MAKING STRIDES – 10 YEARS, 10 STORIES

Photo Caption: Carol Wise is the impetus behind the highly successful Making Strides Against Breast Cancer walks, where, every October, hundreds of people walk through Damariscotta, raising awareness about and funds for breast cancer.

October 14, 2007, marks the tenth year of the Damariscotta Region Making Strides Against Breast Cancer walk. These 10 articles, based on interviews by Scott Shott (Making Strides committee member), commemorate the past 10 years by documenting people who have been touched by breast cancer, some of whom are here today because of the treatments now available that weren’t when the walks first began. In the Damariscotta Region, the “Strides” walk has raised more than ¾ of a million dollars to help fund the research and programs that made the newer treatments possible. It is fitting the first article highlight Carol Wise, the woman who started it all. 

Carol is a breast cancer survivor, and that’s her reason for starting the Damariscotta walks. She first had the idea in 1997, but there was not enough time to organize. Instead, she formed her own team and joined the Making Strides Walk in Brunswick, along with a team from the First National Bank of Damariscotta.

“That was the beginning,” said Carol. “Those two teams from Damariscotta raised ½ of the entire amount raised in Brunswick. At that point, I knew we would be successful in our own area.”

But Carol had no idea how successful ‘her’ walks would become. 

“It’s astonishing,” said Carol. “That’s why I wanted to make sure we had a tenth-year celebration, to let the people from Damariscotta to Boothbay to Wiscasset to Rockland and to Waldoboro know what they’ve accomplished.”

“When I began thinking about the past 10 years, I thought about what Strides has achieved, and how many lives we have touched, even saved,” Carol continued. “I’ve had a lot of people come up to me at the walk and even weeks later saying ‘I’ve never been on the walk before, but this definitely won’t be my last.’ There was one woman on my Making Strides committee who confessed to me she’d not had a mammogram in many years. She decided she’d better go since she was, after all, on the committee. She told me ‘I’m doing this for you,’ and I said ‘No, you’re doing this for yourself.’ I try to call her every December to make sure she’s had her annual mammogram.”

Ten years ago, there were 18 Strides walks in Maine. Today, the Damariscotta walk is one of only three, along with Brunswick and Portland. It continues to be extremely successful, now raising more than $100,000 every year. Last year’s total reached $132,000.

“Events in small communities do not generally raise $132,000,” said Carol. “There are many reasons we’re so successful. We have a very high incidence of breast cancer in Lincoln County; it’s touched so many people’s lives. This event provides something ongoing for those people. For some others, it provides closure. This is an extremely generous, caring community. Plus, it’s a fun event.”

“The American Cancer Society is quite astonished about what happens here,” she commented. “Yes, it’s true it was my idea to start this, but there are a lot of enthusiastic people involved.”

Organizing the Strides walk takes months and a committee of 14, all hand picked by Carol. 

“My committee is amazing,” she said. “As the walk gets bigger, it gets harder, but my committee is always there to help. Many have been with me since the early years.”

Funds raised by the walk go directly to the American Cancer Society (ACS) to fund research, patient support, education, and advocacy. 100% of funds raised benefit the people of Maine.

“Some of the funds come directly back to Lincoln County,” said Carol. “In 2001, an appointment at Miles Memorial Hospital was set up for me for a follow-up mammogram, and I was told my appointment would be in three months. That was an error, as I am post-breast cancer. But it was good this error occurred, as I learned there was actually a three month wait for a routine mammogram because there was only one machine available. I was enraged to know that women who finally get up enough nerve to get their mammogram, are then told they would have to wait 3 months. Many of those women might not be as keyed to go in three months and decide not to have the mammogram. My late husband helped me put some things into the works. We showed the ACS how well Damariscotta had done at the Strides walks and how wonderful it would be to show folks how some of the money was being used locally. The ACS decided they would fund some of the money needed for a second mammogram at Miles. Miles Memorial Hospital League and a few individuals also helped. Within 6 months, a new mammography machine was up and running at Miles.”

Carol’s work has had an influence on many who have been affected by breast cancer and brought an awareness to others who may not have known much about the disease. 

“It’s doing something,” she said modestly. “I am not a researcher, but for some reason I have the ability to work a crowd. My college friends are even amazed, since I barely said ‘boo’ in school, but I am passionate about this.  Breast cancer has not only touched me, it has touched too many of my very close friends.”

“The day of the event is like Christmas to me,” Carol said. “I never know what’s going to be under the tree. When we made $100,000 for the first time, I was in awe. This tiny community? Some say the event is going to bust the seams of Damariscotta, but I don’t think so. Every year, we get more and more people. Husbands, children, sisters - imagine the support now available to so many more people if, God forbid, breast cancer should strike. People stop me in the street, asking ‘When’s the next Strides walk?’ We’ve made Strides something people want to do. It’s a big deal. It’s a wonderful deal.”
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