Katie Mitchell’s 38-year milestone as UK’s longest-surviving heart and lung transplant recipient
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At just 15 years old, Katie Mitchell faced a grim prognosis after suffering irreversible lung damage and heart failure from Eisenmenger syndrome, a rare congenital condition marked by high pulmonary artery blood pressure leading to severe heart and lung complications. Yet, defying the odds, she became the UK’s longest-surviving recipient of a combined heart and lung transplant—a procedure so rare in the country that only about five such surgeries are performed annually.
Mitchell underwent her lifesaving operation at Royal Papworth Hospital in September 1987. Since then, she has not only survived but thrived, marking an extraordinary 38 years post-transplant at the age of 53. Throughout her journey, she has also received two kidney transplants from deceased donors in 1994 and 2015. Mitchell credits the success of her transplant in part to how well her body responds to immunosuppressant medications, although she acknowledges the unpredictable nature of individual reactions to such treatment.
Reflecting on her experience, Mitchell often thinks about the young female donor whose generosity gave her “the gift of a normal life.” She recognises the profound sacrifice made by the donor’s family during a devastating time. Meeting others recently transplanted has been a source of encouragement for young patients and their families, illustrating how transplantation can extend life far beyond the typical five to ten years often anticipated.
The NHS Blood and Transplant service currently reports over 8,000 people on the UK organ transplant waiting list, including a dozen awaiting the rare heart and lung transplant combination. Mitchell’s remarkable longevity is a testament not only to medical advances and donor generosity but also to the resilience and hope of transplant recipients.
Marius Berman, the surgical lead for transplant at Royal Papworth Hospital, highlighted the significance of Mitchell’s milestone, stating it showcases the skill of NHS teams and underscores the vital importance of organ donation.
Mitchell’s story is echoed in the broader history of heart-lung transplantation, such as the landmark successes led by Professor John Wallwork, who performed Europe’s first successful heart-lung transplant in 1984. Mitchell’s own operation came just a few years later, making her one of the youngest patients to undergo the procedure at the time. Now among the longest surviving patients worldwide, she has built a life filled with achievements—a career, marriage, and family—and serves as a beacon of hope for others awaiting similar transplants.
Her journey also highlights the essential role of ongoing support and organ donation awareness to ensure that more lives can be saved and extended through these complex, life-saving procedures. As Mitchell herself confirms, transplantation can indeed enable patients to live full, normal lives.
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