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The Native American Cancer Research Corporation  
(NACR), is a national non-profit organization  
“... dedicated to helping improve the lives of Native 
American cancer patients and survivors. We seek 
to reduce Native American cancer incidence and 
mortality, and to increase survival from cancer 
among Native Americans.”
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Why do we hear  the word “screening” instead of 

“exam”? Is a “Pap” test the same as a “pelvic” exam?

Medical providers and health educators often use 

words like “cervix” and other names to describe parts 

of a woman’s body. They may even tell you that your 

test results are “benign,” instead of saying the result is 

not cancerous. It is easy to get confused by words that 

usually only medical people speak. 

Below are brief definitions for some medical terms used 

in the breast and cervical health field. You do not need 

to remember them. However, you may find it helpful to 

refer to them whenever you want to know how what a 

word means or how to pronounce it. Longer definitions 

can be found at the websites below. 

!��"#��34�$5�6��7
Not cancer. Benign tumors may grow large but do not 

spread to other parts of the body. 

!"�$�%��3�85�!5���7
The removal of cells or tissues for examination by a 

pathologist, a doctor who studies diseases. The doctor 

may study the tissue under a microscope or perform 

other tests on the cells or tissue. The most common 

types of biopsy procedures are: (1) incisional biopsy, in 

which only a sample of tissue is removed; (2) excisional 

biopsy, in which an entire lump or suspicious area is 

removed; and (3) needle biopsy: a sample of tissue or 

fluid is removed with a needle. 

���"�&'��&������3/�95�$5�(��:��5���7
Cancer that forms in tissues of the cervix (the lower, 

narrow end of the uterus that connects to the vagina). 

It is usually a slow growing cancer that may not have 

symptoms that can be found with regular testing. The two 

screening tests for cervical cancer are the Pap test and 

HPV test (which looks for the virus that causes cell changes). 

&������3:��5���7
A disease in which abnormal cells in the body grow out 

of control and it spreads. Cancer is named by the body 

part where the abnormal cells start and can spread to 

other parts of the body later. 

��(�����&$%��3:��5��$5�%�895($5!��7

Treatment with drugs that kill cancer cells. 

�'$����$%�3���50;//5��$5!��7
Examination of the vagina and cervix using a lighted 

magnifying instrument called a colposcope. 

�)��&'��&��"��(&�*��+,�)'�+��,�"�,���,()�-��
The most common type of breast cancer. It begins in 

the cells that line the milk ducts in the breast. 

�)(&��$&$"''�(&�"�)���������
*� ��,()����,$"�,���,()�,� ,�)�-

A family of viruses that can cause abnormal tissue 

growth and is the main cause of cervical cancer. This 

virus can be passed from one person to another 

during sex.  

�)($����(%�3�(�50�:5��$5���7

Surgery to remove abnormal tissue or cancer from the 

breast and a small amount of normal tissue around it. 

It is a type of breast-saving surgery. 

�%($����	��*'"(.���	�-
A small bean shaped organ of the immune system found 

in different parts of the body like the neck, armpits 

and groin.  The lymph node acts as a trap or filter for 

bacteria. They can become swollen when fighting an 

infection like strep throat or the spread of cancer. 

�&'"#�&���3�($5'6<5	(	�7

Cancerous. Malignant tumors can invade and destroy 

nearby tissue and spread to other parts of the body. 
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Different people have different warning signs for 

breast cancer. Some people do not have any signs 

or symptoms at all. A person may find out they have 

breast cancer after a routine mammogram.

Some warning signs of breast cancer include,
���New lump in the breast or underarm (armpit).

���Thickening or swelling of part of the breast.

��� Irritation or dimpling of breast skin.

���Redness or flaky skin in the nipple area 

or the breast.

���Nipple discharge other than breast milk, 

including blood.

���Pulling in of the nipple or pain in the nipple area.    

���Any change in the size or the shape of the breast.

���Pain in any area of the breast.

Keep in mind that some of these warning signs can 
happen with other conditions that are not cancer.

If you have any signs that worry you, be sure to see 
your health provider right away.

