
 

 
 
 

 

Kimberly Tolnar lives a relatively normal life. She is married, works in sales for 
NBC4, exercises every day and has four nieces and three nephews whom she 
says she likes to spoil rotten. Yet, 21 years ago, Kimberly was diagnosed with 
leukemia and feared for her life. 
 
Kimberly attended River Valley High School, located north of Columbus in 
Marion County in the small community of Caledonia. In 1997, parents of 
River Valley school students—including Kimberly’s—started questioning the 
high cancer rates they noticed among graduates. Officials found that the 
78-acre campus sat on top of chemical dump sites dating back to World 

War II, when the land was once a munitions factory and Army depot that 
had toxic levels of arsenic, lead and other carcinogens.  
 
Although a four-year study by the Ohio Department of Health did not find 
a link between the toxins in the area and the high leukemia rate, the 
schools were relocated in 2003.  By that time, however, Kimberly had 
already fought her battle with cancer. 
 
After being diagnosed when she was 28, Kimberly needed a bone 
marrow transplant. She was lucky to find a matching donor, but ran into 
complications when the marrow she received wasn’t producing blood 
cells. For about 10 weeks, she received two red blood cell transfusions 
and four to five platelet transfusions weekly while her doctors tried 
everything to encourage her new marrow to produce.  
 

“About 75 people donated to me alone,” Kimberly estimated. “There was a point in there where I was very 
frightened for my life because the doctors didn’t have any answers.”  
 
Finally, a group of doctors met to discuss her case and decided to ask Kimberly’s donor to give her some 
stem cells. Thankfully, the move was successful, and Kimberly has now been in remission for almost 20 years. 
 
“In the end, it allowed me to understand what’s most important in 
life at a young age,” Kimberly said. “I think the blessing in life is 
partly that you can take it for granted because having to worry 
about your life means you can never really live it.” 
 
She also acknowledged the vital role blood donors played in her 
treatment. 
 
“If not for people who donated…I would not be here. I could not 
live without their help,” she said. “It’s never too late to (donate 
blood). It does make a difference in someone’s life. It can 
represent life or death, and do it while you can.” 
 
 

Blood donors help save lives.  

 

Kimberly’s story 
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What is What is What is What is LeukemiaLeukemiaLeukemiaLeukemia????    
 
Leukemia is cancer of blood-forming tissue 
such as bone marrow.  This condition is 
life-threatening because there are not 
enough mature blood cells to prevent 
anemia, infection and bleeding. 
 
Patients such as Kimberly receive blood 
products to help replace the life-giving 
blood cells lost due the illness or damaged 
during chemotherapy.     
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