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Fighting Heart

Scott Hamilton

Battling for his life, an Olympic champ aims to whip an

unsporting enemy—cancer.

“I’d be at an, appearance, and the first thing people
would ask me was, ‘How's Scott?’” says skater Kristi Ya-
maguchi, who’d been touring with her friend Scott Hamil-
ton in his Discover Stars on Ice show in March, when he re-
ceived the devastating diagnosis of testicular cancer®. “It
was amazing to me how many people wanted to know how
he was feeliﬁg and to see him back on the ice. ”

Perhaps it shouldn’t have been cause for amazement.
Ever since Hamilton won the 1984 Olympic gold medal,
Americans have felt a particularly personal bond with the
diminutive, perpetually upbeat ice-skater®. Maybe it was
his scrappy triumph over a hard-luck start—as the scrawny
kid® who spent much of his early childhood in and out of
hospitals with the malabsorption syndrome® that stunted his
growth—or perhaps his work more recently as one of the
most engaging skating commentators on television. Says ac-
tor Kevin Nealon, a close friend of Hamilton’s since meeting
him at a White House function several years ago: “Scott has
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a special connection with the audience.”

Now there seems to be good news for all the fans who
have been rooting for the 39-year-old skater, including the
55,000 who sent get-well wishes (among them Nancy Rea-
gan). After a grueling course of chemotherapy® and a sub-
sequent operation, it’s beginning to look as if the Bowling
Green, Ohio, native will be among the 80 to 90 percent of
testicular cancer patients to fully recover. (The disease
strikes about 7,200 men in this country annually. ) “Scott’s

»

chances for cure are excellent,” says Dr. Eric Klein, who
treated him at the Cleveland Clinic Foundation. “He set his
mind to it, and he will get through this. ” Observes Nealon
“Cancer picked the wrong berson in Scott Hamilton. His
willpower and Awinning attitude should be an inspiration to
anyone, ” , . )

'On' Aug. 14, a few days after returning to the ice for
the first time since his diagnosis, Hamilton talked with cor-
respondent Lorenzo Benet. Sitting in the cozy kitchen of the
spacious suburban Denver home he shares with longtime
girlfriend Karen. Plage, 28, he spoke of the illness that
threatened his life and career.

On March 15 everything hit the fan I was in East
Lansing, Mich. , on tour with Stars on Ice, and durmg prac-
tice I was feeling crummy . For the last few weeks I had
been losing my appetite, and I’d begun feeling pain in my

abdomen?®. T just figured it was an ulcer® and my stressful




lifestyle catching up with me. But that afternoon my back
went out, and I couldn’t hit any jumps. 1 went to see our
physical therapist. She felt my abdomen and said there was
a real tight mass in there. “Scott, this isn’t muscularL »
she said. “You nced to have this checked out.

After the show that night I was in such pain 1 couldn’t
stand up straight. 1 got on my téur bus and headéd for Peo-
ria, Ill. , where we were scheduled to perform néxt. ‘In the
morning I felt better, but I went to the St." Francis ‘Medical
Center in Peoria to be checked out. The doctors decided to’
run a battery of tests, including CAT scans'

Early that afternoon the ER' doctor gave me the bad
news. They had found a tumor in my abdomen. He told me,

“If it were me, 1 would take care of this situation immedi-
ately. ” A million emotions were running through my mind.
At first T was in denial. It had to be just a pocket of gas, I
told myself But 1 couldn t explain how that mass had got-
ten there. = 5 ‘ ‘

Everybody in the Stars cast was concerned 1 really
didn’t know what to say, so | said everythmg was “fine. Tt
thought of what a friend of mine with cancer, 'comidé Mack
Dryden, had said during a performance. He said’, When
you tell sémeone you have cancer; you give it to them. ” It’s
frue in 4 way,"because T'think anytime you have a lifethreat--
ening illness, it's easier on you than ¢éveryone around you.
So 1 didn’t tell anybody and just did the show.
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When I got on the ice that night, the reality of the situ-
ation was setting in. | was frightened because I didn’t know
what was growing inside me. And I was depressed because 1
knew this could be my last show of the year. Then I
thought that if this thing was serious, this could be my last
show ever. I actually skated great.

That night, after the show, I had a beer with some of
the skaters, including Kurt Browning, Rosalynn Sumners
and Paul Wylie. T told them T was going to Cleveland to get
checked out. Later, during the all-night ride, I called my
girlfriend, Karen, in Denver and told her what was going
on. She cried—and then she realized the worst thing she
could do was be scared and weak. She knew I woiild absorb
that. After the shock wore off?, she said she would come
and be there with me for the tests at the Cleveland Clinic
Foundation, one of the top cancer centers in the country.

By the next morning, when it was time to go, I was in
a lot of pain. I took a full physical, had blood workups and
a biopsy®. Later 1 told Karen, “I don’t mind all the nee-
dles, but I don’t want to deal with a lot of pain.” That was
my biggest fear. My mom, Dorothy, died of breast cancer
when I was 18. I saw how much she suffered when the can-
cer spread to her lungs and her other vital organs, and she
was the toughest woman I ever met. I didn’t want to deal
with the pain she’d experienced.

The next day we met with the doctors. They said I had
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a germ-cell tumor®, a big one caused by a drainage of can-
cerous cells from my testicular region. And it was malig-
nant¥,

The doctors were very earnest when they gave me the
news, so I said, “Is that all it is?” I was kidding. They
seemed shocked and said, “No, Scott, it’s very serious.
This is something you have to deal with. ” Then they laid
out their treatment plan. In order to shrink and kill the can-
cer, they would use chemotherapy. They told me they
would have to remove the tumor and, probably, my right
testicle®. 1 didn’t find out until after my third chemo that
the tumor had been twice the size of a grapefruit. I felt bet-
ter after talking to the doctors because they. said my cancer
was curable. Everything I heard about this cancer was that
it was something I could beat and should beat.

The treatment included four cycles of chemotherapy,
each one of them spread over five days, with 16 days off be-
tween cycles. I put total faith in my oncologist® Dr. Ronald
Bukowski, who would be in charge of shrinking the tumor.
Dr. Eric Klein would perform the surgery later on. They
told me they wanted to start chemo right away.

On March 19, the day after 1 was diagnosed, I got to-
gether with the Stars cast. After they’d been told, the
dozen of them decided to bus up from Dayton on their day
off to have lunch with me. It meant more to me than they’ll
ever know. We had a hysterical time. Every joke was at my
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