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Onalaska Cancer Cluster
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ONALASKA — Twenty years later, Lindsay Johnson is unlike most 32-year-old women, but she is

healthy.

Wheelchair-bound, she lives alone in an apartment complex for the elderly and disabled. She enjoys

listening to music and watching TV. She sometimes goes on bike rides with her parents.

“It’s hard to believe it’s been 20 years,” said her father, Lon Johnson.

Lindsay is the sole survivor of a cancer cluster that struck Onalaska, an old logging town, in the early

1990s.

In 1988, Melanie Pentecost, a 9-year-old Onalaska girl, was diagnosed with a brain tumor. She died

just days after her diagnosis.

Four years later, Lindsay and two other girls, Amy Bicondova and Jennifer Meade, were diagnosed

with brain tumors as well.

Lon recounts how he knew something was wrong with his daughter after watching her stumble and trip

along rocks on a family trip to the Green River.

Mid-story, Lon abruptly stops talking and leaves the room, tears in his eyes.

Lindsay too begins to cry and is comforted by her mother, Cherie.

The memories of the pain of childhood cancer come flooding back. Lindsay, dabbing at her eyes with

a napkin, remembers it well.

“I’d get sick in the morning, but I’d be fine to go to school,” she said. “It was weird.”

In the sixth grade, when the girls were 12, Lindsay listened to her best friend Amy describe the

symptoms of cancer; Lindsay “just knew” she had it too.

After her diagnosis, doctors attacked the cancer with radiation treatments, which left her unable to

walk because of damage to the nerves in her legs caused by chemotherapy.

Lindsay and Amy remained friends until the Bicondovas moved to Ephrata on the east side of the state.

“Best friends until the end,” Lindsay said. She still has scrapbooks with photos of the two of them

together.

Amy was diagnosed with a brainstem tumor in July of 2009. She and her family chronicled the last

month of her life in an online journal. She died that August.
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Although Lindsay has been visibly affected by the cancer, she’s had no recurrence.

Lon said for the first few years after Lindsay went into remission, the family walked on pins and

needles, fearing the cancer would return.

“Now we don’t worry ‘cause we know it’s not coming back,” he said.

Lon and Cherie visit Lindsay’s Centralia apartment frequently to help care for her, but they still live in

the same Onalaska house — the tests, Lon said, proved the town was safe.

•••

The state closed the investigation on March 11, 1993.

The cancer cluster had attracted attention from around the country. The Washington State Department

of Health and the State Department of Ecology sent specialists to Onalaska to investigate and find any

environmental factors that could have contributed to the cancer.

They tested local drinking water as well as the soil and waste around an old city dump site as well as

the town’s lumber mill.

They tested for 270 chemicals, but found nothing.

Juliet VanEenwyk, a state epidemiologist who helped investigate the cluster, acknowledged that four

girls in one small school stricken with cancer was an unusual occurrence.

But these types of investigations rarely yield answers, she said.

“If somebody absolutely knew what caused brain tumors, it might be really obvious,” VanEenwyk said.

“But we don't know what causes brain tumors.”

And it may have just been a coincidence.

“People don’t realize how much cancer there is,” she said. “One in three people gets cancer. If you

look at all the ways people are sort of mixed and matched, there are hundreds of thousands of ways to

group people. Just because something is unusual, doesn’t mean something is going on at that location

that is causing cancer.”

•••

Kathy Meade didn’t believe the cluster was simply a coincidence, and hypothesized that perhaps a

cancer-causing agent had passed through Onalaska.

But unlike the Johnsons, Kathy was less concerned about what caused the cancer.

“We weren’t focused on what they were finding,” she said. “We were focused on taking care of

Jennifer.”
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Kathy had been forced to watch as her little girl with long, blonde curls transformed into a bald,

skinny child.

Jennifer, the eighth of twelve children, was diagnosed with cancer at the age of 6.

“That week turned our world inside out and upside down,” Kathy said.

Jennifer immediately underwent radiation treatments, which ultimately damaged parts of her brain.

Doctors placed her on growth hormone therapy, to help her grow, but she only ever reached 4 feet 9

inches.

School was difficult for Jennifer, who, according to her mother, had a warped sense of humor and

spent more time with doctors and nurses than children her own age. She took special education

classes and she couldn’t participate in sports and other activities because of her wheelchair.

“She remembered what it was like to be normal,” Kathy said. “But all those things worked against her.

She didn’t have friends. But she didn’t complain, she didn’t feel sorry for herself. She just dealt with

it.”

For a few years, Jennifer worked as a clerk in a county courthouse scanning documents for two hours

a day.

“When she got to work at the courthouse, those were the best years of her life,” Meade said. “The

other employees were fabulous to her.”

But budget cuts brought about by the recession ended Jennifer’s employment with the county.

Shortly before Christmas of 2009, Jennifer became sick again, and Kathy knew the cancer was back.

Tests confirmed it: Jennifer’s spine was thick with tumors, Kathy recalled.

“She never knew she wasn’t going to recover,” Kathy said. “But once she went to the hospital I knew

she wasn’t coming out.”

Kathy has faced other family tragedies, but she said raising Jennifer was the worst experience.

“I felt so bad,” she said. “Her life was so different than a normal kid’s growing up.”

But despite, or perhaps because of, her experiences, Kathy remains strong.

“When it happens to you, you don’t have a choice,” she said. “Do you crawl into a hole? You just do it.

I don’t know how else to live.”

Kathy has family photos lining the walls of her home, many of which were taken before Jennifer

passed.

“The hard thing about losing somebody is you worry they’ll be forgotten completely,” Kathy said. “I

hope they remember her with good memories.”
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