
 

Pistol-Packing Prof Sets Cancer in Her Crosshairs 

Carole McNall extends her right arm down the range, pistol in hand. There is a song 

playing in her head, perhaps something by Robert Plant. The target, about the size of a normal 

piece of printer paper, is perforated by .22 caliber bullets fired from fifty feet away.  

Ten shots were taken, and when the target was returned, there were ten scattered holes, 

all well within the scoring section of the target. Four through the bull’s-eye at the very center. 

The bull’s-eye is less than two inches in diameter. 

The target was scored and added to the other 2 target scores that made up her score for 

the round. McNall’s 3 targets in this round gave her a highly-competent combined score of 238 

(out of a possible 300). 

McNall, a tenured professor at St. Bonaventure University, is a perfectionist. Her 

perfectionism and concentration are obvious when watching her shoot her Browning Buckmark 

handgun in a weeknight target-shooting league. 

McNall first started shooting competitively during her final year of law school at the 

suggestion of her husband, Stephen. Now, more than 16 years later, she is a steady-handed 

veteran. 

The same focus and determination has worked for her in other arenas as well.  

McNall was diagnosed with breast cancer in February of 2006. 

 “I’m not going to be someone who dies from this,” said McNall. 



 This motivation helps McNall, now a breast cancer survivor, keep out the negative post-

cancer thoughts on her drives from Olean up to Roswell Park in Buffalo for twice-yearly check-

ups. 

 Stories of cancer relapse, particularly that of Elizabeth Edwards, wife of former U.S. 

Senator from North Carolina, John Edwards, rattle McNall.  

 The fear of relapse always lurks, but McNall has never been more thankful to do the 

things she enjoys such as going to the shooting range one or two nights per week. Fear has not 

dampened her new lease on life. 

 “(Turning) 50 (years old) bugged me before (the cancer)…It doesn’t bug me anymore. I 

realize how cool normal can be,” she said, “Damn I’m really glad I’m still here to do this.” 

 Carole McNall unceasingly taught and shot through chemotherapy. Aside from days 

when she had to drive to Roswell for radiation, she was happy to spend time with the agreeable 

group of people comprising the league’s membership.  

“I was graced with an oncologist who strongly encouraged me to live as much of my 

normal life as I could, and for me, that was excellent advice,” said McNall.  

“Most nights, I could put aside the fact that I was going through chemo and manage to 

keep my mind on the shooting for that stretch… and the friendliness of that group didn't hurt,” 

she said. 

Talking everything through with family was a valuable treatment for McNall. 

 “If I hadn’t had the kind of support I had from my husband, everything would have been 

quite a lot different,” McNall said. 



Also on the home front, McNall said her adopted cat, James, was always eager to help 

when there was napping to be done. On second thought, the black-coated, green-eyed ball of fur 

may have just been using her as a cushion, she said. 

 “Listening is huge. Far, far, far bigger than you can realize…until you are the one who 

needs it. Now I realize just how big a gift that can be,” she said. 

 She also had the loyalty and sympathy of her co-workers at SBU to thank, and yes, even 

the stoic Dean (and former prosecutor) Lee Coppola.  

“In our first staff meeting after my diagnosis, everyone, including the dean, wore a pink 

arm-band. It nearly brought me to tears,” McNall said, “It’s not often that Dean Coppola will be 

seen wearing something pink.” 

“I was only late with my grades once,” she said, “Dean Coppola understood.” 

There’s that trademark McNall determination. 

 Several co-workers even got up early to leave at 6 a.m. to accompany her to a doctor’s 

appointment.  

 A combination of increasingly effective anti-nausea drugs and a teaching job that allowed 

for a fair amount of rest aided McNall in carrying on as she normally would. She greatly 

appreciated the advancement of medicine as well as her oncologist’s positive prognosis and his 

insistence that she should continue to live her life normally.  

 “This is 2006, not 1990,” the oncologist told her, referring to the medicinal 

improvements. 



Not everything was just as normal, however. 

As is the norm during chemotherapy, McNall lost her hair. 

 “I had to go with hats instead of wigs. When I tried a red wig to see what I would look 

like as a red-head, I looked like Bozo the Clown,” she said. 

 She settled on berets she bought online from a breast cancer survivor combined with 

bandanas that she found at Poor Cow Leather in Olean. McNall was fond enough of the 

bandanas that Poor Cow Leather has since used her testimony to sell more. She often wore the 

bandanas underneath the berets or baseball caps, including a “Tough enough to wear pink” 

Wrangler cap bought by one of her nieces. 

 Three-and-a-half years after her mastectomy (a large surgery in which the entire breast is 

removed), and after almost three years of being officially cancer-free, McNall feels the best thing 

she did for herself was being open with everyone. Not only being very public, but finding the 

humor as often as possible. 

 “I’m well aware that approach doesn’t work for everyone; I just didn’t want to spend the 

energy keeping the cancer a secret,” she said.  

McNall has been known to be a straight-shooter. 

 Charlie, a fellow patient McNall met at a radiation treatment always knew how to lighten 

the mood. McNall always carried an orange, plastic envelope with school paperwork in it to her 

appointments in feeble attempts to be productive while distracting herself from her treatment. 



Then at one appointment, her treatment was delayed due to problems with her radiation 

shield. When the delays actually gave her a chance to do the work, she had forgotten it, and was 

subsequently teased by Charlie.  

 “Charlie was one of those people who was hard not to like when you met him,” she said. 

 Never feeling sorry for herself, she knew recovery was never a matter of if, only a matter 

of when. 

 “I wanted to be open about it so someone could approach me about it,” she said. 

Sure enough, a student dealing with cancer did approach her about it. 

“One of the happiest days of my life was when I saw that student walk at graduation,” 

said McNall.  

McNall was able to provide that for someone just as it was provided, amply, for her. 

“People need someone to prop them up, make them laugh, give them company…” she 

said. 

McNall’s extensive support group included her family, co-workers and her fellow target-

shooters. 

Her husband, father, brother and sister in-law, the four people she wanted to see most, 

were there for her surgery and have been for every other step in her road of recovery. 


