Amputee Support and Education Group

Minutes – May 16, 2006

Guest Speaker:  Warren Macdonald
Adventurer, Speaker, Writer, and Bilateral Above Knee Amputee



In Attendance:  Nancy, Scott, Shirley, Bob, Virginia and husband Joe, Rachael, Dean, Mike N., Steve M. and wife Ann, Millie and Norm, Linda N., Dave, 

G.F. Strong Staff: Shelley, Stephanie, Linda, and Carey

Bike-a-thon - May/June 2007

Steve Middleton, A/K amputee and avid mountain biker from Vancouver Island, attended with his wife, Ann.  He announced that he is in the planning stages of a Bike-a-thon to take place in May/June 2007, to raise funds for G.F. Strong.  He is looking for sponsors, and is in the process of sorting out route and accommodation logistics.  As well, Steve needs volunteers to help plan and organize the event, and to provide support vehicles.

In July 2005 Steve participated in the fundraising event - UK Cycle Challenge – a 1044-mile ride from one end of Britain to the other.  Not only did this adventure help him develop the idea of a fundraiser Bike-a-thon for the benefit of G.F. Strong, but it gave him practical knowledge which he will use in planning the project.

Each Bike-a-thon participant will need to amass $2000 in (tax deductible) sponsorship funds.

The bike ride will last 5 to 7 days, covering 40 to 70 km/day over a combination flat/hilly terrain.  The Bike-a-thon will start and finish at G.F.Strong.  The likely route will be through the Sunshine Coast, Nanaimo and Victoria.

Steve will contact Duncan Campbell, G.F.Strong Recreation Therapist to inform and co-ordinate the project with him.

Steve noted that there is a mountain bike website for amputees at www.mtb-amputee.com.

Warren Macdonald – Guest Speaker

Just prior to welcoming Warren, the group viewed two videos.  The first was an interview of Warren in which he described the events of April 9, 1997, which resulted in the amputation of both his legs above the knee.  Warren, an experienced mountain climber, had set out to climb Mt. Bowen in Eastern Australia.  While preparing to settle in for the night, a huge slab of rock broke away and landed on Warren, pinning both his legs.  It could not be budged.  He waited in agony for 2 days and nights while his companion raced to bring help to the isolated campsite.  The damage to his crushed legs was extensive and life threatening, and amputation was necessary to save his life.

In the video, Warren talked about his recovery and determination to climb again.  On specially designed ‘stubbies’ (short posts which accept walking pads and climbing crampons), Warren climbed Federation Peak, less than 2 years after losing his legs. 

The second video was a film of Warren’s first venture into ice climbing, taken in March 2003 at Weeping Wall, Banff, Alberta.

Warren’s website www.warren-macdonald.com has clips of his climb of Federation Peak, Tasmania in 1999 (less than 2 years after his amputations), Mt. Kilimanjaro in East Africa, February 2003, and El Capitan, USA in October 2003, as well as television interviews (Larry King, Oprah, e.g.).

Warren’s Comments

Having recently travelled to appear on Larry King Live, and scheduled to fly out early the following morning to tape the Oprah Winfrey show in Chicago, Warren talked about the challenges he faces just travelling to his scheduled public appearances:

· Warren can move about more quickly by wheelchair, but he prefers to walk when possible.  As his engagements are varied and travel details often uncertain until the last minute, Warren’s first decision is whether to use his C legs or his wheelchair.

· Travelling on C legs presents the usual problems of liners, falls, etc.  

· Warren uses a walking stick or a small-wheeled piece of luggage to help with his balance.  He must plan every step to conserve energy.  The rigid enforcement of airline/airport rules is frustrating, as they are applied to passengers with disabilities without consideration of their individual needs.  For example, Warren, on C legs, has been asked to leave the wheelchair line.  On another occasion, when seeking assistance with his luggage, he was brought a wheelchair and told that he could ride, but it was against rules to use the wheelchair to help him transport his luggage.

· When faced with these kinds of situations, Warren’s advice is to ‘stick to your guns’, and tell people what you need.

· Warren finds it difficult to ask for help, but he knows he must learn.

· On occasions when he travels by wheelchair he often takes is C legs in his luggage, and ensures that they come on board with him whenever possible.

Questions and Discussion

Steve:  Why do you use C legs to walk rather than a longer version of your ‘stubbies’ or ‘shorties’?

· C legs have an articulated knee, which helps with things like vehicle entrances and exits.  The legs also give him a more natural gait.

· Warren uses stubbies when he wants to do things he cannot do with a C leg, like climbing.

· He uses a nut/bolt system to attach his crampons to the liner, rather than a pin system.  He must be careful not to damage the threads.

