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“Somebody had to die for me to live,” Mike McSweeney soberly acknowledges. Despite extensive military training 
and service that took him all over the world, including two deployments to Iraq, Mike never anticipated that his own 
near death experience would play out in the Kansas University Medical Center just miles from his home base in 
Leavenworth. It is hard to imagine that this incredibly fit 41 year-old Army Lieutenant Colonel was brought to his 
knees, not by enemy fire, but a rare genetic disease called Alpha-1. 

In the summer of 2008, Mike accompanied his wife, Charlie, to her oncology appointment with hopes of celebrating 
her one-year anniversary free of the lymphoma that she battled. As the doctor confirmed her clean bill of health, he 
turned to Mike and suggested that he get a blood test as his eyes seemed unusually yellow. 

Mike took the order seriously, but was confident there was nothing to worry about. He had just passed an extensive 
Army physical, so when the blood test showed that his liver enzyme levels were slightly elevated, Mike didn’t panic. 
The doctor suggested Mike return for another test within a week to see if there were changes in the enzyme level.  

That’s when life turned upside down. Within a week, Mike’s kidneys were shutting down. Another blood test revealed 
that he had Alpha-1 Antitrypsin Deficiency, resulting from a most unfortunate match of two abnormal genes that tell 
the liver how to make alpha-1 antitrypsin protein. The liver normally sends the protein into the blood to protect the 
lungs and other parts of the body. An abnormal gene pairing produces an abnormal protein, which is trapped in the 
liver rather than being released into the blood. With no visible symptoms, this protein build-up may be a ticking time 
bomb, slowly scarring the liver and shutting down the kidneys. The lack of protective protein in the lungs can also 
lead to lung disease. Alpha-1 is the most important genetic factor in emphysema and is commonly called “genetic 
COPD.” 

Doctors gave Mike a definitive prognosis:  He would need a liver transplant. There was no other course of treatment. 
Surrounded by his family, Mike started the long wait for a suitable liver. Charlie left her job and became a constant 
caregiver to Mike, who was far too sick to be left alone. Charlie saw her strong, brave husband being reduced to an 
almost infant-like state as they struggled to control the ammonia build-up on Mike’s brain, a result of the inability of 
his liver and kidneys to sufficiently flush toxins from his blood. Then, eight-and-a-half long months later, during the 
very week in which both of their sons were poised to graduate from high school and college, a phone call came from 
the medical center telling them that a suitable liver was available for transplantation. “God must have an incredible 
sense of humor,” Mike laughs. “I always hoped I would live just long enough to see the boys graduate.” 

The wait was over thanks to the generosity of a donor family who mourned the death of their own father. After a 
fifteen-hour operation and one week in recovery, Mike walked out of the hospital and back into the life he had left 
behind nearly a year before.  

Although Mike must remain on immunosuppressant medication the rest of his life to ensure his body continues to 
accept his new liver, he is essentially cured of Alpha-1 disease. His story has a happy ending. Yet Mike wrestles 
with the guilt—a common emotion for those who undergo an organ transplant. Mike now works with the Alpha-1 
Foundation, sharing his experience and helping other Alpha-1 patients and families. He longs for the day when 
treatments are available to reverse the course of the disease so that no one has to die. 

Source: www.alpha-1foundation.org/alphas/?c=01-What-is-Alpha-1-Alphas 

An estimated 19 
million people have 
one normal and one 
defective alpha-1 
antitrypsin (AAT) gene. 
[These carriers] may 
pass the defective gene 
on to their children. 
Alpha-1 can lead to 
lung destruction  
and ... to liver disease. 
The most serious liver 
diseases are cirrhosis 
and liver cancer.
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