For more information visit, 

http://www.cdc.gov/cancer/breast/basic_info/symptoms.htm

�&((�#�&(��3���5�5����7

A low-dose x-ray picture of the breast. 

�&������(%��3��5/��:5��$5���7

Surgery to remove the breast. 

����'�#%�3�	5���5($5>��7
The branch of medicine devoted to the study, 

treatment, and cure of cancer. 

�&$����������&$��(�&��*���,���(���-
A test used to find cancer of the cervix. A small 

swab is wiped on the cervix. The material on swab 

is examined under a microscope to see if it is 

healthy.

��'�"���/&("�&�"���
30�'5�����5.�5�$5��85�$(	7

A physical examination in which the health care 

professional will feel with his or her hands for 

lumps or changes in the vagina, cervix, uterus, 

fallopian tubes, ovaries, and rectum that can not 

be seen.

��'%$��30�%5�!7
A growth that protrudes from a mucous membrane. 

�&	"&�"����39�85
��5�85�$(	7
Energy released in the form of particle or electromagnetic 

waves. Common sources of radiation include 

radon gas, cosmic rays from outer space, medical 

x-rays, etc.

������"�#��3/:9���5	�7
Checking for disease when there are no 

symptoms. Since screening may find diseases at 

an early stage, there may be a better chance of 

curing the disease. Examples of cancer screening 

tests are the mammogram (breast), colonoscopy 

(colon), Pap smear (cervix), and PSA blood level 

and digital rectal exam (prostate).

�'��&��)�	��3?'5��($5/;���7

A picture that can help doctors look inside a 

patient’s body without using radiation and are 

faster than x-rays. Also called a sonogram. �
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I
t is easy to imagine Chaplain Carol Whiteman, (Crow) 

walking lightly through the hallways of a hospital, slipping 

quietly into a room, sitting near a patient, and asking gently, 

“How are you today?”

And it’s easy to see the patient, alone and away from 

family, feeling heart-warmed by her concern—especially since 

at the time Carol would have just finished cancer radiation 

treatment one floor down in the very same hospital.

“There were times it was such a struggle.” Carol says, “I was 

exhausted and I’d ask myself why was I checking in with patients. 

I thought no one cared. Then I’d arrive, and their faces would 

light up and someone would say, ‘Oh, I’m so glad you are here.’ It 

was such a gift to me that I could go on.”

Carol Whiteman, a Crow Elder and Chaplain for the 

Catholic Church in Pryor, Montana, was diagnosed with breast 

cancer in November of 2007. “I was good about getting my 

yearly breast exams,” Carol says. Carol was enrolled in the state 

of Montana Breast and Cervical Health Program, a service 

to provide free breast and cervical screening to eligible 

women. Still, for reasons she can’t recall now, she skipped her 

appointment in 2006. Then in 2007, there was a Native women’s 

conference with health screening on site. Carol was signed up for 

a mammogram. “I had family in the hospital at the same time. But 

I thought I would be in and out quickly, like all the other times.” 

Right away the technicians told Carol there was something 

on the x-ray. A follow-up ultrasound test showed a suspicious 

mass. Carol was scheduled for a biopsy surgery two weeks later. 

“I was optimistic. But heading toward the surgery room, 

a panic overtook me.” Suddenly Carol recalled a trip she had 

made to Israel in 2003. She had gone on behalf of a leadership 

group called, Native Americans for Peace. The group visited 

many sacred sites, including a place called, The Wedding Wall. 

“When I arrived at the wall, I remembered that fifty-two 

2

“I’ll see you in 
prayer.”
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Faith and Healing on the 
Crow Reservation
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years earlier my grandparents were also there, Seeing 

the same wall, I realized I was supposed to continue 

those prayers.” 

She recalled that the purpose of visiting the site was 

also to focus on the people and experiences in one’s life. 

When Carol  thought about her own life she knew she 

needed to make a choice—and she chose forgiveness.

“I had tried so many times before and I couldn’t do 

it. Then I thought, how could I not forgive, when I have 

been forgiven so much? I began to let go of old wounds 

and in their places I felt pure love.” 

