
Focus

  It was the summer of a lifetime for 

Harold and Elaine Lohf.

  It was 1986 and it seemed life couldn’t 

have been better. 

Their son, Harold T., would be a senior 

that fall at Salina South High School. 

Dancing filled their free time. The couple 

planned a 5,000-mile motorcycle ride 

across 13 states that summer. 

After years of work, they had their 

finances in order. They would celebrate 

their 20th wedding anniversary the next 

winter. As they approached their 40th 

birthdays, “we thought we had it made,” 

Elaine said.

“Things really seemed to be going great 

for us,” Harold said.

But that summer, something was going 

wrong inside Harold’s body.

Signs of trouble
Harold suspected something was wrong 

while playing in a softball tournament at 

Bill Burke Park that June. He was playing 

first base when a runner approached after 

making a hit. Harold thought the runner 

was out after he’d caught the throw from 

the field. But Harold hadn’t caught the ball

His arms and legs shook. He couldn’t 

stand, so he took himself out of the game.
Elaine gives Harold a kiss on the couple’s 23rd wedding anniversary. They celebrated 
with supper and a night of races at Wichita Greyhound Park. 

Enjoying better times, Harold and Elaine Lohf joke around with their son, Harold T., in his room at the University of Kansas. Moments like these were cherished because of uncertainties with Harold’s cancer.

My whole 
family has   

cancer. It’s in 
my body,   

but we’re all   
dealing with 

it together.

Harold Lohf
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Four-year battle with deadly disease challenges   
Salina family to bond, cherish time together

Story and photoS by ben harriS,  Journal staff



The episode passed.
“I didn’t think much about it,” he said.
In July, Harold was packing for their 

motorcycle vacation. His left side started 
shaking. 

“I knew right then I had a problem,” he 
said.

But it wasn’t bad enough to keep Harold 
and Elaine from one of their favorite pas-
times, riding their red Harley-Davidson.

“We thought it was just a muscle spasm, 
so we took the trip,” Elaine said.

Finally, Harold experienced an episode 
too severe to ignore.

They were returning from watching stock 
car races in Junction City on Aug. 8, 1986. 
Harold was driving when his left side gave 
out. Elaine grabbed the steering wheel and 
managed to stop the car.

“I was afraid he was having a heart 
attack or something,” Elaine said.

She drove Harold to Asbury-Salina 
Regional Medical Center. No cause for the 
problem was found.

The couple went about their weekend as 
usual by twisting and turning on area 
dance floors.

Into a world of medicine
When Harold went back to work at Beech 

Aircraft Corp. on Monday, Aug. 11, he saw 
the company nurse. She suspected some-
thing was wrong with his brain.

Harold saw a doctor that day and a CAT 
scan of his brain was taken two days later. 
A tumor was found. A week later, he was 
operated on.

It didn’t look good, and we didn’t get it 
all, he recalled hearing from his neurosur-
geon, Dr. Ali Manguoglu of Salina.

Harold was given 46 weeks to live.
The tumor on the right side of his brain 

was malignant. On a scale of one to four, 
with four the worst, his rated three. The 
cancerous tumor had blended in with 
healthy brain cells, so part of it couldn’t be 
removed. Further surgery could have dam-
aged surrounding healthy cells that control 
important bodily functions.

Surgery left Harold paralyzed on his left 
side.

“He was so depressed,” Elaine said. “We 
were going from going out dancing to just 
laying there in two weeks.”

Harold worried about the future. He was 
unable to squeeze Elaine’s hand as he lay in 
the hospital.

“I didn’t want to go through life with 
someone having to push me in a wheelchair 
or something,” he said. “I’ve always been 
active and able to do everything for myself, 
and laying in a bed not being able to move 
or raise your arm or your leg is a terrifying 
experience.”

The next step was radiation treatments 
to wipe out any remaining cancer cells. At 
first, Harold rejected the idea. He feared 
the side effects. But after finding out more, 
he decided he had to fight the cancer, and 
radiation would be his ally. It wasn’t his 
nature to give up without a battle.

“Nobody is going to just be given my 
life,” he said. “They’re going to have to take 
it away from me.”

