Dodgeville resident Mary Kay Baum is putting a new face on Alzheimer’s disease 
Baum is in the early stages of Alzheimer’s disease and will serve as this year’s honorary chair for the annual Iowa County Alzheimer's Association Memory Walk to be held on Sunday, September 14 at 2 p.m. beginning at Grace Lutheran Church, 1105 N Bequette Street, Dodgeville.
Baum states, “It’s an honor to put a face on early stage Alzheimer’s disease, especially early onset Alzheimer’s.  It gives me the opportunity to thank everyone who helps with Memory Walk.”  Memory Walk raises awareness of Alzheimer’s disease and the funds necessary to provide local programs and services to people with the disease, their families and communities in the nine counties served by the Alzheimer's Association, South Central Wisconsin Chapter, including Columbia, Dane, Grant, Green, Iowa, Lafayette, Richland, Rock and Sauk counties.  
Baum reflects on the changes that first caused her to be concerned about her health such as difficulty with balance, light seizure activity, increased difficulty finding words and frequently losing her train of thought.  Due to her family history of Alzheimer’s, Baum realized that these subtle changes could be significant and sought the advice of the neurologist who treated her mother for Alzheimer’s disease.  The neurologist listened carefully as Baum described these symptoms, feelings of depression and difficulty directing her staff.  After a thorough evaluation, it was determined that Baum was dealing with the earliest symptoms of early onset dementia.  At age 58, she announced that she was retiring as the director of the Madison area Urban Ministry. Baum felt she could no longer adequately perform her job.  Baum, a former lawyer and activist, has always been a social champion moving forward such causes as American Indian rights and fair housing and helping prison inmates rejoin society.  A two term member of both the Dane County Board and the Madison School Board, she ran for Madison mayor in 1987 and for state Assembly in 1992 as a member of the Labor Farm Party.  
Baum currently devotes her time, energy and passion to advocating for people with Alzheimer’s disease, especially those with early onset Alzheimer’s, through multiple endeavors. She broke new ground as one of the first people with Alzheimer’s in the nation to serve on a local board of the Alzheimer’s Association, when she was appointed to the Board of Directors for the South Central Wisconsin Chapter in November 2006. 
In 2006, Baum attended the national Alzheimer’s Association public policy conference in Washington D.C, where she lobbied lawmakers who usually hear from caregivers.  Baum notes, “Most people in Congress have not had people talk to them who say, ‘I have early onset Alzheimer’s.’”  She also spoke at a candlelight vigil on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial.  According to Paul Rusk, executive director of the Alzheimer’s Association, South Central Wisconsin Chapter, “When she spoke, she stole the show.  We were so proud.  Her work is incredibly important because she puts a face on the disease and it gets out our message that if you identify it early, life goes on…maybe they can be like Mary Kay.”
During the public policy conference, Baum and her sister, who also has early onset Alzheimer’s disease, sought out other people with early onset dementia.  They shared symptoms, challenges and coping strategies.  Inspired and helped by these conversations, they decided to form a non profit group, forMemory.  On their website, forMemory.org, they are gathering information about symptoms people are experiencing and what helps relieve those symptoms in order to develop a database that can be shared with other people with early onset disease and physicians.  
Baum also regularly speaks to area church and service clubs helping to dispel myths about dementia and better educate people about the disease, the importance of brain autopsies and research efforts.  In fact, Baum states that this outreach, sharing her personal experiences and knowledge with others, has been one of the most important ways she has coped with the disease.

Another valuable way she has coped with these changes was to participate in a program called Crossing Bridges offered by the South Central Wisconsin Chapter of the Alzheimer’s Association.  Crossing Bridges is an eight session education and support program designed for people in the early stages of the disease.  The program gave her the opportunity to hear from other people with Alzheimer’s and gave her hope.  Baum explains “It’s so important to hear from other people with early onset so fear doesn’t immobilize you.  Hope is so essential.” 
Baum notes how valuable learning about her diagnosis at an early point in the disease has been for her well-being.  “I was able to get early help with symptoms such as attending a falls clinic to help with my balance, taking an anti-seizure medication and getting tested for needed vitamins.  Most significantly, I can do my own planning for the future.”   Baum also shares that her job was very exhausting and she believes that without an early diagnosis, she would have continued to work longer, becoming more fatigued and having more symptoms.  Baum feels that her life is more balanced today, replacing her extremely task orientated focus with activities and people that rejuvenate her.  
After her diagnosis, Baum found that photography became a new creative outlet that allowed her to center in the here and now.  She recently published a book, Crossing Bridges with Hope: Sharing Our Experiences with Early-Onset Dementia that features her beautiful photos and benefits the forMemory organization. 

Last fall, she moved just outside of Dodgeville to Rock Ridge Cooperative.  Baum notes that this supportive community, where she is surrounded by people who nourish her and she can engage in nature and pursue activities that are therapeutic to her, has been instrumental in helping her sleep better, feel refreshed and ultimately better manage the symptoms of the disease.   Although she is in retirement mode, Baum feels her life is fully engaged.  

Says Baum notes “It’s common to ignore the early warning signs of Alzheimer’s disease because many people believe that there is nothing that can be done about it, which isn’t true.”  She urges those who may be experiencing some memory changes to talk to their physician, ask for a referral to a specialist and to call the Alzheimer’s Association at 1-800-272-3900 for more information.  Wisconsin is fortunate to have a network of memory diagnostic clinics that specialize in the diagnosis and treatment of memory disorders.  Baum emphasizes “There’s so much more that can be done today.”
You can join Baum and many others at the Iowa County Memory Walk on Sunday, September 14.  “It’s a great way to meet other people in the community who have similar concerns or are dealing with this disease on a daily basis.  It also affirms our community of working towards wellness and well-being.”  By attending Memory Walk, whether or not you walk, you not only support the Alzheimer’s Association financially, but you also show elected officials that you support Alzheimer issues.  Help fight Alzheimer’s by participating in Memory Walk as an individual walker or as part of a team.  For more information or to register, please visit www.alz.org/scwisc or contact Deanna Truedson at 608.232.3402 or Kristin Larson at 800.272.3900. 

