NEWSLETTER // FALL 2013

DEBRA ROTHAR
PROFILE IN COURAGE
CONTENTS
1

PROFILE IN COURAGE: DEBRA ROTHAR

2

RESEARCH ASSOCIATES
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

3

RESEARCH UPDATE:
CATHY LAZARUS, PhD
THNRC RESEARCH DIRECTOR

4–5 PHOTOS FROM THE 10TH ANNIVERSARY
GALA & 11TH ANNUAL GOLF OUTING

6–7 A DECADE OF PATIENT SUPPORT,
MEDICAL EDUCATION & RESEARCH

6

11TH ANNUAL GOLF OUTING • HOSTED BY
THE LEVY GROUP

7

NEW ATHLETIC EVENTS FOR TEAM THANC

8

3RD BIENNIEL CHICAGO GOLF INVITATIONAL

Sign up for the e-newsletter and stay
current on news & events from THANC.
www.thancfoundation.org

W

h e n D e b r a R othar f ir s t dis cove re d a
bump on the ro of of her mouth, the
p ossibilit y of b eing diagnos e d with c ancer
w a s n o t e v e n r e m o t e l y o n h e r r a d a r. S h e
showed the lesion to her dentist during
a r o u t i n e d e n t a l c l e a n i n g i n 2 0 01, w h o
a d v is e d h e r that it w as p ro b ab l y a s ali v ar y
gland infection, a common problem that
will of ten dis app ear on it s own. Reassure d,
Rothar lef t it alone and shif te d her fo cus to
other priorities, most notably her pregnancy.
Many months later, however, after the birth
of her daughter, the supposed infection had not
gone away—instead, it had grown larger. Her
dentist sent her to get a biopsy of the site, which
revealed a malignant salivary gland carcinoma.
Having just become a mother, Rothar was
shocked by the diagnosis of cancer and felt
completely paralyzed. However, after an initial
excision of the tumor, Rothar and her family
sought help from Dr. Mark Urken. In December of
2002, Dr. Urken and his surgical team performed
a long and difficult surger y in which they
removed her palate, part of her jaw and some
teeth, as well as lymph nodes in her neck—all
to completely rid Rothar of cancerous tissue.
When she awoke after the operation, Rothar
felt completely changed. “I didn’t look like

myself,” she recounts, “and I remember saying
to my mother, ‘I’m never going to get over this’.”
Yet, as she slowly recovered in the hospital, she
found strength in a pic ture of her daughter,
pulling herself through with the thought of
g o i n g h o m e t o b e w i t h h e r y o u n g f a m i l y.
Years after the surger y, Rothar has moved
on, both physically and emotionally. I n her
words, “You think that it’s never going to end.
But then, it ends.” Today, you can hardly tell
by her looks that Rothar is a cancer sur vivor.
As the honorar y speaker at the recent 11th
annual THANC Foundation Golf I nvitational
in June, R othar descr ibed her life af ter her
experience with cancer, saying, “ Today, I wear
my scars like a badge of honor... [they remind]
me that I have been given a second chance
and not to take a moment for granted.” Acting
on her newfound resolve, she has sought
oppor tunities to give back to those who had
helped her throughout her cancer journey. This
year, to celebrate 10 years of being cancerfree, Rothar filmed an interview for the THANC
Foundation’s Head and Neck Cancer Guide,
which is currently under development. She
hopes that, by sharing her story, she can inspire
people struggling with head and neck cancers
and help them find strength and hope. 

We are committed to supporting research and education in the early detection and
treatment of thyroid and head and neck cancer, to advancing new therapies, and to
alleviating the suffering and functional impairment of patients who undergo treatment.
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ERIN ALPERT

Erin Alpert graduated
from Brown University
with honors in psychology
in 2011 and completed
her post-baccalaureate
certificate in pre-medical
sciences at Columbia
University in May 2013. She is the Research Chief
of Mount Sinai’s Emergency Department Research
Associates Program and has been employed as
a Research Associate at THANC since June 2013.
Erin hopes to attend medical school.
ELIZA DEWEY

Eliza Dewey is
originally from western
Massachusetts. She
completed her education
at Ph i l l i p s Ac a d e my
Andover in 2009
and graduated from
Davidson College in May with a major in Hispanic
studies and a minor in chemistry. Her future plans
include either medical school or physician assistant
school, to which she will be applying in the spring.
LAURA DOS REIS