Willpower helps battle
Throughout his life Harold had been 

through more than 30 operations to treat a 
cleft palate and ear problem. That experi-
ence “taught me to learn how to fight back, 
and it has given me a certain amount of 
willpower that maybe a lot of other people 
don’t know they have,” Harold said.

“I think everyone has it (willpower). It’s 
just a matter of being put in a situation 
where you have to use it.”

Within 2 1/2 months after his surgery, 
Harold received 37 radiation treatments. 
The process involved going to St. John’s 
Hospital, where a machine beamed high-
energy rays at his brain.

Throughout this time, Harold underwent 
physical therapy and slowly regained many 
of the motor skills he’d lost. The surgery 
and tumor had permanently affected some 
functions, such as thinking, strength and 
balance, but, in time, “he was fairly nor-
mal,” Manguoglu said.

After the radiation treatments, CAT 
scans showed only minimal post-operative 
changes in Harold’s brain, such as scar tis-
sue. It appeared Harold was on his way to 
recovery.

Harold and Elaine worked to rebuild their 
lives. They would shape a lifestyle different 
from the past.

Harold and the former Elaine Beris met 
in 1966 while dancing at the Fireside Club 
in Hutchinson. They were married Jan. 28, 
1967, in Oberlin, where Elaine grew up. 

Harold was from McPherson.
A son, Danny, was born that year but 

lived just a few hours. Elaine gave birth to 
Harold T. on Feb 11, 1969.

The Lohf family did a lot together. Harold 
T. joined his parents on vacations, and moth-
er and son cheered on Harold at stock car 
races. Harold and Elaine took Harold T. to 
Cub Scout meetings, and Harold coached his 
son’s soccer team.

Harold and Elaine spent weekend eve-
nings on dance floors.

At home, they followed traditional roles 
in their marriage.

Harold was the head of the house, the 
breadwinner who looked out for the well-
being of his family.

Elaine was a full-time wife, mother and 
homemaker.

“She was home, she vacuumed, she 
cleaned the house, she waited for dad to 
get home,” was how Harold T. described his 
mother.

Elaine did start to work outside the home 
in 1985, after her parents died in 1983. Her 
mother died eight weeks after her father, 
and family members believed it was depen-
dence upon her husband that speeded her 
death.

Harold and Elaine agreed Elaine should 
be less dependent on her husband.

Harold wanted to return to the days 
when he and Elaine rode their motorcycle 
and danced. He looked forward to getting 
back to work and driving.

“I want to get back to a lot of the normal 

things in my life, and I’ve got to stop and 
realize that I can’t do that yet,” Harold said 
in a tape recording he made in 1986.

“We still had a lot of things we wanted to 
do together,” Elaine said. “All the things we 
used to do we couldn’t do. It (the cancer) 
just turned it (their lives) upside down. It’s 
like a bad dream. You think you’re going to 
wake up from it, but now you don’t know 
what the future’s going to bring.”

Sitting on the porch together and watch-
ing the grass grow became more important 
than dancing or riding a motorcycle. Money 
and material possessions “didn’t mean any-
thing all of a sudden.” Harold said.

Harold and Elaine knew they’d have to 
give up dancing. It wasn’t easy.

“We were known for our dancing,” said 
Elaine. Their fancy footwork earned them 
several prizes and a reputation as a hot 
item on the dance floors of area nightclubs. 
Harold was even compared to the star of 
the movie “Saturday Night Fever and called 
“Harold Travolta.”

That was gone now.
One of Harold’s goals after surgery was 

to ride a motorcycle again. He tried, but 
was too weak to control it.

“It sounds stupid, giving up a motorcy-
cle, but that’s what we enjoyed doing,” 
Elaine said.

On the bike, there was “no radio, no TV, 
just her and I,” Harold said.

Change didn’t end there.
As the family mechanic, Harold had 

often spent hours under the hoods of stock 

cars he raced, family cars and friends’ cars.
When he wasn’t able to work on cars, 

Elaine learned to change the oil.
When he eventually couldn’t handle the 

house’s upkeep, Elaine learned to fix leaky 
faucets and the washing machine.

Harold no longer could take care of his 
family’s needs.

