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My chordoma journey: from anger to laughter
By: Henry “Hank” Lech

Coming home from the hospital after a biopsy on my spine, I reflected on what the 
neurosurgeon told me about chordoma and what to expect. She said I would need to 
find specialists for the surgery. I researched chordoma on my own, found out it was rare 
and read about treatment options. I was really scared, and for the first time in my life, 
I felt mortal. I experienced so many emotions at the time, but one thing I remember is 
being so angry that this was happening to me. I was not going to let this thing win.  

After my consultation at The University of Texas MD Anderson Cancer Center, and 
hearing about the surgeries, risks, limitations and “new normal” I would experience, I 
became more anxious. I tried to assure myself, my daughter and others, by joking and 
laughing about everything that I was going through. I realized I was becoming angrier 
with what I was going through and would have to live with.

After the surgeries, my anger increased as I tried to cope with my “new normal.”  
Hospital staff, family and friends were not safe from my anger, including me. I was 
not focusing on the fact that I had made it through the surgery and was doing better 
than everyone expected. I was tired, in pain, weak, and I could not do what I did 
before the surgery. I felt the scars on my face and the back of my neck made me look 
like “Hankenstein.” The built-up anger finally caused me to hit the wall, literally and 
figuratively. I knew I needed some help in dealing with not only physical recovery, but 
also with the “new normal.” Maybe I could laugh through it all.

Eventually, Hank did learn to laugh through it all, and he’ll be sharing the lessons he 
learned on Sept. 30 at our 6th Annual Spine Tumor Patient Education Conference; details 
on page 2. You can also read more from Hank on the Cancerwise blog. 

We’re back!

The Brain and Spine 
Tumor News is back 
from hiatus. Look for the 
newsletter quarterly in 
February, May, August 
and November. 

You can find past issues 
or subscribe online at 
www.mdanderson.org/
spinetumornews. 

Submit questions 
and content ideas to 
Brain&SpineTumorNews 
@mdanderson.org. 

Look for a full-size issue 
in November 2015!

Henry Lech and Dr. Sujit Prabhu
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Head for the Cure 5K Run/Walk

The Head for the Cure 5K Run/Walk Houston benefits 
the Brain Tumor Trials Collaborative (BTTC) and MD 
Anderson Cancer Center.  

Saturday, Oct. 10, 2015 • Pearland Town Center

Register: www.headforthecure.org/houston
All are welcome to join team MD Anderson! 

The Head for the Cure Foundation mission is to raise awareness and funding to inspire 
hope for the community of brain cancer patients, their families, friends, caregivers and 
other supporters, while celebrating their courage, spirit 
and energy.

The annual Head for the Cure 5K events are dedicated to 
the memory of Chris Anthony, who passed away in 2003 
after a two-year battle with glioblastoma. 
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Upcoming 
Events

6th Annual Spine 
Tumor Patient 

Education Conference 

Wednesday, Sept. 30

Main Building, Floor 11, 
Elevator B, Anderson 

Conference Hall

Registration Form: 
www.mdanderson.org/

spinetumornews

More info >>>

Head for the Cure 5K 
Run/Walk Houston

Saturday, Oct. 10

Pearland Town Center

www.headforthecure.org

MD Anderson Brain and 
Spine Center is the local 

event beneficiary 

More info >>>

SpineTumor Support 
Group

First Wednesday  
of Every Month

5 to 7 p.m.

Next Meeting: 
Wednesday, Sept. 2

Mays Clinic, Integrative 
Medicine Center

6th Annual Spine Tumor 
Patient Education Conference

Wednesday, Sept. 30, 2015 
MD Anderson Cancer Center 

The conference is free to attend. Space is limited to the first 125 registrants. The first 60 
attendees will receive free parking validation. The all-day conference is followed by a 
patient awards dinner at 5:45 p.m.
Conference Highlights:
• Expert presentations on complex spine surgery, neuropathic pain and updates on 

minimally invasive spine surgery
• Expanded physicians Q&A panel 
• Round tables to discuss key issues with experts and other patients, including improved 

self-management of bodily functions, coping strategies for couples and sexuality
• Mini-consultations with therapists and product manufacturers
• Comprehensive exhibitor hall with new educational information and resources
• Door prizes and giveaways 
Registration Form: www.mdanderson.org/spinetumornews
Questions: ceowen@mdanderson.org or 713-563-8710
Conference sponsored by MD Anderson Cancer Center and the RGK Foundation