Laura Dos Reis
graduated from Williams
College, where she majored
in Mathematics and sang
in their Gospel Choir. She
spent the past year at the
THANC Foundation and
volunteers in the Emergency Department of Beth Israel.
She plans to attend medical school in two years. In her
free time, Laura swims on Red Tide Master’s swim team.
HENRY SU

Now available on our website for $25, or donate $100 to have
Hank given to a newly diagnosed head and neck cancer patient.
www.thancfoundation.org
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Henry Su graduated
magna cum laude from
Williams College, where
he double-majored in
biology and philosophy
and was elected to the
Phi Beta Kappa Society.
He grew up in La Jolla, CA, is a classically-trained
pianist and distance runner in his free time, and
will be applying to medical school.

welcome
THANC's fellow for 2013–14, Jerr y
Castro, MD joins us after having served
active duty in the United States Navy at the
US Naval Hospital in Guam. After graduating
from our program, he plans to take his
training in microvascular and reconstructive
surgery back to Guam, an underserved area
in terms of head and neck cancer treatment.
Three recent additions have joined our research
team. Our sophomore researcher, Laura Dos Reis
are Erin Alpert, Eliza Dewey, and Henry Su
who will be a part of THANC's research network for
the next year. We wish them all a warm welcome.

farewell
Saral Mehra, MD MBA graduated from our
fellowship program this past June. In his spare
time, he wrote much of the content for the
soon-to-launch Head and Neck Cancer Guide
website. He was accepted to the faculty of the
Yale School of Medicine. We will sorely miss him!
Congratulations to Jason Clain and Sophie
Scherl on their acceptances to medical
school. In 2 years at THANC as Research
Associates, they worked tirelessly with
Dr. Urken on countless research studies
and publications. Additionally, the two
contributed greatly to the development of
the Thyroid Cancer Care Collaborative and
the Head and Neck Cancer Guide. Jason and
Sophie will attend the Tufts University School
of Medicine and Albany Medical College,
respectively. We wish them the best of luck!
Hasan Husaini who contributed
to the infrastructure of the TCCC and the
THNRC as our in-house statistician, was
recently accepted into Boston University's
Dental Program. Good luck, Hasan!

thanks
Our abiding gratitude to Jackie Mojica,
Manager of Speech Pathology. Every month she
hosts the New York metropolitan area's local
chapter of SPOHNC (Support for People with Oral
and Head & Neck Cancer), inviting guest speakers,
holding patient open roundtable discussions,
and offering information and support to
patients about topics such as pain management,
speech and swallowing challenges, and new
technology to enchance patient quality of life.

SPOHNC (Support for People with Oral and Head & Neck Cancer)
THANC is pleased to sponsor the Manhattan chapter of this national organization, which meets monthly;
every fourth Thursday in the Institute’s conference room at 10 Union Square East, Suite 5-B, New York, NY 10003.
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10TH ANNIVERYSARY GALA & 11TH ANNUAL GOLF OUTING

below top

Chairman of the Board, Donald Levy pictured with LPGA golfer Victoria Elisabeth.

THANC Staff and Volunteers: Laura Dos Reis, Jesse Fisher, Travis Wilson,
Erika Markowitz, Henry Su, Jason Clain, Tara Kelly, and Sophie Scherl.
below bottom
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CELEBRATING A DECADE OF PATIENT SUPPORT, MEDICAL EDUCATION    
On May 8, 2013, 650 people crowded the elegant
venue, 583 Park Avenue to honor 24 incredible
individuals who have endured the arduous journey of
thyroid or head and neck cancer: Robin Beden, Elliott
Bernerd, Steven R. Black, Matthew Cartisser, Catherine
Cazzari, Duke Dawson, Mitzi Eisenberg, Lesley Nan
Haberman, Danielle Hamarich, Ree Hartwell, David
Hirsh, Sara Khalifa, Preston Lanzaron, Jack Levy,
Clemente Marconi, J. Jay Mautner, Sophia Mond,
William Mumma, Jack Ophir, Laura Pegalis, Doug
Plaut, Jason Spodek, Ruth Suzman, and Linda Swalling.
Under the extraordinary direction of expert event
planner, Elissa Held Kestenbaum of Elissa Held Events—
graciously donating her time and talent to support
THANC—the event unfolded seamlessly from every
direction. The evening began with an elegant cocktail
reception in the fabulous arcade of 583 Park Avenue.
As guests devoured delectable hors d’oeuvres they
were entertained by the incredible music of pianist and
cancer survivor Jerry Vezza accompanied by bassist Hal
Slapin. Simultaneously, a gallery of images mesmerized
the attendees. Photographer Alain Hain of Fine Young

