nothing really bad has happened to them yet,” says James. “Maybe you’re lucky, but you’re probably not going to stay lucky.”
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[image: Mark]Mark started smoking as a teenager to fit in with friends. “When you’re 18 or 19, your friends mean a lot,” he said. It was a teenage choice that he regrets very much today. Mark soon became a regular smoker. He continued to smoke a pack a day until 2009, when he developed rectal cancer.

At age 42, with a wife and a young daughter to support, Mark faced the fight of his life. His illness—rectal cancer—is a type of colorectal cancer. All the cancers in this group are more common in people who smoke than in nonsmokers. Mark’s first symptoms were changes in his bowel habits, including strong urges, constipation, and traces of blood.

Mark’s doctor ordered a colonoscopy, which is a simple exam of the colon that uses a tiny video camera and a TV monitor. “Everything just—it came to a grinding halt,” said Mark. “I literally looked at this tumor on the monitor and realized, ‘I have cancer. I could die!’” Medical treatments and recovery lasted for many months. Mark had radiation, chemotherapy, and surgery to remove parts of his lower colon and rectum. For about 6 months, Mark needed an ostomy bag taped to a hole in his abdomen to collect waste.

As for cigarettes, Mark quit smoking soon after learning he had cancer. He wanted to do everything in his power to get well. He had tried to quit several times before. During his service in the Air Force, Mark started to think differently about smoking. He joined at age 19 and remembers that smoking was a liability in many types of duty.

“In the field, you can’t smoke because of security; you don’t want a light from smoking giving away your position to the enemy,” said Mark. He tried switching to snuff, a finely ground tobacco. Mark went on to serve two tours of duty in the Persian Gulf in support of Operations Desert Shield and Desert Storm. His addiction stayed with him as he switched from cigarettes to smokeless tobacco and back to cigarettes again.

When Mark finally gave up cigarettes and smokeless tobacco for good, the first 2 weeks were very hard. He says that thinking of himself as a nonsmoker helped. “Instead of fighting the cravings, I told myself, ‘Yes, it would feel fantastic to have some nicotine, but you’re not a drug user anymore,’ and in a short time the craving went away.”

Today, Mark has been cancer-free for 5 years. He’s passionate about the importance of getting regular screenings for colorectal cancer and seeing a doctor if you have any symptoms of colorectal cancer. As for smoking, Mark hopes his story will inspire others to quit as soon as possible, especially young people. “If you really feel like you’re old enough to make your own choices, then be that man, be that woman, and stop smoking.”

“All the negative effects that you think are never going to happen, like getting colorectal cancer, they happen. Trust me,” said Mark. “For me, the ostomy was absolutely necessary. The choice was having the procedure or I was going to die. There’s no question—without an ostomy, I wouldn’t be here today, and if I had to do it over again, I would.”
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[image: Roosevelt]Like many smokers, Roosevelt started experimenting with cigarettes in his teens. But his addiction became entrenched during his time in the military. Nearly 30 years later, damage from smoking began to take its toll. At 45, Roosevelt experienced a heart attack that landed him in the hospital for a month. In order to repair the damage to his heart caused by smoking, doctors inserted stents into his heart. When that wasn’t enough, he had bypass surgery — six bypasses in all.

“A heart attack feels like a hand inside squeezing your heart,” he says. “It’s like the worst charley horse you can imagine — in your heart.” Roosevelt found cigarettes to be so addictive that even after his surgery he continued to smoke — but he noticed an ominous difference.

“After my heart attack, when I smoked I could feel the damage right to my heart,” he says. “With all that scar tissue, I could feel pain when I inhaled smoke. I quit smoking because I didn’t want to kill myself.”

Now 51, Roosevelt has been smoke-free for 3 years, but he’s had to give up his career as a commercial plumber because his heart no longer is strong enough for the strenuous activity such work requires. He says the love, support — and constant nagging — of his family was the key to him being able to quit smoking.

“If you have loved ones who care about you, they will support you. Take it one day at a time,” Roosevelt says. “But if you smoke and want to see your kids graduate and want to see your grandkids someday, stop smoking.”

Roosevelt hopes his participation in the Tips From Former Smokers® campaign can help save lives. “I wish I never smoked,” he says. “Everybody thinks [health problems] won’t happen to them, but they happen to so many people. You could be next.”



