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you may not know it,” said 
Jennifer Braisted, director 
of government affairs for the 
Southeast Florida chapter of 
the Alzheimer’s Association. 

“This is the day when people 
come out of the shadows of 
Alzheimer’s to shine a light on 
the cause.” 

Walk to End Alzheimer’s is 
the world’s largest walk 

to raise awareness for Alzheim-
er’s care, support and research. 
It gives people affected by 
Alzheimer’s disease the oppor-
tunity to be seen and heard by 
their community, Braisted said.

This year marks the biggest 
turnout the Villages event has 
ever had, according to Melissa 
Denham, a dementia care 
specialist with The Villages 
Health and the 2023 execu-
tive event chair person for the 
Walk to End Alzheimer’s in 
The Villages.

Last year, 434 people prereg-
istered for the walk and more 
than 500 participated. More 
than 800 people registered for 
this year’s walk, and Denham 
expects participation numbers 
to reach nearly 1,000 after 
factoring in those who regis-
tered that morning.

A sea of purple shirts flowed 
throughout the drive leading 
up to The Villages Polo Club 
pavilion. Sponsor tents were 
filled with food, trinkets, 
resource materials and photo 
backdrops, and hydration 
stations and a face-painting 
booth were set up along the 
track for people to enjoy. 

People showed their “purple 
pride” by not only wearing the 
color, but carrying colored 
flowers around to symbolize 
what the walk means to them.

The Alzheimer’s Asso-
ciation’s color-coded flowers it 
gives out represents the spec-
trum — yellow for caregivers, 
blue for the diagnosed, purple 
for the ones left behind and 

orange for support. However, 
it’s the single white flower 
brought to every walk that is 
most significant.

“It’s the promise of the first 
survivor,” Braisted said. “That 
one day there will be a cure, 
and the first survivor will walk 
with us.”

That promise is the connec-
tion that binds walkers 
together, such as Village of St. 
James resident Diane Gentz 
and her husband, Ken.

Diane is all too familiar with 
dementia and Alzheimer’s. 
Three out of her six siblings 
have been diagnosed and six 
years ago, Ken was diagnosed 
with mild cognitive impair-
ment. For her, the Walk to End 
Alzheimer’s is a time to raise 
funds for local support services 
while connecting with others 
going through similar chal-
lenges. And unlike many others, 
Diane gets to make the walk 
alongside her loved one.

“This is our third year doing 
this, and each time it just lights 
his fire,” Diane said. “He gets 
so excited about being here 
and seeing all his friends. I feel 
so blessed that he’s still able to 
do this.”

For other walkers, like 
mother and daughter Kim and 
Sarah Hatfield, the walk is not 
as joyful, but no less important.

Kim, of the Village of 
DeLuna, lost her college 

sweetheart and husband of 
46 years, Mike, in June of 
this year. He was diagnosed 
with early onset dementia, an 
uncommon type that affects 
people younger than 65. This 
is the first walk for Kim and 
Sarah, of Tampa, as well as 
their first time celebrating 
Kim’s birthday without Mike.

“It means a lot to me,” Kim 
said. “It means hope for the 
future. It’s a legacy given by 
those who have walked before 
me and it lets me know that I 
can do it.”

An average of more than 
600 walks are held nation-
wide each year, according to 

the Alzheimer’s Association, 
with collected revenue from 
walks totaling more than $87.5 
million in the 2022 fiscal year. 

The Villages walk met its 
fundraising goal the week 
prior, exceeding its original 
goal of $165,000 by more than 
$20,000.

Of the more than 800 regis-
tered participants at this year’s 

walk, 200 of them are part of 
The Villages Health’s Dementia 
Care Coordination Program, 
which Denham oversees. The 
program is free and open to any 
primary care patients with The 
Villages Health. Call 352-674-
8949 to learn more.

All proceeds from the Walk 
to End Alzheimer’s goes to 
the Alzheimer’s Association’s 

care and support resources, 
advocacy efforts and research 
funding, and people can donate 
through the end of the year. To 
donate or learn more, go to act.
alz.org.

Senior writer Taylor Strickland 
can be reached at 352-753-1119, 
ext. 5334, or taylor.strickland@
thevillagesmedia.com.
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Village of Belle Aire neighbors Judy Creaser, left, and Susan Demers, wore purple to show 
their support while participating in the Walk to End Alzheimer’s event.

Left: Ten-year-old Kennedy Kovaleski, of Longwood, reaches for a Promise Garden Flower 
at the Walk to End Alzheimer’s event. Right: Renae Sokola, right, a member of the East 
Port Lions Club and resident of the Village of St. Catherine, and Heather Vass, a member 
the Lions Club of Orange Blossom Gardens and resident of the Village of Orange Blossom 
Gardens, volunteer at the Walk to End Alzheimer’s event.

The number of U.S. 
communities that hold 
an annual Walk to End 
Alzheimer’s fundraiser, 
according to the 
Alzheimer’s Association.

The number of Americans 
living with Alzheimer’s 
disease or other types of 
dementia, according to the 
Center for Disease Control 
and Prevention.

6.7M

The amount of money 
raised nationally in 
the 2022 Walk to End 
Alzheimer’s, according to 
the Alzheimer’s Associa-
tion’s annual report. Nearly 
300,000 participants raised 
the money at events 
around the country.

$87.5M

WALK TO END 
ALZHEIMER’S

The annual walk put on by 
the Alzheimer’s Associa-
tion is the world’s largest 
event to raise awareness 
and funds for Alzheimer’s 
care and research. Money 
raised through Walk to 
End Alzheimer’s events 
goes toward funding 
national research as 
well as supporting local 
community programs 
and resources. In 2022, 
The Villages walk raised 
$142,273. Here are some 
other important numbers:
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