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Clowning for a Cure

By Sarah Batchelor

You’ve seen them before.  Actually, they are pretty hard to miss.  

Big wigs.  

Red noses.  

Funny shoes.  

Sure, they may look like your average clowns, but this group is a little bit different.  

Maybe it is because of their tireless dedication to making a difference in their community, or it could be the lingering smell of fried chicken that follows behind them like a shadow.

Whatever it is, it’s clear that these aren’t just any clowns.  This team of clowns can cook, and they have been cooking fried chicken and hot dogs at the Durham Relay for Life for the past three years. 

Three years ago they met at church and decided to form a group to participate in the Relay.  They called themselves Clowning for a Cure.  Now their members are well recognized among all of the past Durham Relay participants.  They are remembered as being the zany, creative group dedicated to raising more money each year for the American Cancer Society’s cause.  

The American Cancer Society is the nation’s largest source of private, nonprofit research funds.  They have distributed more than $2.5 billion to scientists since 1946 and have funded 32 Nobel Prize winning cancer researchers.

The Relay is a huge overnight event held in various communities celebrating cancer survivorship and community spirit.  Groups of friends, family members, and co-workers form teams, raise money and walk around a track at a local high school or college to show their support for cancer research, education, and advocacy.

About 1,334,100 new cancer cases are expected to be diagnosed in 2003.  Now, more than ever, there is a pressing need to find a cure.  Over a lifetime, one in two men and one in three women in the United States will develop the disease.  But nearly 60 percent of those diagnosed with cancer will survive, thanks to the efforts of the American Cancer Society and their largest fund-raiser, the Relay for Life.

The Relay began in May 1985.  Dr Gordy Klatt, a colorectal surgeon and avid runner took the first step of his 24-hour walk/run around a track in Tacoma, Wash.  He clocked 83 miles and he raised $27,000 to support the American Cancer Society.  The following year, 220 supporters on 19 teams joined Klatt and the Relay for Life was born.

Each year in 3,600 communities worldwide, more than 2.25 million people take part in the event.  There are more Relays across the country than there are Wal-Marts or counties in the United States.  The event is also very well known.  One third of Gallup Poll respondents have heard of the Relay.

The Relay honors survivors by opening every event with a survivor victory lap.   The lap symbolizes the courage that survivors and their families display and sustain in their lives.  460,000 cancer survivors participate in the Relays.  

The Durham community is doing its part to unite in the fight against cancer.  

The Durham Relay for Life will be held on the track at Jordan High School on Friday, April 25, at 6 p.m. through Saturday, April 26, at 12 p.m.  

The entire track is a buzz with activity, and non-participants are also welcome to come and enjoy the festivities.

Teams of about five to 20 members are allotted a space around the track as their campsite.   Many groups put up a tent and chairs.  Some groups set up on-site fund raising activities.

There is a silent auction, an opening ceremony, various seminars, dance group performances, a scavenger hunt, improvisational comedy and Bingo.  And all of that happens before 9 p.m.

After the sun dips behind the clouds, the emotional luminary ceremony takes place.  Group members have the opportunity to recognize their loved ones by decorating a luminary with the names of those who lost the fight to cancer.  The night is lit with hope as a beacon for the future.

The following morning, participants lace up their walking shoes again and wipe away traces of a night spent outdoors.  The track is alive as news crews broadcast on-site.

Last year, the weatherman was joined by a spirited group of clowns.  The Clowning for a Cure group could be seen waving and smiling from behind him. 

The Clowning for a Cure team consists of five adult planners who work for nine months out of the year to raise money for the event.  Each team member is encouraged to raise at least $100 before the event.  For the Relay, their friends and family members join them in dressing up like clowns, and the entire group fills up three campsites.  


Last year the Clowning for a Cure team was successful in raising $5,000.  But this year the bar has been raised and they won’t settle for anything less than $7,000.  

They have come up with some creative ideas in order to meet their monetary goals for this year.  They have decorated their cubicles at work, sold cancer beanie babies called Fight Beans, designed T-shirts to sell, and on March 28 they will have a food sale. 


For this food sale they will take pre-orders for hot, boxed lunches.  They will then cook the lunches and deliver them right to the offices of their friends, co-workers and family members.

Groups are always thinking up new ways to raise more money.  Most of the groups participating in the Relay raise all of their money before the event, but there are a few teams that sell candy and snacks at the Relay to raise extra last-minute donations. 

The Clowning for a Cure team has taken this fund-raising idea to a new level.  Each year the group provides home-cooked foods for the people participating in the Relay, and as always, all proceeds go to the American Cancer Society to fund cancer research.

This year is the group’s forth year, and they hope to raise more money, and of course, cook more chicken and hot dogs at the Relay.  Their good humor, great costumes and home cooking provide nourishment for both the body and the soul.  
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