Man Productions captured the portraits of the 24
honorees that bordered the room. Each contained a
vignette of the survivor’s personal journey. These
inspiring images evoked overwhelming emotions
from many assembled in the gallery—sharing the
pain of these incredibly courageous individuals.
Following the cocktail hour, the group entered the
main ballroom, welcomed by Master of Ceremonies
Harry Smith. Our honored guest speakers followed
shortly thereafter. Former fellow, Dr. Jeffrey Harris from
Edmonton, Canada and Research Associate, Jason
Clain addressed the education portion of THANC’s
mission. They described the role THANC has played
in their careers and their development. Continuum
Health Partners’ Chief Operating Officer and Executive
Vice President, Gail Donovan expressed system wide
support for the mission of THANC and congratulated the
Foundation on ten years of incredible accomplishments
in the fight against thyroid, head and neck cancer. Board
Chairman Donald Levy thanked the many guests for
their ongoing support of THANC’s mission, and thyroid
cancer survivor Catherine Cazzari shared her story with
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the crowd. “If you were to meet me today, you would
think that I was just another high school senior. It turns
out that I am someone whose personality, character, and
outlook on life have been shaped by thyroid cancer…
I’m sure that it is extremely hard for anyone to hear
that they have cancer. For a 16 year old otherwise
completely healthy teenager, it felt like my world
had come crashing down… It took almost two years,
but I have finally been able to mentally deal with my
disease and everything that has happened because of
it. I have been through two surgeries, radioactive iodine
treatment, CT scans, blood tests, and ultrasounds, but I
haven’t let any of it stop me from excelling in school or
basketball. I am very grateful for having this opportunity
to properly thank all of the doctors who have been
taking such great care of me. You are saving my life. “
Grace, strength, vision, hope, faith, family, support
and determination were a few of the words of
inspiration, which adorned the candles on each of the
65 tables in the crowded ballroom. They signified the
light within and the qualities that these 24 honorees
displayed throughout their personal journey. This

11TH ANNUAL GOLF OUTING • HOSTED BY THE LEVY GROUP
Friends and colleagues of the THANC Foundation
gathered at the Glen Oaks Country Club in Old
Westbury, New York for the 11th Annual THANC
Foundation Golf Invitational on Monday, June 10,
2013. Despite fears that stemmed from ominous
weather forecasts, nearly 200 guests attended.
Amongst them, professional LPGA golfer Victoria
Elisabeth came to tee off as a special guest player.
The day began cheerfully as invited guests arrived,
but as the shotgun start scheduled for 10:30 a.m.
approached, so did inclement weather. Undeterred,
120 golfers braved the rain and wind to complete
9 holes. For safety reasons, however, the country
club had to close the course at the first sign of
lightning, and players retreated indoors for the
afternoon cocktail hour followed by a delicious
buffet dinner. Despite the difficulties presented by
the weather, the atmosphere of the evening was
jovial and upbeat once everyone had dried off.
After dinner, guests were welcomed by Chairman
Donald Levy and Medical Director Dr. Mark Urken.
The audience also heard a heartfelt and moving
address by honored guest speaker Debra Rothar,
who shared her story of her struggle with head and
neck cancer. Rothar spoke of the discovery of her
disease and her treatment. Rothar also expressed
6

her appreciation for having participated in the
work that Dr. Urken and the THANC Foundation do
to improve education and support for head and
neck cancer patients. Having just celebrated 10
years of being cancer-free, Rothar explained, “I
celebrated this milestone by giving back to those
who helped me with my illness. Filming an interview
for the THANC Foundation’s website allowed me to
celebrate my recovery and help provide a message of
strength and hope for others in similar circumstances.”
The THANC Foundation extends its deepest
gratitude to Donald Levy and The Levy Group for
their ongoing support of this annual golf outing. The
THANC Foundation also thanks all its sponsors for their
continued support and generosity, including executive
sponsors Jack and Marcia Levy and the Levy Family. As
a result of our guests' resolute participation, more than
$500,000 was collectively raised through individual
donations, corporate contributions and a silent auction.
Additionally, the THANC Foundation would like to
acknowledge the amazing effort of our volunteers,
who contributed to the success of the outing:
Omar Almodovar, Jason Clain, Laura Dos Reis, Jesse
Fisher, Hasan Husaini, Joe Jablonski, Olga Kaplan,
Tara Kelly, Cathy Lazarus, Erika Markowitz, Sophie
Scherl, Bonnie Spodek, Henry Su, and Travis Wilson.