His family now cared for him as family 
roles reversed.

“Being a big macho man all of my life 
and not trying to burden my family with 
my problems… I tried to downplay the seri-
ousness of it (the cancer),” Harold said.

“I always felt that there was no problem 
in the world I couldn’t handle. Well, I’m 
finding out now that it’s time to lean on a 
few people and share this burden with 
someone.”

He turned to others for support. Harold, 
Elaine and Harold’s brothers Gary and Ed 
took part in an “I Can Cope” program for 
people dealing with cancer.

Love’s strength is tested
Change would test the bond between 

Harold and Elaine.
There were times when Elaine felt she 

was walking on Harold’s turf. Times when 
she decided where to eat out, what movie 
to watch, when she talked to their son 
about college.

“I feel like I’m taking over or something,” 
she said.

If we hadn’t had a strong marriage we 

wouldn’t have been able to manage,” she 
said later.

“We’re not just man and wife, we’re best 
friends,” said Harold.

The Lohfs found that cancer attacks fam-
ilies as well as individuals.

“No one person has cancer when you’re 
dealing with a family,” Harold said. “My 
whole family at this point has cancer. It’s in 
my body, but we’re all dealing with it 
together. Even though the cancer is in my 
head and my brain, it’s much easier for me 
to deal with than it is to see my family 
hurt.”

Harold knew the adjustment was hard 
for Elaine.

He wrote her a letter:
“I feel sad when I think of all that I’ve 

put you through over the last two years. 
But I also feel lucky to have someone like 
you to share my life with, in both good 
times and the bad.  ...I know there are days 
that I am hard to live with, and I am not 
your favorite person to be around. And yet 
you are always there for me. I can only 
hope and pray that some day I can make it 
all up to you.”

Life changed for their son, too.
“It’s kind of like a role reversal,” Harold 

T. said. “A lot more things that I helped 
him with, I never pictured myself doing.”

It took the urging of Harold T. to get his 
dad to blow up a ball as part of a treatment 
in the hospital to keep fluid from building 
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What is cancer?
Cancer is a group of diseases 
characterized by uncontrolled 
growth and spread of abnormal 
cells. If the spread is not con-
trolled, it can result in death.

How is cancer treated?
Doctors use surgery, radiation, 
chemotherapy, hormones, and 
immunotherapy to treat cancer.

How lethal is cancer?
Cancer is the second leading 
cause of death in the United 
States behind heart disease.

What causes cancer?
Cancer is caused by both external 
(chemicals, radiation, and viruses) 
and internal (hormones, immune 
conditions, and inherited muta-
tions) factors. Ten or more years 
often pass between exposures or 
mutations and detectable cancer.

7,400,000
Americans alive today have a 
 history of cancer.

1,382,400
new cancer cases will be 
 diagnosed this year.*

5,400 Kansans
will die from cancer this year.*

1,500 
Americans die every day from 
cancer.*

1 in 2 men
will develop cancer over the 
course of a lifetime.

1 in 3 women
will develop cancer over the 
course of a lifetime.

Where to find help
The agencies listed below can 
answer your questions about   
cancer.

American Cancer Society
1-800-227-2345
Kansas Chapter – Wichita
316-229-3349

Reaching Out cancer sup-
port group – Salina
913-827-4527

Hospice of Salina
913-823-6379

St. John’s Hospital Cancer 
Treatment Center
913-823-7598

Source: American Cancer Society

*Does not include basal and 
squamous cell skin cancers and in 
situ carcinomas except bladder

Cancer facts

CANCER: 
Doctors attack 
brain tumor 
with toxic drug

Harold becomes upset after Gayle Studley, an X-ray technician at Asbury-Salina Regional Medical Center, attempts to insert a needle in his arm for a CAT scan. 

■ Continued from Page E1

(Above) A nurse prepares Harold’s vein for a chemotherapy 
injection containing a lethal  drug designed to kill cancer. 

(Left) Silence fills the room after Harold and Elaine learn 
that chemotherapy treatments are not working as well as 
expected. Doctors decided to end the treatments — Harold’s 
last hope for killing the cancer cells attacking his brain. 

