
In 1985, patients with cancer like Nancy Emerson’s 

were given a life expectancy of only two years. But 

that grim statistic failed to take into account Nancy’s 

indomitable spirit and Duke’s state-of-the-art care. 

In fact, that year Nancy was just beginning a  

remarkable and inspiring journey across two  

decades. As researchers, doctors and caregivers at 

the Duke Comprehensive Cancer Center (DCCC)

worked ever harder to stay ahead of her recurring 

cancer, Nancy became the DCCC’s most extraordinary 

spokesperson and champion, advocating for patient’s 

rights, lobbying to secure more funding for cancer 

research and treatment, and supporting and  

encouraging other cancer patients and their families. 

Although Nancy Emerson died in 2003, her legacy 

can be seen everywhere at the DCCC. Nancy showed 

us that patients can be our most courageous and  

extraordinary partners in advancing cancer research, 

treatment, education and policy.
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Cancer is found in Nancy’s left 
breast and six lymph nodes.

Nancy Emerson dies 
21 years after her 
initial diagnosis with 
breast cancer. 

Today: 4,000 more people will 
be told they have cancer.

Scans show cancer in Nancy’s 
skull, arms, ribs, spine, femurs 
and pelvis.

A scan shows 
cancer in Nancy’s 
bones. Survival 
expectancy: two 
years. 

Nancy undergoes a  
mastectomy and seven months 
of chemotherapy at Duke 
Medical Center.

Annual bone scans help ensure 
early detection if cancer returns.

By now, lumpectomies have largely  
replaced the more radical mastectomy 
Nancy received in 1982.

Nancy undergoes one of 
the first MRIs at Duke 
as part of screening for 
cancer.

Nancy participates in a Phase I trial of a vaccine 
for treating melanoma and other cancers,  
which shows the body’s immune system can be  
stimulated to fight cancer. 

Outpatient treatments and procedures overtake 
inpatient admissions as the primary means of 
administering chemotherapy thanks to new drugs, 
helping to boost the patient’s immune system.

By this time, improvements in chemotherapy allow 
Nancy to take the drugs orally without the nausea 
of some earlier treatments.

In 2001, Nancy undergoes two surgeries 
using radio frequencies to destroy a total 
of ten tumors in her liver.

Unlike 1982, when all breast cancer patients 
received the same type of chemotherapy, now 
targeted chemotherapy provides more effective, 
less toxic treatment of breast cancer.

Today: With every passing year, cancer patients are better able to lead fairly 
normal lives. A holistic approach to treatment provides better strategies for 
controlling pain, ensures all-important emotional and social support, and 
seeks to fully engage the healing powers of the mind, body and spirit through 
the new field of psycho-neuroimmunology.

Today: As DCCC researchers and doctors 
continue to extend the lives of patients 
like Nancy Emerson, they search for the 
ultimate treatment: a complete cure.

1985: Nancy focuses on the “CAN” 
in cancer. She “de-stresses” her life 

and takes a year’s leave from her 
job as a bank executive. 1986: Nancy volunteers with 

Duke’s new Cancer Patient 
Support Program. 

1990: Nancy leaves banking to become the 
Director of Major Projects and Asst. Director, 

Office of Development and Communications
for the DCCC, a position she holds until 2002.

1990: Nancy creates the Tree of Hope  

where donors add lights to honor  

someone’s memory.

1993: Nancy begins a support  
network of 400 friends and family 

she calls her “Team of Heroes.” 

1995–2003: Nancy appears on NBC Nightly News, lobbies 
Congress to increase funding for cancer research, serves 

on patient advocate advisory boards, begins a book 
about her experience with three other cancer survivors, 

and works tirelessly to raise funds for cancer research and 
treatment at the DCCC. 

1995: Nancy serves as acting director 
of the Office of Development and  

Communications for the DCCC.
1996: Governor Hunt presents Nancy 
with the North Carolina Council for 

Women’s Most Distinguished Woman 
in Business Award.

1996: Nancy’s “Team of Heroes” and  
Duke Medical Center create a Nancy 

Weaver Emerson Endowment Lecture 
on medical ethics issues.

2000: Nancy receives  
a President’s Award at 

Duke University and 
the annual Light of 

Hope Award from the 
Duke Cancer Patient 

Support Program. 

2002: Dr. Robert Schuller‘s televised interview 
of Nancy at the Crystal Cathedral is broadcast 

on the Hour of Power to 50 million viewers 
worldwide.

2002: Nancy receives Jonquils 
Award, an annual award 

from the Duke Cancer Patient 
Support Program to someone 

who has been an inspiration 
to cancer patients. 

2002: Nancy is selected as 
Coping Magazine’s 2002 

Cancer Survivor of the Year.

The Nancy Emerson Endowment Lecture continues 
to bring prominent speakers to Duke to address 

issues of medical ethics.

Each year at Christmas, Nancy’s Tree of Hope glows with  
lights placed in memory of loved ones who died of cancer.

Other patient partners now follow in Nancy’s footsteps, 
not only taking an active role in their own treatment, 

but assisting in disease research, educating the public 
about cancer, raising money and helping others.

E. Fulton Brylawski’s gift in Nancy Emerson’s memory 
establishes an endowed Assoc. Professorship in 

Women’s Health at Duke.

John Emerson, Nancy’s husband, creates an oncology 
nursing scholarship in her honor.



 

Isn’t it time for a cure?

Join us in our search today. Learn more about 

our leading-edge research and explore ways to 

contribute at: dukecancerfund.org.

You can also call us at 919-667-2600 or email us: 

dukecancerfund@notes.duke.edu.
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