W.K. Alfred Yung, M.D., professor and chairman of neuro-oncology and Suyun 
Huang, M.D., Ph.D, professor in neurosurgery at the 2013 event. 
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A word from Gisela
Gisela Sanchez-Williams, R.N., M.S.N., ANP-C
Advanced Practice Nurse, Department of Neurosurgery
Spine Tumor Support Group Facilitator and Conference Chair

6th Annual Spine Tumor  
Patient Education Conference: 
Building Connections

Every year, spine tumor 
patients from all over the 
United States gather at MD 

Anderson to create a force against cancer. This force is 
created through networking, education, discovering new 
resources, round table discussions, presentations and 
interactive sessions. You don’t want to miss this event! 

The Annual Spine Tumor Patient Education Conference 
offers a well-rounded approach to learning about spinal 
tumors, treatment and living with the effects of the 
disease or treatment. This year’s program will provide 
exciting updates on important spine tumor program 
initiatives from our experts: 

• Claudio Tatsui, M.D., will share about the latest 
results on minimally invasive spine tumor surgery.

• Laurence Rhines, M.D., director of the spine tumor 
program will share his experience and lessons learned 
from some of our most complex cases. 

• Mitchell Engle, M.D., Ph.D., will provide insight 
into the mystery of neuropathic pain and discuss the 
challenges in treatment.

• Catherine Powers-James, Ph.D., will present on 
integrative medicine approaches. 

We will also explore how music therapy can aid our 
mobility while relieving stress, and belly dancers – 
yes, belly dancers! – will teach us the importance of  
maintaining strength in the abdominal core as it pertains 
to spinal alignment.

Our multidisciplinary Q&A panel has expanded to 
include experts who assist the surgeon at every level of 
the spine, as well as pain and rehabilitation specialists. 
   
New exhibitors include Texas Department of Assistive 
and Rehabilitative Services and The National Spinal Cord 
Injury Association, among others. 

The highlight of this event, as always, is our patients. 
Three patients with varied spinal tumor diagnoses will 
share their inspirational cancer experience. I can only 
sum it up by quoting a prior conference participant:

“Thank you, again! This has been the highlight each of 
the past three years. I leave a little more informed, a little 
more confident and a lot richer for the many lives whose 
paths have crossed mine.” Hope to see you there!

Welcome Back to the Spine Tumor Support Group

The Spine Tumor Support Group was established in 2007 
to provide support to patients, families, caregivers and 
friends of individuals with spinal tumors. Our goal is to 
exchange information for improving quality of life. 

The support group has been a unique experience for the 
participants, as well as the facilitator. It is an opportunity 
to share your concerns, fears, trials and victories. Led by 
a nurse practitioner, this forum offers a place to clarify 
disease and treatment information. There is a strong 
focus on quality of life and finding ways to live life to its 
fullest capacity. Topic experts lead informative sessions 
on regaining your mobility, exercise, coping, sexuality 
and many other issues pertinent to spine tumor patients.

As with many support groups, attendance fluctuates. This 
happens for many reasons – cancer patients are busy 
people with multiple appointments, life goes on – you’re 
a spouse, a parent and an employee. Then there’s school 
projects, chores, the kid’s activities and the list goes on! 
With yet another priority in your life, it can be difficult 
to “fit” in another activity. However, our overall focus 
is your wellness and attending the group may help you 
through this journey. So, if your clinic visits ever coincide 
with the meeting date, please feel free to drop in or make 
a note in your calendar to attend the next support group. 

We meet the first Wednesday of every month at The Place 
of Wellness, Mays Clinic, Floor 2, Integrative Medicine 
Center (ACB2.1005), from 5 to 7 p.m. Please join us at 
our next meeting on Wednesday, Sept. 2. 
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