Continued on NEXT PAGE



Left alone with Harold, Elaine watches from the hospital window as her son leaves to return to college on Easter Sunday. 

(Above) Harold’s four-year struggle with cancer came to 
an end April 29.  Friends walk beside his casket after the 
funeral at St. Mary, Queen of the Universe Catholic Church. 

(Left) Harold T. embraces his mother at the cemetery.
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up in his lungs. Harold T. also had to tell 
his dad to stay in bed against his wishes.

“That had to have been the hardest thing 
I’ve ever done,” he said.

Father and son talked of difficult topics 
such as Elaine remarrying should Harold 
die.

Cancer transformed the Lohf family.
Slowly, the family returned to a normal, 

yet changed life.
On Nov. 17, 1986, Harold had returned 

to his job at Beech, working four hours a 
day. Side effects of the tumor, radiation 
and surgery lingered, but 
it seemed he was on his 
way to a normal life.

By February 1987, 
Harold was optimistic.

He could drive a car 
again and was working 
full time.

“With the help of the 
good Lord, we’re well on 
our way to complete 
recovery, if that’s possible 
with cancer like this,” he 
said then in a recorded 
journal. “Maybe 20 years 
down the road I’ll still be 
having CAT scans.

“Things are going 
extremely well.”

Things continued to go 
well. Sometimes Harold 
would tire easily, lose his 
balance or forget things, 
but for the most part, 
“things were pretty much 
back to normal,” Elaine 
said.

Harold surpassed the 
46 weeks his doctor 
expected him to live. Days 
passed, then months and 
years. Harold came to 
appreciate some of the change cancer 
wrought. 

“(Cancer) has made a wondrous differ-
ence in my life, and I really have learned so 
many things that I would have missed with-
out it,” he said.

He watched his son graduate from high 
school and go on to the University of 
Kansas.

He eventually returned to the days of 
working on family cars and taking care of 
the house. He reclaimed some of what he’d 
lost, but life was never the way it used to be.

Cancer no longer dominated Harold and 
Elaine’s thoughts.

“We were just convinced it wasn’t going 
to come back,” Elaine said.

On Oct. 6, 1989, Harold went for a check-
up and review of his CAT scan taken the 
day before. It had been a year since his last 
checkup. He and Elaine figured it would be 
just another normal checkup, but it wasn’t. 

The tumor was back.
“That was a shock for everybody,” 

Manguoglu said.
 “We were stunned. We were numb.” 

Elaine said. “ I had thought it was gone.”
They didn’t know what to think. Dazed, 

they went grocery shopping as planned. 
They wheeled their cart up and down the 
aisles of Dillons, finally realizing they 
hadn’t put anything in the cart. Their lives 
again were turned upside down.

“Our whole life revolves around cancer 
again,” Elaine said.

Harold discussed treatment options with 
his doctor.

Manguoglu sent CAT scans to the 
University of San Francisco. They waited. 
The recommendation: chemotherapy, the 
use of drugs that kill cancer cells and, 
sometimes, damage healthy cells.

Seeking another opinion, Manguoglu sent 

material to the University of Kansas 
Medical Center, Kansas City.

Harold quit work on Oct. 10 to spend 
more time with Elaine and deal with the 
problem.

There was more waiting. KU recommend-
ed chemotherapy.

Harold thought chemotherapy wasn’t 
aggressive enough, so the Lohfs looked 
further.

Material was sent to the University of 
Maryland-Baltimore. An appointment was 
set for Nov. 6.

Elaine quit work Nov. 3, and the family 
headed to Baltimore with Harold’s parents 

and brother Chuck. 
Harold T. left college to 
be there.

    The Lohfs were opti-
mistic. They thought 
they’d be there for sur-
gery or some other treat-
ment and return home.

    Instead, they found 
themselves in a “night-
mare,” shuffled from 
one doctor to the next, 
with one doctor saying 
one thing and another 
something different.

    Once again, chemo-
therapy was recom-
mended.

    After the time and 
expense of going to 
Baltimore and not being 
offered any different 
treatment, “we were just 
fed up,” Elaine said.

    The Lohfs returned 
home and started an 
experimental chemother-
apy treatment at the KU 
Medical Center.

