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Resident Feature

“Iʼm Chuck and I need a kidney to live.” is a difficult 
introduction to hear, much less to truly comprehend for most 
of us. This is the reality for Chuck Winer, and his wonderful 
wife Debbie. In 1990, Chuck was diagnosed with Multiple 
Myeloma, a type of blood cancer of the bone marrow. At that 
time, Chuck was given a year and a half to live.

To understand this part of his story we have to go back to 
1970, where Chuck served as a combat correspondent and 
photographer assigned to the Armyʼs 1st Aviation Brigade 
headquartered in Long Binh, Vietnam. Chuck took many 
incredible photographs during his time in Vietnam, capturing 
imagery both on the ground and in the air. He tells me he 
had the privilege of flying with multiple helicopter units 
throughout the country, from the Mekong Delta in the south 
to the central highlands in the north allowing him to take 
many amazing ariel photographs.

Chuck was the editor of the Brigade monthly magazine. 
This magazine was a periodical geared toward the military 
personnel stationed there. He still has many of the photos he 
took in Vietnam, mostly in slide form. Unfortunately, Chuck 
fears that may not be the only thing he has taken with him 
from his time in Vietnam. Like many military personnel there, 
the potential exposure to ‘Agent Orangeʼ has been a constant 
shadow hanging over him for the past four decades. The 
exposure to 'Agent Orange' is most likely why he developed 
Multiple Myeloma and subsequently kidney failure.

By Peter Crisano

Chuck and Debbie Winer: 
In Search of a Donor

A Mohawk Surveillance Airplane over Vietnam,  
taken by Chuck in October 1970.

Chuck Winer during his military service in Vietnam
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Fortunately, he received a life-saving experimental bone 
marrow transplant at Dana Farber Cancer Institute thirty 
years ago. His brother was his bone marrow donor. Chuck 
underwent high dose chemotherapy and radiation 
treatments, while saving his life, the treatments left him with 
low functioning kidneys.

Chuck has worked determinably hard to live a healthy lifestyle 
and to eat a kidney friendly diet. He has managed to live a 
mostly normal life.

However, in the past several years his damaged kidneys have 
worsened to the point where he now needs a life-saving 
kidney transplant. Having kidney failure simply means that 
your kidneys don't work well enough to keep you alive. There 
is no cure for kidney failure, but with a transplant you can 
live a long healthy life. Together, he and Debbie have been 
actively searching for a donor to provide him the kidney he 
desperately needs. They devote much of their time sharing 
his inspiring journey of determination and resilience on social 
media platforms and within their various communities. For 
most people not familiar with the process, the waitlist for 
most transplant centers is about 6-7 years. If patients do not 
have a friend or family member who is able to qualify, their 
best bet is to reach out to the community in hopes of finding 
an altruistic donor. Most people are born with two kidneys, 
but you only need one to live a long healthy life.

Debbie Kurlansky-Winer has lived in Auburndale for 40 years. 
She and Chuck have been together for 20 years enjoying 
the town and the people in it. Both are quite fond of having 
the ability to walk to coffee shops, the Post Office, bank, 
drugstore, food stores, and Chuckʼs favorite diner, the Knotty 
Pine. They describe it to me as having the feel of a small 
community, being accessible without having to get in the 
car and drive on a highway. Auburndale really has everything 
they need. Their neighbors are very friendly, and everyone 
participates in the summertime tradition of block parties. 
People from the neighborhood attend every year, bringing 
food and drink for all to share. They say it’s a great opportunity 
to reconnect and get to know new neighbors on their street 
and the surrounding streets. It provides a sense of community 
and definitely builds strong friendships between residents.

Debbie remembers being among the youngest of families 
on the block, but that has since changed, and she says they 
are now among the oldest. “It has been interesting to watch 
the street evolve, and to welcome new, young families.” On 
their block, only two of the original families are present, as the 
neighborhood has changed so much.

