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FEATURE

Unfortunate Sun

Golf pro Todd Keirstead paid the price for ignoring the dangers of

harmful UV rays. Now, his mission is to make sure others don't make

the same mistake. BY RICK YOUNG

he spot wasn't even the size of a
Tdimple on a golf ball.

Todd Keirstead first noticed it
on the bridge of his nose four years ago.
He did what a lot of people do when they
see something in the mirror they hadn’t
before: he dismissed it. He chalked the
harmless blemish up to life’s natural aging
process, probably a product of spending so
much time outside.

A PGA of Canada professional, globally
renowned trick shot artist and champion
for adaptive golf, Keirstead makes his
living teaching the game and entertaining
people for charitable causes on golf courses
around the world. He therefore counted
the sun as an ally, not an enemy, and like
many golf pros, his skin told a story of
someone who'd spent a lifetime outside.

“Remember the awful tan lines Stew-
art Cink would get up here?” Keirstead,
bald like the 2009 British Open champion,
rationalized. “I wanted to avoid those,
so I never wore a hat. I only ever applied
sunscreen when it was convenient or when
I remembered, but it was never part of my
daily routine. I grew up in an era when a
sunburn was a badge of honour. It was an
indicator of how amazing your weekend
was. The problem is sun exposure is cumu-
lative. You can't reverse it. I set myself up
for a lifetime of sun damage.”

Last summer, that small spot on Kei-
rstead’s nose was diagnosed as skin cancer.

“Hearing the dermatologist say that
word took the wind right out of me,” he re-
called. “Like a gut punch from Mike Tyson.”

Skin cancer has three distinct silos:

basal cell carcinoma (mildest), squamous
cell carcinoma (slower growing) and mel-
anoma (fastest spreading and most deadly).
None of them discriminate. Regardless of
age, gender, cultural background and race,
everyone is at risk.

Touring professionals Justin Thomas,
Adam Scott, Fred Couples, Padraig Harrington,
Rory Sabbatini, Aron Price, Jimmy Walker
and Brian Davis have all been diagnosed
and treated for the disease. Canadian
Golf Hall of Famer Dave Barr, who played
most of his career without wearing a hat,
was diagnosed in 2005 while playing on
the PGA Tour Champions. So too were
Dottie Pepper, the longtime player turned

on-course analyst, and current LPGA Tour
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“The sun is not your friend,” stated
the owner of golf schools in Florida, Mexico
and Spain, in contrast to what many golf
pros, including Keirstead, long thought. “If
you play golf, you owe it to yourself to wear
protection. You're looking for trouble if you
don’t and that can turn into big trouble in
later years.”

Harrington, a three-time major cham-
pion, decided to go public with his diag-
nosis to increase awareness of the disease
after undergoing treatment for multiple
sunspots on his face.

“I've had a number of skin cancers
removed,” he revealed on an Irish radio
program in 2014. “When you get a symptom,
don't ignore it. Do something about it.”

That’s what Keirstead eventually did,
but not before a “kick in the ass” from
former Toronto Blue Jay Jesse Litsch, the
carrot-topped pitcher who grew up in Florida
where his fair skin took a beating on the
state’s sun-baked ball diamonds. After a
round of golf in Florida the two friends
were talking in the clubhouse when Litsch
noticed that the spot on Keirstead’s nose
looked different than the last time he saw

“HEARING THE DERMATOLOGIST SAY THAT WORD TOOK THE
WIND RIGHT OUT OF ME. LIKE A GUT PUNCH FROM MIKE TYSON.”

- TODD KEIRSTEAD

members Tiffany Joh and Kendall Dye.
High-profile coaches Hank Haney, Jim
McLean and Rick Smith are also on the list.

During a routine check-up with a
dermatologist in 2019, Thomas, then just
26, was shocked to find out a mole on his
left leg was an early stage of melanoma.
“Luckily, we found it at a time where there
should be no problems going forward,” the
major winner shared on social media.

