
Excerpted from Unplanned: The 
dramatic true story of a former 
Planned Parenthood leader’s eye-
opening journey across the life line 
(Tyndale, 2010).

Cheryl poked her head 
into my office. “Abby, 
they need an extra per-
son back in the exam 

room. Are you free?”
I looked up from my paperwork, 

surprised. “Sure.” 
Though I’d been with Planned 

Parenthood for eight years, I had 
never been called into the exam 
room to help the medical team dur-
ing an abortion, and I had no idea 
why I was needed now. Nurse-
practitioners were the ones who 
assisted in abortions, not the other 
clinic staff. As director of this clinic 
in Bryan, Texas, I was able to fill in 
for any position in a pinch, except, 
of course, for doctors or nurses per-
forming medical procedures. I had, 
on a few occasions, agreed at a pa-
tient’s request to stay with her and 

even hold her hand during the pro-
cedure, but only when I’d been the 
counselor who’d worked with her 
during intake and counseling. That 
was not the case today. So why did 
they need me? 

Today’s visiting abortionist had 
been here at the Bryan clinic only 
two or three times before. He had 
a private abortion practice about 
100 miles away. When I’d talked 
with him about the job several 
weeks before, he had explained 
that at his own facility he did only 
ultrasound-guided abortions — the 
abortion procedure with the least 
risk of complications for the wom-
an. Because this method allows the 
doctor to see exactly what is going 
on inside the uterus, there is less 
chance of perforating the uterine 
wall, one of the risks of abortion. I 
respected that about him. The more 
that could be done to keep women 
safe and healthy, the better, as far 
as I was concerned. However, I’d 
explained to him that this practice 
wasn’t the protocol at our clinic. 

He understood and said he’d fol-
low our typical procedures, though 
we agreed he’d be free to use ultra-
sound if he felt a particular situa-
tion warranted it.

To my knowledge, we’d never 
done ultrasound-guided abortions 
at our facility. We did abortions 
only every other Saturday, and the 
assigned goal from our Planned 
Parenthood affiliate was to per-
form 25 to 35 procedures on those 
days. We liked to wrap them up by 
around 2 p.m. Our typical proce-
dure took about 10 minutes, but 
an ultrasound added about five 
minutes, and when you’re trying 
to schedule up to 35 abortions in 
a day, those extra minutes add up. 

I felt a moment’s reluctance out-
side the exam room. I never liked 
entering this room during an abor-
tion procedure — never welcomed 
what happened behind this door. 
But since we all had to be ready at 
any time to pitch in and get the job 
done, I pushed the door open and 
stepped in.
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‘Frozen in disbelief’
texas woman leaves Planned Parenthood after watching an abortion.
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The patient was already sedated, 
still conscious but groggy, the doc-
tor’s brilliant light beaming down 
on her. She was in position, the in-
struments were laid out neatly on 
the tray next to the doctor, and the 
nurse-practitioner was positioning 
the ultrasound machine next to the 
operating table.

“I’m going to perform an ultra-
sound-guided abortion on this 
patient. I need you to hold the 
ultrasound probe,” the doctor 
explained.

As I took the ultrasound probe in 
hand and adjusted the settings on 
the machine, I argued with myself, 
I don’t want to be here. I don’t want to 
take part in an abortion. No, wrong 
attitude — I needed to psych my-
self up for this task. I took a deep 
breath and tried to tune in to the 
music from the radio playing softly 
in the background. It’s a good learn-
ing experience — I’ve never seen an 
ultrasound-guided abortion before, 
I told myself. Maybe this will help 
me when I counsel women. I’ll learn 
firsthand about this safer procedure. 
Besides, it will be over in just a few 
minutes.

I could not have imagined how 
the next 10 minutes would shake 
the foundation of my values and 
change the course of my life.

I had occasionally performed di-
agnostic ultrasounds for clients be-
fore. It was one of the services we 
offered to confirm pregnancies and 
estimate how far along they were. 
The familiarity of preparing for an 
ultrasound soothed my uneasiness 
at being in this room. I applied 
the lubricant to the patient’s belly, 
then maneuvered the ultrasound 
probe until her uterus was dis-
played on the screen and adjusted 
the probe’s position to capture the 
image of the fetus. 

I was expecting to see what I had 
seen in past ultrasounds. Usually, 
depending on how far along the 
pregnancy was and how the fetus 
was turned, I’d first see a leg, or the 
head, or some partial image of the 

torso, and would need to maneuver 
a bit to get the best possible image. 
But this time, the image was com-
plete. I could see the entire, perfect 
profile of a baby.

It looks just like Grace at 12 weeks, 
I thought, surprised, remembering 
my very first peek at my daughter, 
three years before, snuggled secure-
ly inside my womb. The image now 

before me looked the same, only 
clearer, sharper. The detail startled 
me. I could clearly see the profile of 
the head, both arms, legs, and even 
tiny fingers and toes. Perfect.