“When I panicked in the hospital, I wanted that 

feeling back. So I focused on the trip to Israel, and a calm 

overcame me.”

Carol’s family was in the hospital room smiling at 

her when she woke up. “There were a couple of nieces, 

five children, five grandchildren, two sisters, 

and three brothers! It gave me such 

peace.”

While waiting 

for the results of the 

biopsy though, a 

deep fear crept back 

in. “It felt like the Big 

Sea.” Carol says.  Her 

family was still with 

her when she got the 

results: it was breast cancer.

“I saw the look on their faces. 

They were in the highest stages of grief.” Carol 

knows the look of grief. In addition to drug and alcohol 

education, Carol’s ministry training is in grief counseling.

A few weeks later she had another surgery to 

remove the lump.  The surgical process is called a 

lumpectomy. Three lymph nodes were removed. The 

good news is that Carol was able to keep her breast. 

Even so, she had three months of chemotherapy, and 

another three months of radiation after her surgery. 

Exhausted, she still found the strength to visit fellow 

patients at the hospital.

“I found strength in my own network of support, 

the priests, the nurses, my family,” Carol says, “and in my 

connection to my culture.”

“We have a clan system similar to Godparents. So 

I went to clan members and asked for prayers.” She also 

participated in a Medicine Bundle ceremony, and there 

were sweat lodges and other ceremonies for her, too. 

Humbly and respectfully she went and prayed. “I was 

overwhelmed by all the love.”

Other cancer survivors tell Carol that her energy 

will return—but maybe not as quickly as she expected. 

Still, she remains an active voice for women’s health. “I 

am not an idle person,” she says. Whether at the grocery 

store or speaking at community meetings, 

she encourages women to enroll 

in the state’s free screenings 

services. She also offers 

her valued opinion 

and experience as a 

cancer survivor to the 

Messengers For Health 

organization �����
����	
���������.

Although things have 

been tough, the blessings keep 

coming. “I was at family day camp just 

recently,” Carol says. “A cousin that I don’t see very often 

offered me a chair. Then he knelt down to talk with me. 

He said, ‘Look at you. You went through all that, and here 

you are today. You are such a miracle.’”

“Moments like that show me that we really do have 

so much more love and support than we might know.” �
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Native Women: Making a Difference in Montana
*�	��
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represent women from all seven reservations and five 

major cities. They are American Indian nurses, educators, 

artists, elder community members and others. Since 2001 

their strong voices have joined many others from health 

organizations across the state to make health care more 

accessible to Indian women. 

Alma Know His Gun McCormick, (Crow) for 

instance, is part of the MAIWHC group, and is also the 

Project Director for Messengers for Health program on 

the Crow Reservation.  That organization is made possible 

by a partnership between the Montana State University 

and members of the Crow Tribe, through a grant from the 

American Cancer Society. It’s purpose is to organize Native 

women leaders to talk about cervical cancer with their 

friends, family and other members in their communities. 

And it’s not all talk. As partners with the state’s 

Montana Breast and Cervical Health Program (MBCHP), 

“Messengers” make actual clinic appointments for the 

women. And they help fill out enrollment and eligibility 

paperwork for the MBCHP to see if they can get free 

health screenings. 

“Many of the volunteers do this because they have a 

personal experience with cancer, or had a family member 

with cancer,” Beldine Crooked Arm-Pease says.  Beldine, a 

Crow woman from Lodgegrass, Montana, is the Assistant 

Project Coordinator for Messengers, and also part of the 

MAIWHC group.  She too, has had personal experience 

with cancer—in two ways. 

In the first way, Beldine’s grandmother died from 

breast cancer. “I didn’t know her but my dad became an 

orphan at a very early age because of her cancer.” 

The second way Beldine knows about cancer is that 

she had cervical cancer herself. It was detected early enough 

�����	����	�������������������������	�����������������������	��	��������������������	������������������������������
	��	�������	�����������������
������������	���	���������������������	���������

�What’s the best way to encourage a Native woman to 

get her yearly women’s health screening?

