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BY DYLAN KURT

dylan.kurt@wcinet.com

A chorus of chattering teeth 
echoed through the parking lot 
of Cascade Elementary as stu-
dents were excited to see the 
culmination of their efforts in 
the frigid October morning air.

Now in its 11th year, the Jam 
the Van event has become an 
integral part of the Cascade 
Food Pantry’s operations, ac-
cording to coordinator Diana 
Myers.

The donation drive, which 
is fueled by students from Cas-
cade Elementary and Aquin 
Catholic Elementary, seeks to 
stock items that are sometimes 
over-looked — chiefly non-
food items like toilet paper, 
laundry detergent, toothpaste, 
diapers, etc.

And students took a very 
literal interpretation of the 
event’s name — when all was 
said and done, the estimated 

2,400 items Cascade Elemen-
tary students collected nearly 
had the van bursting at the 
seams.

Myers said it will take sever-
al days to sift through and sort 
all the donations, but that is a 
good problem to have.

“This will help to stock the 
pantry until we have this event 
again next year,” Myers said.

Aside from the good feeling 
that comes from helping those 
in need, few things motivate 
elementary-age children more 
than the prospect of free pizza. 
Each class partakes in a friend-
ly competition to see who can 
collect the most items, and the 
top two classes are rewarded 
with a pizza party.

This year, Mr. Hummel’s 
fifth-grade class secured first 
place and Mrs. McElmeel’s 
first-grade class came in sec-
ond.

Students collect over 3,700 donated items
Annual ‘Jam the Van’ drive helps 
to stock Cascade Food Pantry
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Sixth grade teacher Mr. Urbain, left, helps stack donated items with the help of Lydia Paisley during the annual 
“Jam the Van” event Oct. 4

BY CRAIG PURCELL

craig.purcell@wcinet.com

To paraphrase a sports ad-
age, “It’s not about whether 
you win or lose, but how you 
run the race.”

Early in the morning of Aug. 
17, Cascade resident Linda 
Fischer was one of 88 partic-
ipants in the Cascade Home-
town Days 5K. At 50 years of 
age, Fischer clocked 41:28 in 
the event and finished 73rd 
overall.

There was no cheering 
throng to greet her at the finish 
line, nor was a medal placed 
around her neck or a trophy 
placed in her hands. Yet while 
her form may not have been 

textbook and her time may not 
have turned heads, it was still a 
victory of gigantic proportions 
for Fischer. She had not only 
completed a race she was never 
expected to be able to run, but 
also a race she was not expect-
ed to live to see.

In 2013, Fischer was living 
and working in Manchester, 
and making frequent trips to 
Waterloo so her 17-year-old 
daughter, Cierra, could take 
lessons in Taekwondo. “I was 
working at Kwik Star and would 
work overnights, sometimes 
staying later in the morning to 
cover. I’d go home and sleep for 
two hours and I’d get up and go 
open (Breadeaux Pizza).”

Linda eventually began 
working out at the same gym 
as her daughter too lessons to 

pass the time. “I would work 
out and Cierra would do her 

Taekwondo. We’d get home, I’d 
shower and go to work. That’s 
how we lived our lives — It was 
go, go, go.”

Linda was getting precious 
little sleep, and trying to get 
any pick-me-up she could 
from energy drinks. It was a 
choice she looks back on with 
regret. “I know I had high blood 
pressure, but I had the energy 
drinks too.”

Her life changed Nov. 13, 
2013. “Why I remember (the 
date) I don’t know,” Linda 
said. It was the last memory 
she would be clear on for quite 
some time.

After feeling “weird” while 
working out with a group, Lin-
da excused herself. The gym 
owners told her she needed 
to go to the hospital, so they 
drove her to the hospital in Wa-
terloo. “I don’t know what all 

happened there. I went in the 
bathroom and don’t remember 
anything after that.”

Linda suffered a massive 
stroke and was flown to the 
University of Iowa Hospitals 
and Clinics.

“I was in intensive care for 
a month-and-a-half,” Linda 
said. While that time is mostly 
gray to her, she does recall one 
chilling detail. “I do know they 
told my kids that I wasn’t going 
to make it.”

Piecing together her time in 
Iowa City from what her chil-
dren told her, at one point she 
began trying to pull out her IV’s 
and various tubes. It may have 
been the first instance of seeing 
her incredible determination to 
recover.

Linda was transferred from 

Stroke survivor running the race of her life
Fischer’s determination pushes her 
every step of the way
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Linda Fisher looks through the binder from her stay at 
St. Luke’s in Cedar Rapids for rehabilitation
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