The Winers enjoy an occasional round of golf especially when 
the weather is nice. Debbie has played with the Newton 
Seniors League at the Newton Commonwealth Golf Course. 
Like most New Englanders, sports are in their blood. Although 
Chuck was originally born in Brooklyn, NY, he later moved to 
Medford, MA, and became a card-carrying member of Red 
Sox Nation. Debbie is also a die-hard Sox fan, recalling when 
grandstand tickets were a mere $8, probably less than a beer 
costs today at Fenway. Debbie, an artist, even created a series 
of Fenway Park art, which can be seen on her website. One of 
these pieces was hung as a banner in the Fence Art Program 
and has actually been hanging in the Mayorʼs office for several 
years now. I highly recommend checking out her work, 
especially the Fenway Series, Encaustic Explorations and the 
work she created during the Covid lock down on her website, 
among all of her other work. Debbieʼs Art can be found here:  
www.debbiekurlanskywiner.com

Debbie has an impressive career with so many achievements 
I was unable to capture them all in this feature. She started as 
early as about age 4, learning embroidery and just beginning 
to develop a passion for the visual arts. “I think being an 
artist provides a heightened way of seeing the world,” says 
Debbie. The creative process is a methodical one and involves 
a multitude of decisions that artists make while producing 
their art. She has a formal art education, having graduated 
from the Massachusetts College of Art, earning two degrees 
there; a Bachelor of Fine Arts and a Master of Science in 
Art Education. Debbie also has completed a number of 
professional development opportunities through Radcliffe 
Seminars Program in Marketing.

Debbieʼs interests are vast, include painting, drawing, mixed 
media, and a recent interest in monotype printmaking. 
She has enjoyed working in fabric arts, designing fashion 
accessories, and home decor projects. Her hobbies include 
nutrition & cooking, and tending her garden. She volunteered 
for 7 years at Dress for Success Boston, and is a part of the 

Chuck and Debbie Winer enjoying the outdoors
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In her subsequent role in the Boston Liaison Project, she 
worked as part of an outreach program to bring Boston 
public school students into the gallery to view exhibitions. 
She created interactive booklets for each exhibit, to increase 
engagement and stimulate the students. These tour booklets 
guided viewers through the gallery to observe the art and 
make considerations for what they were viewing. Debbieʼs 
favorite part was meeting with featured artists and asking 
what they might want young viewers to learn or take 
away, about their art pieces on display. What an incredible 
opportunity to have!

Debbie worked there until 1989, at which point she left the 
non-profit world for a new career in the private sector. 
She took courses in marketing and became a product 
manager with J.L Hammett Co., in Braintree, and 
later a Vice President of product development and 
marketing, with Scratch Art Co. in Avon.

While in the private sector, Debbie developed 
numerous innovative creativity products sold in the 
art/toy industries She attended the International Toy 
Fair Expo in New York, showcasing her contributions 
to her companyʼs product line. She developed a line 
of award-winning creative drawing kits for kids called 
Scratch Magic. They were sold in retail stores in the 

USA, Canada, Mexico and France. Her success was recognized 
with industry awards, and Debbie added yet another 
accomplishment to her incredible career. She would stay in 
this industry for 20 years, before moving on and focusing on 
her personal art.

The pandemic has changed a lot of things, but Debbie has 
a really cool way of making the most of it. Last summer she 
created an art workspace on her backyard patio with a few 
basic art materials. According to Debbie, she was “ready to 
get nurtured by the nature I nurtured in my own backyard.” 
She added a worktable, a few chairs and a portable art 
easel resulting in a picturesque outdoor studio space. She 
produced over thirty mixed media works on paper featuring 
the plants and flowers that surrounded her. She calls the 
series, My COVID Garden. You can see examples from this 
colorful series on her website.

This spring, Debbie will show two of these selected works as 
part of an upcoming group show called Un Confined with 
artists from the Shephard Maudsleigh Studio in West Newton. 
The art will be exhibited at The Fort Point Arts Community 

Resident Feature

Williams School PenPal Program. She is a member of the 
Newton Art Association, an on-going participant in Newton 
Open Studios and a perennial student at the New Art Center.