    A drug called BCNU 
was administered to 
Harold on Nov. 21. His 

treatment involved receiving an injection of 
the drug every six weeks at a Salina clinic. 
Before each treatment, Harold traveled to 
the KU Medical Center for a checkup and 
inspection of CAT scans to monitor the 
tumor’s status.

The wait between chemotherapy treat-
ments meant Harold and Elaine had a lot of 
time to spend alone together as their son 
returned to college. 

They spent much of the winter at home 
reading books or watching television. A 
lack of money kept them from going out 
and doing the things they used to. Harold 
could watch TV or take short strolls around 
the neighborhood, but dancing or playing 
softball were out of the question.

The Lohfs again took part in a cancer sup-
port program. They joined the Reaching Out 
group, in which they could share their frus-
trations with others facing similar situations. 

Time crawled. Harold was uncomfortable 
with this new treatment. It wasn’t like the 
aggressive radiation treatments where he 
battled the cancer every day. Now he had 
to sit back and wait. 

“The waiting is the hardest part,” he said.
The days were long for Elaine, too.
“It was difficult spending that much time 

together because we were together con-
stantly,” she said. “Some days were 
strained, but in ways we moved closer 
together as a whole. But some days there 
were hard to get through."

“I always said I wouldn’t leave, and I 
won’t. You get married, you get married in 
sickness and health.”

The closeness brought tension. Elaine 
grew frustrated with Harold but knew the 
source of her frustration wasn’t him, but 
cancer. 

It’s like a bad 
dream. You 
think you’re 

going to wake up 
from it but now 
you don’t know 

what the future’s 
going to bring.

 Elaine Lohf

“

”

Please see HOPE Page E6

Elaine grows weary as hours drag on at her husband’s hospital bedside.  By now, the cancer was ravaging Harold’s brain.  A brother, Gary,  joins Elaine while the cancer runs its course. 

■ Continued from Page E4



Other days were good.
“We found that the simple thing 

of just being together was impor-
tant,” Elaine said.

Riding in their sports car with the 
top down and letting the wind blow 
through their hair brought back a 
feel for the days when they rode 
their motorcycle. They enjoyed 
walks in the park and seeing a 
movie.

There were special moments, 
such as last Valentine’s Day, when 
they ate dinner by candlelight.

Meanwhile, with neither work-
ing, their income dwindled. While 
working full time at Beech, Harold 
had received about $425 weekly in 
take-home pay, and Elaine had 
received about $6,000 in 1989 
from her jobs. By November 1989, 

after both had quit work, their 
only regular income was a weekly 
$50 disability insurance check 
from Beech.

They had saved less of their 
income over the past few years so 
they’d have more to spend on doing 
things together.

“We knew that our future was 
now,” Elaine said.

They withdrew the last of their 
savings in January 1990.

Gifts helped ease the crunch. 
Golden Rule, a Beech Aircraft 
employees club, gave them $1,200 
for Christmas in 1989 and also set 
aside $200 a month through May 
1990. Employees from Western 
Auto Distribution Center, where 
Elaine had worked, gave about $200 
last November, and friends from 
the Central City Street Rods car 
club pitched in with $500 this year. 

The drop in income was “terri-
ble,” Elaine said. “It just wasn’t fair 
because he worked so hard for us. 
He wanted a nice life for us.”

Their income was limited to gifts 
and the weekly $50 check. Expenses 
over the winter took a big bite out 
of that. There were the trips to 
Baltimore and the KU Medical 
Center to pay for. Auto repairs cost 
about $600 over the winter. In 
January, they had to pay $600 for 
medical expenses not paid by insur-
ance. They also were helping Harold 
T. with college expenses.

Elaine watched the checking 
account closely.

“It takes a little to figure out 
where to come up with the money,” 
she said. “I wanted to make sure 
that we weren’t so wrapped up in 
bills that there wouldn’t be enough 
for fun.”

Even then money was limited to 
enough for a reduced rate movie at 
the Vogue Theater or eating out 
once a week.

They continued to wait and see 
whether chemotherapy would help.

In February 1990, it appeared the 
chemotherapy was helping, because 
the tumor wasn’t growing.