And just that quickly, the flutter 
of the warm memory of Grace was 
replaced with a surge of anxiety. 
What am I about to see? My stomach 
tightened. I don’t want to watch what 
is about to happen.

I suppose that sounds odd com-
ing from a professional who’d 
been running a Planned Parent-
hood clinic for two years, counsel-
ing women in crisis, scheduling 
abortions, reviewing the clinic’s 
monthly budget reports, hiring 
and training staff. But odd or not, 
the simple fact is, I had never been 
interested in promoting abor-
tion. I’d come to Planned Parent-
hood eight years before, believing 
that its purpose was primarily to 
prevent unwanted pregnancies, 
thereby reducing the number 

of abortions. That had certainly 
been my goal. And I believed that 
Planned Parenthood saved lives 
— the lives of women who, with-
out the services provided by this 
organization, might resort to some 
back-alley butcher. All of this 
sped through my mind as I care-
fully held the probe in place. 

“Thirteen weeks,” I heard the 
nurse say after taking measure-
ments to determine the fetus’s age.

“Okay,” the doctor said, looking 
at me, “just hold the probe in place 
during the procedure so I can see 
what I’m doing.”

The cool air of the exam room 
left me feeling chilled. My eyes still 
glued to the image of this perfectly 
formed baby, I watched as a new 
image entered the video screen. 
The cannula — a straw-shaped in-
strument attached to the end of the 
suction tube — had been inserted 
into the uterus and was nearing the 
baby’s side. It looked like an in-
vader on the screen, out of place. 
Wrong. It just looked wrong.

My heart sped up. Time slowed. 
I didn’t want to look, but I didn’t 
want to stop looking either. I 
couldn’t not watch. I was horrified, 
but fascinated at the same time, like 
a gawker slowing as he drives past 
some horrific automobile wreck—
not wanting to see a mangled body, 
but looking all the same. 

My eyes flew to the patient’s face; 
tears flowed from the corners of her 
eyes. I could see she was in pain. 
The nurse dabbed the woman’s face 
with a tissue.

“Just breathe,” the nurse gently 
coached her. “Breathe.”

“It’s almost over,” I whispered. I 
wanted to stay focused on her, but 
my eyes shot back to the image on 
the screen.

At first, the baby didn’t seem 
aware of the cannula. It gently 
probed the baby’s side, and for a 
quick second I felt relief. Of course, 
I thought. The fetus doesn’t feel pain. 
I had reassured countless women of 
this as I’d been taught by Planned 

Abby Johnson’s new book comes out Jan. 11.
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Parenthood. The fetal tissue feels 
nothing as it is removed. Get a grip, 
Abby. This is a simple, quick medical 
procedure. My head was working 
hard to control my responses, but 
I couldn’t shake an inner disquiet 
that was quickly mounting to hor-
ror as I watched the screen. 

The next movement was the 
sudden jerk of a tiny foot as the 
baby started kicking, as if it were 
trying to move away from the 
probing invader. As the cannula 
pressed its side, the baby began 
struggling to turn and twist away. 
It seemed clear to me that it could 
feel the cannula, and it did not 
like what it was feeling. And then 
the doctor’s voice broke through, 
startling me. 

“Beam me up, Scotty,” he said 
lightheartedly to the nurse. He was 
telling her to turn on the suction 
— in an abortion the suction isn’t 
turned on until the doctor feels he 
has the cannula in exactly the right 
place.

I had a sudden urge to yell, 
“Stop!” To shake the woman and 
say, “Look at what is happening to 
your baby! Wake up! Hurry! Stop 
them!”

But even as I thought those 
words, I looked at my own hand 
holding the probe. I was one of 

“them” performing this act. My 
eyes shot back to the screen again. 
The cannula was already being 
rotated by the doctor, and now I 
could see the tiny body violently 
twisting with it. For the briefest 
moment the baby looked as if it 
were being wrung like a dishcloth, 
twirled and squeezed. And then it 
crumpled and began disappearing 
into the cannula before my eyes. 
The last thing I saw was the tiny, 
perfectly formed backbone sucked 
into the tube, and then it was gone. 
And the uterus was empty. Totally 
empty. 

I was frozen in disbelief. With-
out realizing it, I let go of the probe. 

It slipped off the patient’s tummy 
and slid onto her leg. I could feel 
my heart pounding — pounding so 
hard my neck throbbed. I tried to 
get a deep breath but couldn’t seem 
to breathe in or out. I still stared 
at the screen, even though it was 
black now because I’d lost the im-
age. But nothing was registering to 
me. I felt too stunned and shaken 
to move. I was aware of the doctor 
and nurse casually chatting as they 
worked, but it sounded distant, like 
vague background noise, hard to 
hear over the pounding of my own 
blood in my ears.

The image of the tiny body, 
mangled and sucked away, was re-
playing in my mind, and with it the 
image of Grace’s first ultrasound 
— how she’d been about the same 
size. And I could hear in my mem-
ory one of the many arguments I’d 
had with my husband, Doug, about 
abortion. 