She has been an art educator at Mass College of Art, in 
which she held several positions during her time there. Her 
education and professional association with the art school 
lasted 20 years.

She worked in two key positions at MassArt. She was the 
On-site Coordinator of the Magnet Art Program, which was 
an instrumental program in the 1970ʼs for Bostonʼs court 
ordered desegregation effort. The collaboration between 
MassArt and the English High School resulted in an innovative 
high school visual arts program that offered ten different 
art studio concentrations including TV Studio, Photography, 
Ceramics, Drawing & Painting and more. The Magnet Art 
Program was incredibly fascinating to hear about from 
Debbie. It was designed to develop comprehensive visual 
arts education for students and provide free evening classes 
for parents, all aimed at bringing together Boston parents to 
make art together. The program was conceived to essentially 
break down barriers with a goal of creating a cohesive, 
diverse community. Group quilts were made, while trips to 
museums, even one to New York City, helped create common 
experiences, and eventually, friendships took root.
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Gallery (FPAC) in Boston, April 22 – June 3, 2021. This is an 
event that she is extremely excited to share with all of you.

However, the one thing Debbie wants me to share more 
than anything with our readers, is the story of her husband 
Chuck. In my exchanges with Chuck and Debbie, they are 
incredibly personable people, with very rich personal and 
professional histories to share. I could not write fast enough 
to take down all the anecdotes we shared over the phone. It 
was important to them that we share not only Chuckʼs recent 
health plight, but the story of Chuck himself and some of his 
own highlights.

When Chuck returned from Vietnam, he began his 
professional career in the healthcare industry. Over the course 
of his 45-year career, he has worked in state public health, 
and for health Insurance companies, hospitals, and physician 
organizations. Much of Chuckʼs focus has been on healthcare 
policy, even early on in his career. He tells me, “I have always 
had a commitment to work toward the goal of assuring all 
people have access to quality healthcare.”

As one might guess, the topic of healthcare policy was a 
particularly important one for the United States government, 

and as fate would have it, Chuck had the opportunity to 
attend a fundraiser for Barack Obama, before the Presidentʼs 
second term. President Obama was intrigued to hear about 
the policies Chuck was pursuing at his organization and 
would later invite him to meet the health policy team at the 
White House. “Attending a meeting at the White House was a 
major highlight of my career,” says Chuck, proudly. Chuck tells 
me that his faith is particularly important to him and a source 
of strength he has called upon over the years. It has supported 
him in facing many difficult struggles in his life. He says it 
was absolutely essential to help him get through his time in 
Vietnam, to battle his cancer diagnosis, as well as to help him 
through his current kidney challenge.

Chuck is fighting for his life, diagnosed with Chronic Kidney 
Disease. He has been searching for an altruistic donor to 
literally save his life. Together with his loving wife, Chuck 
and Debbie have created a website, a Facebook page, an 
Instagram presence and a micro site at Brigham and Womenʼs 
Transplant Center.
Please visit these resources:
www.Kidney4Chuck.com
www.facebook.com/helpchuckfindakidney
www.NKR.ORG/DND472 (Brigham and Womenʼs Kidney 
Transplant Center)

Debbie, several family members, and a few close friends were 
all screened to be a potential donor for Chuck. Unfortunately, 
they were all disqualified due to various health reasons. The 
Winers are left with the last option of spreading Chuckʼs 
story far and wide, hoping that disseminating his inspiring 
story, might lead to a connection and to a potential lifesaving 
donor.

Chuckʼs life philosophy is hardly a surprise to me and one that 
seems quite fitting for him. His experience in Vietnam, his trip 
to the White House, and his battle to stay alive waiting for an 
organ donor, are all reminiscent of a man who shows both 
strength and determination. Chuck shared his motto with me, 
it is simply, “never ever give up!” and I cannot think of a better 
four words to finish on.  

Please contact us if you, or a family you know, is interested 
in being featured as our cover story in one of our upcoming 
issues. We’d be delighted to add you to our family feature 
list. Email us at pcrisano@bestversionmedia.com.

Debbie at the International Toy Fair in New York