Actor and Entertainer, Mandy Patinkin,
Dr. Mark Urken, and Journalist Harry Smith.
below top
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Thyroid cancer survivor
and gala honoree, Catherine Cazzari.
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below middle - right
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Former fellow, Dr. Jeffrey Harris.
Former research associate, Jason Clain.

The main ballroom, 583 Park Avenue.

PATIENT SUPPORT

    & RESEARCH
layered theme of courage and perseverance echoed
within the four walls of the ballroom throughout
the night. Honorees shared the evening with their
family, friends, and close business associates—their
cumulative generosity amounting to an incredible
$800,000 raised to support THANC’s mission.
A video presentation highlighted the current projects
and the many accomplishments THANC has enjoyed in
its first decade. The Thyroid Cancer Care Collaborative
was presented with stories and information by board
member Wynn Plaut, collaborator Dr. Michael Tuttle
and our very own leader, Dr. Mark Urken. We also
showcased the soon-to-be launched Head and Neck
Cancer Guide—a website aimed at head and neck
cancer patients, their family members, caregivers
and friends to provide support and expert medical
information on extremely complex diseases in an age
appropriate manner for adults, teens and even children.
The presentation over, the fabulous staff served a
lovely, French-style meal. After dinner, auctioneer Jim
Miller who has presided over live auctions for THANC
in the past, brought bidders to their feet with items
generously donated by committee members and friends
of the Foundation including a couples only romantic
getaway at LeBlanc Spa and Resorts in Cancun, Mexico, a
Renee Lewis diamond-rimmed shake pendant necklace,
and two incredible packages. The Iron Chef package
offered tickets to Iron Chef America, dinner with one
of the judges at the Lambs Club Restaurant, and
the opportunity to bring ten people to Donatella
Arpaia’s restaurant kitchen for a behind-the-scenes
tour and meatball-making lesson. A sports package
also piqued the interest of many with tickets to the
Home Run Derby and the 84th Major League Baseball
All-Star Game, and the opportunity to golf at THANC’s
golf outing with NYC’s bombastic morning sports DJ
Craig Carton. As the auction drew to a close, Mr. Miller
announced the winner of the raffle who received a
magnificent pair of contemporary diamond earrings
set in rose gold. As his final act, the auctioneer
conducted a raise the paddle, presenting those who
had not won the auction item of their choice the
chance to give outright in support of THANC’s research
efforts. All in all, this rallied incredible good will and
funds to carry out THANC’s mission to support research
and education in the early detection and treatment of
thyroid and head and neck cancer; to advance new
therapies; and to alleviate the suffering and functional
impairment of patients who undergo treatment.
The evening was rounded out by actor Mandy
Patinkin who called all cancer survivors from the
audience to join him on the stage for a moment of

unity against these devastating diseases. Mr.
Patinkin sang a capella to conclude an incredibly
inspirational evening. Happy 10th Anniversary THANC!
We wish to thank our committee for their tireless
effort. Especially our co-chairs, Bonnie Spodek and
Laura Urken, who were instrumental in creating
such a memorable and successful event.

NEW ATHLETIC EVENTS
FOR TEAM THANC
On Saturday, March 23rd nine THANC team
members challenged themselves to a grueling
journey that required a tremendous amount
of time, sacrifice and discipline. These nine
individuals traveled near and far and conquered
the bitter cold to join together and finish the
Allstate Queens, NY 13.1 Half Marathon or 5K.
The team raised nearly $4,000 this season to
support the mission of THANC. This was the first
year that THANC par ticipated in the Queen’s
event and it turned out to be a huge success for
the Foundation! Roseann Kurdilla, the highest
fundraiser of this season’s team, raised nearly
$1,000 in memory of her beloved husband Michael
Kurdilla. Many of Roseann’s family and friends
came out to this wonder ful event to support
her effor ts and raise awareness for THANC.
Team THANC also participated in the New Jersey
Long Branch Half Marathon on Sunday, May 5th.
Although small in numbers this year, we were not
small in our efforts in raising nearly $2,000. Danielle
Hamarich, the star of this season’s team, raised
nearly $1,000 and also ran her personal best time
in an impressive one hour and fifty six minutes.
THANC is putting together a team for the
upcoming 47th Annual Mamaroneck 5K Turkey
Trot which will take place at Harbor Island Park
in Mamaroneck on Sunday, November 24th.
Come join team THANC for the THANCSGIVING
Turkey Trot. Don’t miss this great 5K race which
boasts the flattest course in Westchester. Please
go to www.thancfoundation.org to register to
find out more about becoming a par t of the
THANCSGIVING event!

