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[bookmark: OLE_LINK5][bookmark: OLE_LINK6]Commentary: Catch breast cancer early, get a mammogram 
October is National Breast Cancer Awareness Month
By Col. Iris J. West, Bavaria MEDDAC Chief of Medical Management Division

“Ma’am, you have a 3 by 4 centimeter mass in your right breast.  I’ve contacted the surgeons and made an appointment for you to have a biopsy.” 

I stood there in stunned disbelief.  How could this be? 

I was shown the mammogram and even I could see the mass.  The previous day I had my very first mammogram. I was 40 years old.  I had been doing breast self-exams for five months and never felt a lump, nor had my provider.  On that day I became a believer in the value of mammography.  

At the time, my husband and I were emotionally distraught.  As a nurse, I was well aware of the statistics on breast cancer.  

Breast Cancer is one of the most common cancers among women, and the seventh most common cause of death.  In 2005, which are the latest available statistics, 186,467 women were diagnosed with breast cancer and 41,116 women died from it.  It is the number one cause of cancer death in Hispanic women, and the second most common cause of cancer death among all other women, according to the United States Cancer Statistics 199-2005 Incidence and Mortality Web-Based Report.

This knowledge did not help my emotional state and the week before the biopsy was the longest week of our lives.

My breast biopsy showed pre-cancerous cells.  A wide excision was done and the surgeon felt he had taken out all of the bad cells. I have had regular mammograms since and so far they have been normal.  I am very thankful I did not put off having that first screening mammogram.  Had I put it off, those pre-cancerous cells could have become cancer and it may have been too late.

A woman’s chance of getting breast cancer increases as she gets older.  Most breast cancers occur in women after menopause and are uncommon in women under 40.  This is why it is recommended that women begin having mammograms at age 40. 

According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, having regular mammograms can lower the risk of dying from breast cancer.  If you are 40 or older, be sure to have a mammogram every one to two years.  Talk to your provider if you have any breast symptoms or changes in your breast, or if breast cancer runs in your family. 

A breast lump can be a sign of cancer, but usually early breast cancer can’t be felt.  Self-breast exams are common practice, but not all experts recommend them.  Mammography is considered the most important screening tool to detect early breast cancers.
If you are 40 years old and have never had a mammogram, or if you are older than 40 and have not had a mammogram in the past two years, or if you have a family history of breast cancer, call your health clinic and request a referral to have a mammogram. 

I have heard women say, “Oh, I am going to wait until we rotate back to the States to have one done”.  

Ladies, this is the wrong answer because by then it could be too late. 

If you are uncomfortable having a mammogram in a host nation facility, ask your health clinic to have a patient liaison go with you the first time.  They can assist you in becoming familiar and comfortable with cultural differences or possible language barriers.

I believe that having that first mammogram when I was 40 may well have saved my life.  It can save your life, too.

For more information, visit the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention Web site at www.cdc.gov or contact your local Army health clinic.
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