Ask another Native woman to lead the way. 

That’s what is happening with tribal and state breast 

and cervical health programs, Indian Health Service and 

non-profit organizations across the United States. In places 

like Montana, North Dakota, Arizona, Oklahoma, Kansas 

and other states, respected Native women are taking a 

leading role in educating others in their communities about 

the value of health screenings. 

Native women professionals and volunteers are also 

talking to non-tribal health administrators about understanding 

health issues or cultural considerations on their reservations 

or in the cities with high numbers of Indian people. They help 

develop and conduct surveys to get some answers about 

why a Native woman might not get her annual exam. On the 

surveys and in interviews many women indicated that, 

�� clinics with mammogram units are often too far away

�� transportation or gas is not always available

�� their is still fear that cancer is an automatic death 

sentence

�� no one they trust has ever talked to them directly 

about why getting screened for breast and cervical 

cancer is so important.* 

&������������3��	�	

With help from strong Native women, things are 

beginning to change. For instance, in Montana, a group 

of twenty-five American Indian women act as an advisory 

council to the Montana Breast and Cervical Health Program 

(MBCHP)—a program that offers free mammogram 

screening and Pap tests to eligible women across the state. 

The group of  women are called the Montana American 

Indian Women’s Health Coalition (MAIWHC). They 
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to save her life—though she had a complete hysterectomy. 

She did not need radiation or chemotherapy.  

Beldine’s dedication has helped save lives. 

For instance, she encouraged her sister to make an 

appointment for her woman’s annual exam, and cervical 

cancer was detected. “The cancer was caught early. It 

didn’t spread. Now it is 100 percent gone!” 

“I’m glad I did push a little to get her appointment 

at first,” Beldine says. “When it came time to go to the 

hospital for the surgery, we were hand in hand.” 

The MBCHP hired an American Indian woman, 

Kassie Runsabove, (Gros Ventre) at Riverstone Health in 

Billings, to help with free screening services for women  

like Beldine’s sister, and others, like Carol Whiteman, also 

a Crow woman, who was diagnosed with breast cancer in 

2007.����������
������� ��������!��

“As an American Indian woman, Kassie connected 

[the state program] with the women at Crow and 

Northern Cheyenne,” says Molly Hale, Program Manager 

for the MBCHP, at Riverstone Health near Billings.

“For the state’s part, we made a point to show 

up [at the reservations] so the women could see 

who we are, get to know the program, and see our 

commitment.” Molly says. “Together we have built a 

trusting relationship. It has been an amazing link.” 

As for Northern Cheyenne women, they have 

benefitted greatly from the efforts of Rosella Pongah 

(Northern Cheyenne). Rosella is a Community Health 

Representative for the Northern Cheyenne Tribe’s 

cancer program. She helps provide transportation to 

clinics for exams and testing for Northern Cheyenne 

women recruited by the state program—as well as 

transportation to cancer treatment.

The “Pink Ribbon Bingo” events that MBCHP sponsors 

are great examples of how well the partnerships are working: 

Indian Health Service sends out notices from their mailing 

lists to Crow and Northern Cheyenne addresses; the 

Messengers let women know by word-of-mouth; the 

Tribes and businesses donate door prizes; and staff from 

the Montana Breast and Cervical Health Program give 

educational presentations.  Molly says that the response to 

the events have been great. “For our first event we hoped 

for 100 women, and 170 showed up.”

The partnership helps everyone involved. The 

Messengers help the state enroll women they might not 

have reached, but the state follows up on the paper work. 

“And  if I can’t get a hold of someone,” Molly says, “then 

Alma or Rosella will say, ‘That’s okay. I’ll give her a call, or 

stop by and see how things are.’”
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Despite the repeated tragedies in her life, Linda 

is choosing not to hide away. Instead, along with 

her daughter Janette, and cancer advocate Gloria 

Susanyatame, (Havasupai) she is a leading voice for 

cancer education. (Gloria is not a cancer survivor. She 

works as the program manager for the Hualapai Cancer 

Project, in Peach Springs, Arizona.)