But Harold soon began to experi-
ence problems, some resulting from 
chemotherapy. He had pain in his 
joints and back, blurred vision, 
memory loss, trouble sleeping, 
sleepiness and anxiety attacks. He 
was taking a variety of medications 
to control side effects of the che-
motherapy. His drugs included ste-
roids, which made his body puffy.

The final blow
Monday, April 2: Harold and 

Elaine returned to the KU Medical 
Center for a six-week checkup. The 
doctors were concerned about the 
problems Harold had been having. 
They also saw a spot on his CAT 
scans indicating activity with the 
tumor. They decided to end chemo-
therapy because of the tumor’s 

development and the complications.
It was another blow for Harold 

and Elaine.
Tuesday: They returned home 

and met with Dr. Manguoglu. The 
doctor again sent material to the 
University of San Francisco to see if 
other treatments were available now 
that chemotherapy had been tried.

Early that evening, Harold had a 
short seizure. 

“It was a confusing time. I was 
still hopeful,” Elaine said.

Wednesday and Thursday: 
Harold slept a lot and leaned to the 
right when he walked. Elaine sus-
pected something was wrong 
because Harold’s balance problems 
had always been on the left side. 
She wondered if the tumor had 
spread into another part of his 
brain.

Monday, April 9: Harold was hav-
ing major problems. He couldn’t 
pick up utensils nor could he brush 
his teeth, comb his hair or shave. 
He also wasn’t talking much or get-
ting around as easily.

Tuesday: Harold’s parents came 
for a visit. They couldn’t believe the 
changes since they’d last seen him. 
By now, Harold was losing his bal-
ance and bladder control. The week 
“seemed like a lifetime. Every day 
was something new,” Elaine said.

Elaine sought support from 
Hospice of Salina. Marge Walstrom, 
a hospice nurse, visited Elaine at 

home. Hospice provided some 
items Harold now needed, such as a 
cane.

Wednesday: This would be the 
“absolute worst” time for Elaine. By 
now, Harold had lost all bladder 
control and his balance. He was 
unable to discuss his feelings with 
Elaine as he always had.

That night frustration from years 
of dealing with cancer came to a 
head. While getting ready for bed, 
Harold wanted to wash his mouth, 
so Elaine helped him to the bath-
room. Harold became obsessed with 
wanting to wash everything. Elaine 
calmed him down and got him back 
to bed.

Again, Harold wanted to wash his 
mouth, so they headed for the bath-
room. Harold became uncontrolla-
ble and wanted to wash everything 
again. Unable to hold Harold up, 
Elaine fell with him to the floor. She 
finally managed to get him into 
bed. 

After that “I sat and bawled,” 
Elaine said. “It made me wonder 
how I was going to continue.”

She worried about how she would 
care for Harold.

“It was something I had to do but 
just couldn’t do. I was afraid I was 
going to lose my patience. 
Someplace I had to reach inside and 
find the strength.” 

Thursday: Manguoglu decided to 
admit Harold to Asbury. He ordered 

a scan of Harold’s brain. 
Good Friday: Manguoglu told the 

Lohfs that Harold likely wouldn’t 
leave the hospital alive. He said 
Harold probably would live two 
weeks.

The cancer had spread aggres-
sively throughout Harold’s brain. It 
was winning the battle now.

The final days
The family knew the end was near-
ing, but there was hope in Harold’s 
hospital room. 

Family and friends gathered to 
spend time with the man they 
loved.

Decisions about Harold’s care 
were heaped on Elaine. Harold had 
tried to prepare his family for this 
time, even preparing a living will to 
try to assure he wouldn’t be kept 
alive by machines.

But decision remained.
When Harold could no longer 

swallow within his first week at the 
hospital, Elaine had to decide 
whether a feeding tube should be 
used to provide nourishment. She 
didn’t want him to starve or be in 
pain. She discussed the tube with 
the medical staff, who told her it 
could cause discomfort for Harold 
because of his cleft palate and the 
tube’s placement in the nose. It like-
ly would extend his life by only a 
couple of days, they said. Elaine 
decided against using the tube.
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HOPE: 
Disease
gains upper
hand  
■ Continued from Page E4