Half Norwegian, part Scottish and
part English, and with the fair skin that
background would suggest, McLean admit-
ted he’s had “a lot of things burned off”

him and suggested Keirstead get it checked
out when he returned home.

When Keirstead followed up with a
dermatologist, a biopsy wasn'’t even neces-
sary. One look by the physician confirmed
it was basal cell carcinoma.

“Before that moment I had always
considered myself invincible. I lived my
life totally believing I was immune to
things that afflict others,” Keirstead, a Golf
Town brand ambassador, admitted. “The
attitude I had about the sun was carefree
and I wound up paying a heavy price for
that neglect.”»
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Todd Keirstead has shared his cancer journey on social media. Photos: @toddkgolf on Instagram

He s not alone.

Falyn Katz, Melanoma Canadas chief
executive o cer, said that despite it being
highly preventable, rates of skin cancer
continue to rise worldwide and are now
more common than prostate, lung and
colon cancers combined. The rate rise in
golfers is particularly alarming.

According to the World Health
Organization (WHO), 85 per cent of skin
cancers among Canadian men and wom-
en aged 30 and older are attributed to
ultraviolet (UV) radiation, explained Katz
in an email. Hours outside on the golf
course during peak UV hours put golfers
at a much higher risk of developing mel-
anoma and skin cancer. A recent study in
Australia found that 27.1 per cent of golfers
in that country are a ected by skin cancer
versus just seven per cent of the general
public and are 2.42 times more likely to
report a skin cancer diagnosis than the
general population.

The study contains even more om-
inous statistics. Golfers face a nearly 300
per cent greater risk of developing the
disease; they can be exposed to 3.5 to 5.4
times the amount of UV radiation than

non-golfers, and those who play regularly
and year-round increase their risk of UV
radiation by an astonishing 217 times.

Circle back to that 27.1 per cent (of
golfers), explained Katz. Someone from
every foursome in Australia gets diagnosed
with skin cancer.

Keirstead admits he was na ve about
treatment. Knowing others who have had
the disease, he presumed the dermatol-
ogist would schedule a day, bring him in
to have the spot on his nose burned o ,
apply a bandage and he d be back on the
range in a few days. Not quite. Try ve
rounds of surgery, six to eight weeks of
recovery, additional cosmetic work and
regular check-ups for the next ve years.

We re 10 months to this point and
I m not done yet, he said in March.

Although the tumour was small, the
concern was its depth. That necessitated
Mohs surgery.

Recommended for complex tumours
with a high risk of return, the procedure
eradicates cancer cells layer by layer
using micrographic removal of a tumour
to maintain healthy tissue around the
site. It ensures the cancer is completely

| KNEW I D BE
TEMPORARILY
DISFIGURED
BUT LOOKING
IN THE MIRROR
AFTER IT
WAS HARD.
I DIDNT
RECOGNIZE
MYSELF.
- TODD
KEIRSTEAD

removed. Everything went smoothly with
one expected setback. Mohs surgery le
behind a divot size hole in Keirstead s
nose. To repair it, he underwent a face
reconstruction technique called a para-
median forehead ap.

Jump ahead if you re squeamish.

A template of the hole was taken and
transferred onto his forehead. Making a
large incision, the surgical team peeled
down Keirstead s forehead, inverted it 180
degrees and attached the live skin template
to his nose. The payo is continuous blood

ow for healthy tissue to be integrated into
the surrounding nasal skin and reattached
to assist the healing process.
| looked like a monster, but | was
cancer-free, Keirstead revealed of the
successful procedures.

However, facial reconstruction
proved a double-edged sword. On one
hand, Keirstead was grateful to be cured
with a healthy outlook on life.

Conversely, the physical change in
his appearance was di cult to process.
Post-surgery, he was a patchwork of scar-
ring, stitches, swelling, oozing uids, dried
blood and head bandages. Although not »