In 2007, Linda and Janette volunteered their 

stories to the production of a cancer education video. 

It has been shared with everyone from cancer policy 

makers in Washington D.C., to community members in 

her hometown of Peach Springs, Arizona. Linda also 

travels to other reservations to speak, and participates 

on national cancer advisory boards, asking medical 

doctors hard questions.

“In my travels I have learned that many surgeons 

and doctors don’t know that Native American people 

don’t want to talk about cancer,” Linda says. 

“So, I’m out there not just speaking for my people. 

I am speaking for all Native people across the U.S.”

Linda is very honest when she shares her story. 

“Because of my family’s history, yes, I’m still afraid. I 

don’t know what is going to happen next. But I still 

say, ‘We need to take care of ourselves. Get your 

checkups. You still have a life ahead of you!’”
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Janette Havatone (Hualapai), and her mother Linda 

Havatone realize that many Native people don’t have 

the facts about cancer. That’s why Janette and Linda share 

their cancer stories with Native women and men whenever 

they can. 

Not everyone wants to talk about it. When she tried to tell a cousin 

about her cervical cancer, and how her cousin should get a Pap test, “she tuned 

me out,” Janette says. Just the same, she isn’t giving up.

�

�	������ 	�	���)�
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“When I see a woman not taking care of herself I wonder if she sees herself as less important than her 

other family members. For me, it was my family that made me feel like I mattered.”

“I know that women need to be ready to hear about their bodies,” Janette says. However, she also believes 

that women have to help educate other women, so that they can be ready to take the step and go to their health 

appointments.

Janette says that her family’s experience is her motivation. “I just never want anyone to go through what I’ve 

gone through, what my family has gone through.”

Looking back on the events since 2000 is difficult for Janette. “My dad was getting his radiation at the same 

time I was getting mine. So we’d drive to Kingman [Arizona] together. Afterward he would take me to a cheap 

place to eat two-dollar eggs. He couldn’t eat because of his throat cancer. Later, he’d stop and buy us both ice 

creams.  Even though he was so sick, we would talk all the way home—or I’d lie back and rest while he drove. 

When we got back to the house, we’d lie on separate beds, exhausted, until the next time we had to go.”

Janette recalls another important time in her cancer treatment. “I just got out of surgery.  I was in a deep 

sleep. I saw a blue tunnel. Coming from the light was my Aunt. She was so happy. She said, ‘Janette, it’s not your 

time. You need to go back. You’ll be okay.’ Behind her I saw a shadow. When I woke up, I got a call that she had 

passed away. Two months later, my dad had passed on, too. I knew then that he was the shadow behind her that 

I had seen.”

It took some time after her surgery to feel complete again, but Janette says the Grand Canyon near her 

home, helped her heal. “Whenever I go out to Eagle Point I say a prayer. The canyon has healed me inside and 

out. It has put back my missing parts. It has fulfilled my emptiness. I am okay again, just like my Aunt said.”

Janette’s Story
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Mary Nance believes that color carries emotion 

and creates a language between people that 

anyone can understand. 

“Wearing traditional regalia in my new designs 

allows me to tell my cancer story,” she says. Sharing 

her story is what she does best—at any kind of 

gathering, be it church groups, support groups or 

conferences. “At times I am a walking conversation 

piece.”

Mary, of Hispanic and Kickapoo Tribe descent 

from Eagle Pass, Texas, was diagnosed with breast 

cancer in 2000. She was just 46 years old.

Before having cancer, self-exams and annual 

checkups had always been important to Mary. That’s 

because when she was 19 years old she had a scare. 

After some discomfort in her left breast she went 

and had an exam at the Indian Health Service clinic. 

She was told that she needed minor surgery. Three 

small tumors were removed. The good news was that 

they were not cancerous.

Just the same, Mary remembers how frightening 

it was when she signed a form saying it was okay to 

remove her breast if cancer was found. “That was a 

nightmare,” she says. Though she worried whenever 

it was time for another exam, Mary knew that the 

best way to stay one step ahead of cancer was to go 

to her annual checkups. The idea was that if cancer 

ever happened the best way to fight it was to find it 

early and treat it sooner.

