West Cancer Clinic Serves as Pacesetter

In Mid-South for Diagnosis, Treatment and Care
By David Yawn
As one of the veterans on staff at West Clinic, oncologist Dr. Kurt Tauer, has not only witnessed the progression of the clinic, but has actively participated in its maturation as a regional leader in the field.

He sees its mission as not only treatment, but in diagnosis, education and a deep commitment to nurturing each patient during their trek with the various manifestations of the disease.

“A major goal is the education of the patient about what they have and what treatments they might need,” he says. “Then we administer chemotherapy and/or biologic therapy. Then we oversee their radiation therapy or other kinds of prescribed treatment.”

He’s worked in private practice since 1979 and joined clinic founder Dr. Bill West some six years later. They had trained together in internal medicine at Baptist Memorial Hospital prior to their work together at West Clinic.

The clinic has evolved over the years, but the basic tenets have been the same since it began, Dr. Tauer says. 

“What we are trying to do is give the patient the absolute best therapy there is available for cancer, notably including clinical research,”  he says.  “At the same time, we try to make sure we treat them as a person, not just as a patient. We appreciate the difficult situations they are in with their cancer.”

The clinic treats all forms of the disease. It is structured as a center that does all but major surgery within its large, multi-storied domain at Humphreys Center in Memphis.

The patients are either treated there from the onset or they are referred to the clinic, so treatment most often starts with initial diagnosis there and continues from that stage onward.

“They come to us as soon as they get a diagnosis of cancer or sometimes we provide the diagnosis,” Dr. Tauer explains. “We explain their disease to them and help them and their families understand what is going on.”

The treatment rooms themselves are designed in accord with this desire. Rather than being clinical in appearance, they are pleasant and comfortable.
The center does all its own diagnostic and therapeutic radiology on site, which is again a great convenience for patients. They get the results of their CTscans, for instance, as soon as they are conducted – which helps not only the patients, but also the doctors treating them.

West Clinic also has a very strong support arm call the West Clinic Wings, a patient and foundation supported program. It endeavors to answer some of the non-medical needs of patients and families, comforting them through this process. The Wings group consists of some 150 volunteers and fix staff.

The employees at the clinic itself are right in there with the same esprit de corps. “These loyal employees really choose to work here,” Dr. Tauer says. “They have a great attitude about trying to take care of the patients.”

West Clinic has been in the forefront of clinical research for a number of years.

“We all have patients participating in clinical research,” he says. “We’ve had a number of drugs that have been used to effectively treat our patients in Memphis literally years before the rest of the country.” Research protocols are done through the National Cancer Institute in Washington and through pharmaceutical companies.

“It’s not unusual at all for a patient to be sent to us with a mass in their lung, for instance where I would see them in the next 24 hours. We’d have a biopsy done here in the clinic, then staging studies would be done here and the patient would be ready to start treatment within 36 hours of first meeting them.”
That process could take two to three weeks in conventional medical settings.

“We have a large drawing area in the Mid South. It’s not unusual for instance to find some of our patients in small Mississippi communities that have bone marrow transplantations or some other cutting-edge treatment who would otherwise require transfer to some major cancer center in New York or Houston. We can do all that here at the clinic.”

The impact of this is that many don’t realize treatment can be so close to their homes or what it can really mean to them logistically and as far as their disease process is concerned.

“Our clinical research is so strong here in terms of our ability to diagnose and treat with interventional radiology and chemotherapy,” Dr. Tauer says.  

In essence, West Clinic does a good job scientifically, but also makes a strong stand on how it takes care of its patients for the whole cycle of their treatment programs.

