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HEART TRANSPLANT 
Third Time’s a Charm 

In 1995, a 5-minute segment of Ricardo 
Chapman’s life abruptly disappeared. 
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A lifelong athlete, he enjoyed shooting 
baskets with his six sons. Then, in one 
stop-motion moment, as he prepared to take
a foul shot, he blacked out. He woke up 
minutes later, lying on the sidelines, 
surrounded by concerned onlookers. 

Mr. Chapman saw a cardiologist, who 
diagnosed an enlarged heart and ventricular
tachycardia (irregular heartbeat). An 
implanted defibrillator (pacemaker) and 
medications helped, but symptoms, including
fainting episodes, continued as the aggressive
disease worsened. 

At his wife’s suggestion, he saw a cardiologist
at RWJ, who encouraged him to become a
transplant candidate, but the tachycardia was
so serious that he had to be admitted. The
cardiologist recommended the implantation
of an LVAD (left ventricular assist device) to
support Mr. Chapman’s failing heart while he
waited for a heart transplant. 

The LVAD is an implanted pump connected
to the heart, powered by a pair of external
battery packs worn holster-style on the belt.
The LVAD can be used as a bridge to 
support a failing heart until transplant. RWJ
is also accredited by the Joint Commission 
to offer it as a permanent therapy for 
individuals who are not eligible for heart
transplants.  

“The LVAD changed my life. I was able to go
home and could even play basketball again,”
says Mr. Chapman. “I didn’t think about the
transplant.”

Instead, he focused on his son’s marriage
coming up that fall in Florida.  The LVAD
would enable him to attend, but he 
hoped he wouldn’t be wearing the device.
There was another consideration: attending
the wedding would take him outside the area
of the Transplant
Program at RWJ.
When in early
spring, a call came
that a new heart
may be available; 
he re-focused and
began to imagine
what life would be
like with no LVAD,
a new heart 
and the ultimate
second chance at
life. Unfortunately,
that donor heart
and a second one,
were not matches. 

Mr. Chapman 
was always one 
to count his 
blessings, so he 
refused to become 
discouraged. He grew up in Newark without
a permanent home, staying in hotels, 
with friends and siblings while working 
and attending school. He eventually earned
enough money in auto sales to get 
his own place and marry, but the first 
marriage failed. None of these challenges 
got him down.

“In spite of everything, I always had a positive
outlook,” he says. “I read stories about kids
getting sick and dying when they are 
10. I thought, ‘No matter what happens, I’m
50 and I have been able to live a little bit. I
have had a good life.’ ” 

Later that spring, a
third call came and
this heart would be
the charm.

The lead surgeon
on the transplant
team was Thomas
W. Prendergast, 
MD, Associate 
Professor of Sur-
gery at UMDNJ-
Robert Wood 
Johnson Medical
School and Surgical
Director of Cardiac
Transplant at RWJ. 

“I’ll never know
how to thank him,”
says Mr. Chapman.
“First, he worked all

night to remove the donor’s heart. Then 
he had toremove my LVAD. Finally, he 
implanted my new heart and stayed by 
my bedside until I woke up. I can’t tell you
what that meant to me.”

In addition to Dr. Prendergast, Mr. Chapman
is deeply grateful to the specially trained
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team of heart transplant surgeons, 
anesthesiologists, nurses, social workers, 
dietitians and cardiac rehabilitation 
professionals within RWJ’s Transplant 
Cardiology Program who kept him 
alive while he waited for a new heart 
and aided his post-transplant recovery. 
He also struggles for words when 
comprehending the sacrifice made by 
the heart donor and his family. 

“I am grateful every day for the part of 
him that is alive in me,” Mr. Chapman says. “I
want to give back and work with the Sharing 
Network (New Jersey’s organ procurement
agency) to tell my story and encourage 
others to become organ donors.”

Visit www.rwjuh.edu/transplant 
or call 1-888-MD-RWJUH.