And one day it did, in 2000. 

Mary was at the Police Academy in New Mexico 

when she discovered the lump that, after testing, 

proved to be cancer. “It had a hard woody feel to 

the touch. My bra caused so much discomfort to 

the area.” The lump was underneath her left breast, 

below her bra line. 

“I was working 12-hour days and all I could do 

was rub or massage the area all day long to relieve 

the discomfort.” She went home to Casa Grande, 

Arizona to see the doctor. Testing revealed she had 

Stage II breast cancer.

 “The first thing I did when I went to see the 

oncologist was to ask him, point blank, whether 

he believed in God.” He assured Mary that he did. 

“Then I told him I also believed in the healing power 

of herbs in combination with western medicine.” 

Mary agreed to tell the doctor everything she 

was doing so that the traditional medicines could 

work with treatment, not against it. Mary comes from 

a line of curanderos, people who heal with natural 
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medicine. As a child Mary’s mother used to take her 

on walks to gather plants. Her mother reminded her 

often to be very careful when gathering medicinal 

plants, because they were able to give back life, she 

said. As a result, Mary knows that without the right 

knowledge, some traditional medicines could make 

chemotherapy treatment harder. But understanding 

herbs, and sharing with the doctor what was being 

done, could bring her comfort and aid in healing—

be it physical, emotional, or spiritual.

The surgeon performed a lumpectomy, which is 

the removal of the lump, not the breast. 

After surgery, Mary had chemotherapy 

treatment, and then radiation, which was very 

difficult. Mary says she could not have kept up her 

spirits without the support of her family, friends and 

children. “My son John was the main care giver from 

the beginning of my diagnosis.” Her other children, 

Bryan, Annie, and Julie, also provided Mary with the 

support she needed. “Above all, I give credit to my 

Creator,” she says.

Today, Mary is still cancer free. She is also still 

faithful to her exams, though she’s had a few more 

scares along the way. Recently she had a swelling of 

the lymph nodes and discomfort around her neck 

area. It scared her, but tests showed she had nothing 

to worry about. So in many ways, she says, tests are 

also about peace of mind.

In the nearly ten years since her diagnosis, 

quilts have become another, powerful way for Mary 

to show gratitude for the life she has been given. 

Making quilts was a necessity as a child. Later in 

life, and with the help of her mother-in-law, Anna 

May Nance, she learned the art of quilt designs. Soon 

a vision of making quilts for cancer patients and 

survivors had begun. She and a group of volunteers 

make as many as 200 quilts a year for cancer patients 

and longtime survivors. The quilts are distributed 

locally and nationally to American Indians and Alaska 

Natives through Native People’s Circle of Hope. Mary 

is the head of a local chapter in Casa Grande. 

Support to other survivors, grief for those 

who have passed on, and gratitude for her own life,  

continue to take on new colors and form. Mary has 

dresses in pink, and yellow, and has plans for a blue 

one, too. (Mary’s dresses are sewn by her friend 

and seamstress, Judy Brattly.) Her jewelry also has 

meaning. “Through my jewelry I weave my children’s 

contributions.” 

“The yellow beads are hope,” she says. 

“Turquoise is my son, my caregiver, his love and 

tears for mom. The seashell represents water, life. 

The red beads are for my bloodline, for my children 

and a symbol of the preservation of life. Red is also 

my passion for the next generation to come. It is 

my passion for my son, my two daughters, and two 

granddaughters.  These are my reasons for living.”
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This means any degree of knowledge gained about 

cancer through reading or hearing someone speak about 

cancer—or by experiencing cancer first hand. Awareness 

means understanding what cancer is, what are its effects, 

what to do about possibly preventing cancer, and what to 

do to detect it as early as possible.

/�9���6�<�����!���������	
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Screening means checking for disease even when there 

are no symptoms. Since screening may find diseases at 

an early stage, there may be a better chance of  surviving 

the disease. Examples of cancer screening tests are the 

mammogram (breast), colonoscopy (colon), Pap test 

(cervix), and PSA blood level and digital rectal exam 

(prostate).

