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Fresh Eyes On St. Jude’s Country Cares Seminar

T

he first time I walked into the hospital, St. Jude
was part of my job. When I walked back out, St.
Jude was part of my life.” That’s WQYK/Tampa
OM/PD and longtime St. Jude Country Cares Seminar
attendee Mike Culotta explaining his first experience
to a 2013 first-timer. A record 870 attendees were in
Memphis this January for the annual event, and an
amazing 347 had never before participated.

Family Ties:
Country Cares founder
Randy Owen with
patient Azalee.

Over 24 years, St. Jude Children’s Research Hospital has been
woven so deeply into the fabric of Country radio and country
music, it may be helpful to seek out a renewed perspective. Those
who’ve long been associated with the endeavor might benefit in
recalling their own initial experience. And those who have joined
the industry since the formation of Country Cares may understand
St. Jude as something deeper than just another detail of their employment. So Country Aircheck sent a seminar rookie to cover the
event, and to seek out the thoughts of others who were attending
for the first time.
EMI Nashville Midwest rep Chris Fabiani admits to being “kind of
worried about what to expect in the hospital. I hate to see kids in pain.
But when you walk in the door, it really is a place full of hope. You see
parents walking in the halls with their kids who have cancer, but they’re
happy and excited to see you. They’ve got everything going against
them, but they’re happy and joyful and fighting. It was incredible. I
called my wife later and said, ‘We’re becoming Partners In Hope.’”
The two-day event focuses Friday on guided hospital tours for
artist and radio attendees. That evening’s Casino Night allows stations to win “cash” with which to obtain autographed memorabilia
to use as incentives during their radiothons.
Warner Bros./W.A.R.’s Charlie Worsham was impressed with
a research doctor he met on his tour. “He
compared what cancer is on a cellular level
to taking 1,000 copies of Tolstoy’s War And
Peace, which has 3 million words per copy,
and putting them through a shredder, then
trying to find one letter in one book that is
out of place. That’s how difficult it is to find
the anomaly that causes cancer.”
He was also moved by seeing “how colorful,
bright and happy a place St. Jude is. And getting to meet some of the patients – they are so
full of joy for life. I don’t know if I’ve ever met
anyone as brave as these patients. It’s something I’ll keep with me for the rest of my life.”
Saturday, artists and labels head home as
radio pros settle in for best-practices sessions
on programming, promotions, social media
and more. “It’s really a phenomenal event
in terms of having people from Alaska, New
Peace Of My Heart:
York, Florida, California – everywhere,” says
Red Bow’sRachel
Clear Channel/Chattanooga Dir./Promotions
Blakely Satterfield. “It’s kind of like a fellowFarley with patient
ship. Seeing so many people participate, I
Jayla.
started to realize how it’s possible for them to
make all this happen.
“It’s one of the few moments we aren’t in competition. There
are no trade secrets. People from different companies are more
than happy to share ideas, information and resources – to say
how much money they made on something. Everyone lets down
their guard and really shares.”
In many ways, the seminar is information and emotion overload. Even longtime attendees find themselves hearing things
they’ve never heard. And it’s basically impossible to take in
everything. Just scratching the surface:

: Every discovery is shared freely, and St. Jude
trains doctors worldwide on the latest protocols.

: No family pays a dime for treatment at St. Jude.
Costs absorbed for families also include transportation to the hospital, meal vouchers, weekly
$100 grocery cards and more. As a mother of
three daughters with brain tumors said, “St. Jude
has been there for my family more than you can
imagine. Not just for my kids, but for me.”

: Perhaps the best expression of the above is the
slogan, “To cure one child in Memphis is to cure a
thousand children worldwide.”

: Blue phones throughout the hospital offer
translation services for international patients
and families.

: There are only 78 beds in the hospital. The
emphasis is on patients and their families staying
together, which they are able to do at hotel-like
“houses” on the grounds and nearby. Again, with
no cost to patients or families.

: The nurse-patient ratio is 1:3.

: When St. Jude started, the survival rate for the
most common form of childhood cancer was 4%.
It is now 94%. The survival rate for all pediatric
cancers was 20%, and is now up to 80%.