[image: cdc_tipfromasmoker_about]Michael P.’s Biography 

[image: Michael]Michael started smoking when he was 9 years old and his younger sister offered him a cigarette. Years later, Michael, a U.S. Army veteran, an Alaska Native, and member of the Tlingit tribe, would develop chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) because of his smoking. COPD is a lung disease that makes it harder and harder to breathe and can cause death. It wasn’t until he nearly suffocated that he decided to quit smoking for good.

“Smoking was something I did to fit in,” he said, remembering why he started smoking. “At first it was unpleasant, but the more I smoked, the more I became addicted to cigarettes.” In the early days, he would hide the fact that he smoked and even smoked other people’s cigarette butts. Even though Michael lost his father, sister, and many other people in his community to smoking-related diseases, he continued to smoke.

Michael served in the U.S. Army from 1977–1979. He smoked cigarettes throughout that period. Even though he made attempts to quit, he always came up with an excuse to start smoking again. At age 44, Michael was diagnosed with COPD. “I would wake up with ‘smoker’s cough.’ That was a warning sign that I ignored,” he said.

Michael was 52 years old when he made the decision to quit smoking for good. It was a day he said he would never forget. He woke up struggling to breathe. “It was 4 hours of stark raving terror. I was suffocating to death. Every cell in my body was screaming for oxygen!” He remembered riding in the ambulance, wondering if he was going to die. Michael never smoked another cigarette. “Losing your breath is losing your life force,” he said.

Michael continued to fight for his life. To help improve his breathing, he had lung volume reduction surgery. Diseased parts of his lungs were removed to help healthier lung tissue work better. After he quit smoking, his condition improved slightly, but his doctor said Michael needed a lung transplant. Michael was unsure he would survive the surgery in his weakened state.

Michael enjoyed the company of his daughter and two grandchildren and struggled with the thought of having to say good-bye. “I can’t bear the thought of not watching them grow up,” he said. He wished he had more energy to play with them. “I used to play volleyball and hike in the mountains, but I don’t do that anymore,” he said. “I avoid anything that involves running and carrying things. I stay away from smoke and exhaust. Now, it’s all about friends, good memories, and living a little bit longer.” Michael died in 2020 at the age of 64.
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[image: Nathan]Nathan, a Native American and member of the Oglala Sioux tribe, had permanent lung damage. He never smoked cigarettes, but for 11 years he worked at a casino that allowed smoking. After breathing people’s cigarette smoke daily, Nathan began to have frequent asthma attacks triggered by the secondhand smoke. “You could see the smoke hovering inside the casino,” he recalled.

As he worked at the casino, Nathan noticed more changes to his health. Along with asthma attacks, he started having frequent problems with eye irritation, headaches, allergies, ear and sinus infections, and bronchitis. Over the years, the symptoms got worse. “A common cold escalated into pneumonia, sending me to the emergency room,” he said. “During one of the visits, a doctor was looking at x-rays of my lungs and commented that I had the lungs of a heavy smoker. I told him, ‘I never smoked a day in my life!’”

In 2009, doctors determined that Nathan’s airways were seriously damaged by repeated infections from exposure to secondhand smoke, which led to scarring and widening of his airways called bronchiectasis. Lung damage from bronchiectasis is permanent. His lung problems were so serious that Nathan finally had to leave his job to avoid the smoke. Just walking a short distance, he would get out of breath and had to use oxygen daily.

Nathan and his wife enjoyed a long marriage with five adult children and three grandchildren. Nathan prided himself on being a very active person. As a young man, he served in the Second Battalion, Fifth Marines reconnaissance division, where he received sniper training. He also raced motorcycles and received sponsorship from a major motorcycle company.

Nathan participated in tribal dance competitions and loved to referee at high school basketball games, which he did for 14 years. “I can’t do any of those things anymore,” he said.

Nathan decided it was important to share his story, with the hope that others would not suffer as he did. He spoke at schools, Pow-Wows, and conferences as much as his health allowed. He wanted to make everyone aware of the dangers of smoking and exposure to secondhand smoke.

Young people were a special passion for Nathan. He urged teens not to start smoking and if they did, to quit. He encouraged everyone to protect children from secondhand smoke.

“Some people tell me they smoke, and I ask them if they have grandchildren. ‘If you smoke, you may be taking that smoke home to the grandchildren and their small lungs,’ I tell them. I never smoked; look what happened to me. I want to make people aware of the damage that exposure to secondhand smoke can do to you.”