“When you were pregnant with 
Grace, it wasn’t a fetus; it was a 
baby,” Doug had said. And now 
it hit me like a lightning bolt: He 
was right! What was in this woman’s 
womb just a moment ago was alive. It 
wasn’t just tissue, just cells. It was a 
human baby. And it was fighting for 
its life! A battle it lost in the blink of an 
eye. What I have told people for years, 
what I’ve believed and taught and de-
fended, is a lie.  

Suddenly I felt the eyes of the 

Focus on the Family awards 
500 ultrasound grants

F ocus on the Family’s Option Ultrasound Program gives 
abortion-minded women greater access to ultrasound services, 
an irreplaceable tool that allows them to see for themselves real-

time images of their preborn children.
The program reached an important milestone in July 2010: 500 

grants have been awarded to qualifying pregnancy medical clinics 
(PMCs) across the nation. 

Since the beginning of Option Ultrasound in 2004, through July 
2010, nearly 90,000 precious babies’ lives have potentially been saved.

Learn more at HeartLink.org/oupdirectors.cfm.  l
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doctor and nurse on me. It shook 
me out of my thoughts. I noticed 
the probe lying on the woman’s 
leg and fumbled to get it back into 
place. But my hands were shaking 
now.

“Abby, are you OK?” the doctor 
asked. The nurse’s eyes searched 
my face with concern. 

“Yeah, I’m OK.” I still didn’t have 
the probe correctly positioned, 
and now I was worried because 
the doctor couldn’t see inside the 
uterus. My right hand held the 
probe, and my left hand rested gin-
gerly on the woman’s warm belly. 
I glanced at her face — more tears 
and a grimace of pain. I moved the 
probe until I’d recaptured the im-
age of her now-empty uterus. My 
eyes traveled back to my hands. I 
looked at them as if they weren’t 
even my own. 

How much damage have these 
hands done over the past eight years? 
How many lives have been taken be-
cause of them? Not just because of my 
hands, but because of my words. What 
if I’d known the truth, and what if I’d 
told all those women? 

What if?
I had believed a lie! I had blind-

ly promoted the “company line” 
for so long. Why? Why hadn’t I 
searched out the truth for myself? 
Why had I closed my ears to the 
arguments I’d heard? Oh, dear 

God, what had I done?
My hand was still on the patient’s 

belly, and I had the sense that I had 
just taken something away from her 
with that hand. I’d robbed her. And 
my hand started to hurt — I felt 
an actual physical pain. And right 
there, standing beside the table, 
my hand on the weeping woman’s 
belly, this thought came from deep 
within me:

Never again! Never again.
I went into autopilot. As the 

nurse cleaned up the woman, I put 
away the ultrasound machine, then 
gently roused the patient, who was 
limp and groggy. I helped her sit 
up, coaxed her into a wheelchair, 
and took her to the recovery room. 
I tucked a light blanket around her. 
Like so many patients I’d seen be-
fore, she continued to cry, in obvi-
ous emotional and physical pain. I 
did my best to make her more com-
fortable. 

Ten minutes, maybe 15 at most, 
had passed since Cheryl had asked 
me to go help in the exam room. 
And in those few minutes, every-
thing had changed. Drastically. 
The image of that tiny baby twist-
ing and struggling kept replaying 
in my mind. And the patient. I felt 
so guilty. I’d taken something pre-
cious from her, and she didn’t even 
know it. 

How had it come to this? How 
had I let this happen? I had in-
vested myself, my heart, my ca-
reer in Planned Parenthood be-
cause I cared about women in 
crisis. And now I faced a crisis of 
my own.

Looking back now on that late 
September day of 2009, I realize 
how wise God is for not revealing 
our future to us. Had I known then 
the firestorm I was about to endure, 
I might not have had the courage 
to move forward. As it was, since I 
didn’t know, I wasn’t yet looking for 
courage. I was, however, looking to 
understand how I found myself in 
this place — living a lie, spreading 
a lie, and hurting the very women I 
so wanted to help.

And I desperately needed to 
know what to do next.

This is my story.  l
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Planned Parenthood’s real agenda

t oday, the Guttmacher Institute does research on abortion. Forty 
years ago, however, Alan Guttmacher — who was president of 
Planned Parenthood at the time — revealed the truth about his 

organization:
“If you’re going to curb population, it’s extremely important not 

to have it done by the damned Yankee, but by the UN. Because the 
thing is, then it’s not considered genocide.” He added: “If the United 
States goes to the black man or the yellow man and says slow down 
your reproductive rate, we’re immediately suspected of having ulte-
rior motives to keep the white man dominant in the world. If you 
can send in a colorful UN force, you’ve got much better leverage.” 
 
William Stump, “Dr. Guttmacher - Still Optimistic About the Population 
Problem,” Baltimore Magazine 63, no. 2 (Feb. 1970)
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