/?9�6�;9/%60

This refers to individuals who have been diagnosed with 

cancer and the people in their lives who are affected by the 

diagnosis, including family members, friends, and caregivers. 

Due to advances in the early detection and treatment of 

cancer, people are living many years after a diagnosis. 

Cancer survivors may face physical, emotional, social, 

spiritual, and financial challenges after their cancer diagnosis 

and treatment. Public health professionals strive to address 

survivorship and quality of life issues.

�9��������

Cancer is treated in several ways. Treatment choice 

depends on the kind of cancer and how far it has 

spread. For example, with breast cancer, treatments 

may include surgery, chemotherapy, hormonal therapy, 

biologic therapy, and radiation. People with breast 

cancer often get more than one kind of treatment.

More Than a Diagnosis, Cancer Control is ...
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L aura is a two-time cancer survivor. The first time around, she 

found the lump during a breast self-exam. She went to the 

Alaska Native Medical Center in Anchorage to have an exam and a 

breast screening. She was enrolled in the breast and cervical cancer 

program at the SouthCentral Foundation. In January 2004 her cancer 

was confirmed and she had a surgery called a lumpectomy. That 

means it was caught early enough that only the lump was removed, 

not her breast. She did not need further treatment.

Afterward, Laura continued getting mammograms because 

she understood, first-hand, that the best way to survive cancer 

was to find it early. Unfortunately in 2007, she was diagnosed 

again with breast cancer. “This time it was an aggressive 

personality type of cancer,” she says. Treatment was also more 

intense with weeks of chemotherapy and radiation.

“I tried to find others to learn from because when I know 

what I am up against, it helps lessen my fear,” Laura says. “But in 

2007 there were no support groups for Alaska Natives or lists of 

other Alaska Native women with breast cancer.” There were also 

no personal stories from Alaska Native or American Indian women 

with cancer on the internet. So she wrote her own. 

That’s when www.laurasjourney.com was launched. Blessed 

with a great sense of humor, an open heart, and a gift for bare-

bones truth, Laura began writing entries into her web site the 

first day she started chemotherapy. “I chronicled what I was going 

through for those that will follow, so hopefully, another woman 

wouldn’t have to be scared all the time like I was.”
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“Alaska doesn’t have the highest rates of 

cancer, but it is the number one killer of our 

people,” says cancer survivor, Laura Revels. That’s 

because women often wait to get their screening 

until cancer is in its late stages. ��

Laura says that breaking the silence about 

cancer will help people go for cancer screening 

sooner. “We do have the power to heal ourselves, 

but before that, we have to start talking.” 

“For many Alaska Natives, healing—and 

talking—is best done through the arts, and through 

the use of hands,” Laura says. So she and a fellow 

cancer survivor, Jennifer Jones, (Yupik) started a 

beaded quilt project called, Beading for a Cause. 

Four to fifteen survivors or family members get 

together every week in Anchorage, to bead squares 

about what cancer has meant to them.

The squares collected from Alaska Native 

cancer survivors and their loved ones will be used 

for a cancer awareness quilt to be hung at the 

Alaska Native Medical Center Oncology Center 

in Anchorage. The goal is to have 365 squares 

to share at the Alaska Federation of Natives 

Conference, which was the number of Alaska 

Natives diagnosed with cancer in 2006. 
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Traditional foods help fight cancer!�+&��,�
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Arizona: Partnering for Arizona Native Women
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Today, over a year from her last breast cancer treatment, Laura 

Revels has a new job with a cancer program in Anchorage. There, 

she creates something called “digital storytelling,” or special video 

presentations for cancer education. �

“I tell a story and only use the word cancer a couple of times, and I tie 

it together with a story about the Kushtaka, a spirit. We used to not say 

the name Kushtaka because it had the power to take us away; that is 

how it is with the word cancer. My story tells them how in the end, past 

the fear and past the pain, we will still be here. It says that together—

and by breaking the silence—we can get through one more day.”
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