2013 MAMARONECK 5K TURKEY TROT
SUNDAY, NOVEMBER 24, 2013

REGISTER ONLINE
FOR MORE INFORMATION VISIT…
www.thancfoundation.org/2013-running-season/

OR SEND AN EMAIL INQUIRY TO…
info@thancfoundation.org
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3 RD BIENNIEL CHICAGO GOLF INVITATIONAL
Despite the sweltering heat on the morning
of September 9th, over 100 men and women
arrived at the Glen Club in Glenview, Illinois
devoting themselves to the support of THANC
and the research of Dr. Susan Cohn, as well as
a full round of golf. From ten in the morning to
three in the afternoon, our attendees played
under the hot sun. Their games concluded, they
freshened up and showed their commitment
to our cause by enjoying the buffet dinner and
the evening's festivities accompanied by their
spouses, family members, and friends. Among the
activities to follow dinner were speeches from
our guests, as well as a live auction and raffle.
Our host, Hanley Dawson, IV introduced guest
speaker, Dr. Susan Cohn, Director of Clinical
Research at the University of Chicago–Comer
Chi ldren's Hospital. Dr. Coh n s po k e o n t h e
i m p o r t a n c e o f t h e re s e a rc h t h a t s h e d o e s,
finding innovative and effective treatments
for neuroblastoma—a rare malignanc y that
develops from nerve tissue and primarily occurs
in young children and infants. Patricia Tallungan,
President of the Children's Neuroblastoma Cancer
Foundation (CNCF) spoke next. Mrs. Tallungan,

who lost her son to this type of cancer, gave
a brief, but moving speech describing a grant
that offers families the opportunity to attend
a support weekend—the only workshop of its
kind for families struggling with neuroblastoma.
A survivor of this disease, Johnny Lasurdo was
asked to address the audience next. At 5 feet,
6 inches it was hard to believe this apparently
yo u n g b oy could b e 18 ye a rs old —a d i re c t
result of the life -saving, intensive chemo
and radiotherapy he received. In the stirring
a c c o u n t o f h i s d i a g n o s i s a n d r e c o v e r y, h e
explained that the obstacles placed in his path
never diminished his sense of hope. The pain
and hardship he transformed into fuel for his
creative outlet: songwriting and composing
h i p - h o p a n d r a p l y r i c s . M a ny p e o p l e w e r e
visibly moved by the accounts of these ver y
special individuals. Dr. Mark Urken thanked
the speakers for helping us understand the
challenges and triumphs they have faced in
their struggle with neuroblastoma, for sharing
such intimate, difficult chapters from their
lives, and for inspiring us with their courage.
Our good friend Jim Miller, a professional

auctioneer and Chicago native, used his talents
to deliver an entertaining auction and generated
$29,000 in less than one hour. Of the nine unique
experiences that went to the highest bidder,
most notably were the tickets to Lollapalooza
2014 with all expenses paid, a package to see the
Chicago Blackhawks, which included a zamboni
ride for one guest, and an evening cruise along
Lake Michigan with the Chicago skyline and
fireworks as the backdrop.
In regards to fundraising, the 3rd Bienniel
Chicago Golf Invitational was by far the best
year to date. Combining the revenue from the
live auc tion, the raffle ticket sales, and the
overwhelming generosity from our audience
and golf sponsors, this event collected over
$224,000 in support of the THANC Foundation
and the University of Chicago–Comer Children's
Hospital. We extend our deepest thanks to the
Dawson family for their continued support and
for hosting the outing since 2008, to Carolyn
Polos for her tireless effort and dedication, and
to each of our volunteers who selflessly gave of
their time to make this event a huge success.