: There are 3,400 hospital employees and an
additional 1,000 with the fundraising arm ALSAC
on St. Jude’s 65-acre Memphis campus.

Hope Wins:
Casino Night mixes
fun with purpose.

: Country Cares for St. Jude, founded in 1989,
has raised $440 million. It costs $1.8 million a
day to operate the facility and 75% of it is donated by the general public. The average donation is $20-$30 a month.
: St. Jude has treated 17,000 pediatric cancer survivors, and now treats 7,800 kids each year.
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out a feeding tube. They even had an oncologist
tell them, “If I were you, I would blow my brains out.”
Their insurance denied coverage for radiation treatment
Much is made of the “St. Jude moment,” leading
and doctors got to the point where they asked Crawford
to the oft-repeated inquiry, “What was your moand his wife to focus on their daughter’s quality of life and
ment?” For many this year, it was the keynote by Avett
longevity, rather than a cure. And again, “Mr. Crawford,
Brothers bassist Bob Crawford, whose 22-month-old
you have a very sick little girl.”
daughter Hallie was diagnosed with a brain tumor in
Connected with St. Jude, the Crawfords traveled
2011. Treatment including surgery commenced near
their North Carolina home, and the prognosis doctors to Memphis. Bob described their arrival as a bit like
a chaotic first day of school. “Finally, we got in and
offered was often poor. There were numerous trips to
met Hallie’s doctor, Dr. Cynthia Wetmore,” he said.
a hospital grieving room, a medically induced coma,
“And these are the first words she said to us, ‘Mr. and
a pathologist who opened his report by telling them,
Mrs. Crawford, Hallie doesn’t have an ependymoma.
“I’m so sorry” and a refrain that began to wear on
We know that. She has astrocytoma/glioma. There is
them: “You have a very sick little girl.”
hope. We are going to cure her.’”
A neurologist said their daughter would never sit
More than offering the first positive words they’d
up, breathe without a tracheotomy tube or eat withheard in months, Wetmore and the St.
Jude team did exactly what they promised.
Crawford subsequently introduced his quite
healthy looking daughter, who was back in
Memphis for her three-month scans. The
verdict: “clear and stable.”
That sense of hope in the face of despair and accomplishing the impossible
hits attendees in different ways. “I’m an
emotional person and, of course, I cried
at the stories,” Satterfield says. “But at
the end of the day, the economics really
amazed me. There are times I can’t wrap
my mind around how any place spends
$1.8 million per day, does all they do,
doesn’t let the families pay a dime and
still makes it work. That’s my moment of
awe. It’s a feat of proportions I cannot
fathom. And there are so many ways
St. Jude could make money with their
research, and they don’t – they share it.
Radio & Records: Labels, stations and artists come togethThey just cross their fingers and hope
er at Country Cares. Pictured (l-r) are BMLG’s Scott Bordonors continue to donate and people
chetta, KAJA/San Antonio’s Travis Moon and Bree, Brantley
like us will do what we do. It’s an amazGilbert, and Valory’s Brad Howell and George Briner.
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ing thing you don’t find in the
Very Not Sick
modern economy.”
Little Girl:
For others, the St. Jude moment Avett Brothers
might have been the words of Craig bass guitarist
Dismuke, whose son Ingram also
Bob Crawford
battled a brain tumor. “I worked on with daughter
Wall Street prior to this, and I was Hallie and wife
very skeptical of people,” he said.
Melanie.
“With good reason ... but we’ve gotten to see the good in people. Anybody who has raised
money for St. Jude over the past 50 years, who has given
my son a better chance, is our hero, whether it’s $20,
$1,000 or $1 million. My prayer is that when some dad,
10 years from now, hears that his son has cancer, that
because of what you guys do this year, he’ll have a better
chance of beating it.”
And, really, it doesn’t get any simpler than that.
“One researcher told us, ‘Now that you’ve been here,
you’re part of the family,’” Fabiani says. “It changed
me and I can’t wait to go back.”
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