The secondhand smoke Nathan was exposed to permanently damaged his lungs and led to his early death. He died on October 17, 2013. He was 54.
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[image: Denise]Denise was 21 years old when she met her future husband, Brian H. He was 19 years old and in the Air Force. They were married within a year, and on their way to having two children soon after. “We were soulmates,” Denise said. “We were meant to be together.”
Brian had already been smoking cigarettes for several years by then. Denise didn’t smoke, but she grew up with parents who did, so she was used to it. “There wasn’t a lot of information in those days about how dangerous cigarettes were,” Denise said. “There was just that warning on the side of the package from the Surgeon General, and you don’t pay attention to that when you’re young.”
Brian was 35 years old and stationed in England when he had a heart attack from smoking. Denise immediately flew from Texas to be by his side. It was the first of many smoking-related health problems Brian and Denise would weather together over the next 30 years of their marriage. During that time, Brian has had chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), heart bypass surgery, a heart transplant, lung cancer, and part of his lung removed because he smoked.
“When things got really hairy with me, the things Denise had to give up and things she had to do were a lot more intrusive to her life and chaotic to our family dynamic,” Brian said. “There were a lot of years when I wasn’t very stable, and Denise had to step up and sacrifice a lot.”
Denise took responsibility for everything, from coordinating Brian’s medical care to managing their household. She eventually quit her job so she could be there to care for Brian. “When you have a sick spouse, you’re driving all the time, you’re paying all the bills, you’re taking out the trash, you’re doing all the laundry,” she said. “It is a full-time job.”
Being a caregiver to her husband could be “all-consuming,” Denise said. Some days she struggled with feeling resentful and overwhelmed. Other times she felt overwhelmed with terror that her best friend might die. When Brian’s health was at its worst, she checked on him again and again while he was asleep to make sure he was still breathing.
Denise found ways to relieve her stress and avoid burning out. Whenever she had the opportunity, she would go out for a walk. She could fit in three miles when Brian was napping. To maintain her own health, she started going to the gym three times a week and eating better. Her advice for caregivers is to take time for themselves: “Find at least an hour and do what you want, otherwise you’ll go crazy.”
Brian finally quit smoking for good in 2009 and had a heart transplant in 2012. Then, in 2017, Brian was diagnosed with lung cancer and had surgery to remove part of his lung. Together Denise and Brian continue battling the damage to his body from cigarettes. “Life is not always easy,” Denise said. “You just deal with it the best you can and move forward.”
“I owe my life to her; literally, not figuratively,” Brian said. “Now I take every opportunity to repay that debt, which can never be repaid.”
Although it has been a difficult experience, Denise said that caring for Brian through his illnesses brought the couple closer together. In 2019, they celebrated 45 years marriage by renewing their vows in front of family and friends. They decided not to wait until their 50th anniversary because Brian’s health could change at any time. “Every year counts,” Brian said. “While we have an opportunity for a party, we’re going to take it.”
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Beatrice, the mother of two boys, lives in New York. She tried her first cigarette at age 7, her second at 11, and then began smoking regularly when she was 13. She had friends who smoked, and she wanted to be “cool” like them.

More than 25 years later, Beatrice still smoked. She was not a heavy smoker and had not been diagnosed with any smoking-related health problems, but she wanted to quit. Her family also wanted her to quit. Although she had tried many times before, in 2010 Beatrice quit for good.
“When my son was 11, he wrote me a letter in which he asked me to quit smoking,” says Beatrice. “And when I was going through the process of quitting, that letter was very motivating for me. I want to be here for my family.”
A half-pack-a-day smoker, Beatrice says quitting was difficult and that she needed help. She used patches and other medicines to help ease withdrawal symptoms, and she would always look at her son’s letter if she needed an extra reminder of her reasons for staying smoke-free.
Beatrice, now 40, has more energy than when she smoked, and she cooks more—because food tastes so much better. She encourages anyone who wants to quit smoking to do it—but to get help if they need it. Beatrice found additional support online from friends who encouraged her to stay smoke-free, as well as from her family. “You’re going to need support, because it’s not always easy,” she says, “but the main thing is, you really have to want to quit.”
On her participation in the Tips From Former Smokers® campaign, Beatrice says, “I want to offer hope to people that it is possible for you to join the ranks of nonsmokers.”
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