· Warren noted that there is a 13-year-old young man in the US, named Rudy Garcia-Tolson, who is a double AKA who is famously successful as an athlete using long straight legs. Ryan runs and plays soccer without an articulated knee. His straight legs are longer than stubbies and he has learned how to get a useful long gait with them.

            Warren finds that it is difficult to get used to an articulated knee.

· Prosthetics have come a long way.

Linda:  Where do you get the energy to deal with frustrating problems?

· “It just drives me nuts!” says Warren. I just have to deal with it and get on with things.

· One of the most frustrating times was when he travelled to South America with just his C legs.  The sidewalks were lumpy and walking was hazardous.  He got angry at times, but he had to remind himself that he has done better than ever expected.

· It is hard not to let frustration take over your life, but we must learn to separate ourselves from our current circumstances.

· Be thankful for what you have.

· There is extra crap you have to deal with but you can’t define yourself by it.

· His problems are the same as anyone else – money, relationships, etc.  In fact, his partner has said that she forgets that he doesn’t have legs.

Shelley:  How long did it take you to get to that place?

· Warren says he is still working on issues, like letting other people help him.
· He is doing meditation and trying to be a better person on an emotional level (whereas originally he tried to ‘prove himself’ on a physical level).
· Being a motivational speaker is a most unnatural thing for him (considering that previously he was very shy and lacking in confidence).
· It is an ongoing process if you want to ‘push the envelope’.
· Attitude is the key.  We only get one go-round in this life so you have to make the best of it.  Life is too short to stay depressed.  Warren found that it was healthy to acknowledge that he felt depressed some times.
· Warren has no big plans for climbing coming up.  He is supposed to be climbing Mt. Kenya in August, but he is unsure if he will have the energy for this.
· Right now all his energy is going into his motivational speaking career. He is watching tapes of himself from 6 months ago and seeing improvements.
Keeping in Shape

· Warren tried a hand cycle and instantly loved it, and this is now his method of aerobic training.  Previously he had tried a racing wheelchair, but it was not something he enjoyed.  
· He goes to the gym (or hotel gyms), lifts weights and tries to do push-ups and pull-ups wherever he is. He prefers spontaneous exercise.
· He loses his fitness quickly if he hasn’t worked out in a week.
· To protect his arms from strain Warren has found that when climbing, the key is to get the weight off his arms and not try to muscle his way through, as he notes he did on one of his videos when he was learning ice climbing.  He has since learned that hanging straight-armed (not flexed) saves on body wear and tear.
· It is difficult to walk on snow with his stubbies because he can only take very short steps.  That portion of the climb takes more energy than scaling.  He has found slip-on soles that grip quite well.
Lifestyle Adjustments

· In Canmore, Alberta, Warren lived in a 3-story house and went up and down stairs using his arms.  He kept a wheelchair on the first and second levels.

· In Vancouver he and his partner have a small apartment, and he leaves his wheelchair in the foyer.  They eat at a coffee table and he shuffles around on his backside. He finds it easier to be without his prostheses.  He has a chair on casters, which he uses to maneuver the kitchen, pushing off from the counters.  He has never had to modify his environment

· The key is to be in good shape, make a commitment to fitness, and be careful of what you eat.

· Warren strategizes about ways to make things happen, and do the things he wants to do.

· He doesn’t worry about injuring his working body parts, but he does need to be careful of his shoulders and rotator cuffs.  He exercises them with a theraband.

Motivational Speaking

· Within one year of his accident Warren began climbing – that caught people’s attention.  He did a slide show for one group of climbers and then others asked.  He was invited to speak at a corporate event for a software company and he realized that people wanted to hear his story and message. He had to think about what he was saying to people who were not climbers.

· He has become more serious about his speaking role, taking media training and working on how best to give his audience something that they can take away and apply in their own lives. 

· Warren commented on how it was “easy” for him to get back into the world of extremely difficult physical challenges. He now is also working on something that he joked is “a difficult challenge for an Australian man” and that is to “become a better and more sensitive person”.

· Warren’s life now is quite different from his private, quiet, ‘just deal with it’ upbringing.  Last year he spoke to groups ranging in number from 15 to 1,0000 traveling to Australia five times, to London, Calgary, and even to a ship in Antarctica.  Tomorrow he will be in Chicago being interviewed for the Oprah show.

· He wears his C legs for interviews, and generally wears shorts as people give him a wider berth and are less likely to jostle.

· There will be more experiences, and Warren will be pleased to come back and tell us about them.



Next Meeting:  Tuesday, June 20, 2006

                         4:30 to 6:30 PM

                         G.F. Strong Social Service Seminar Room. If it is very hot, we will move to the Occupational Therapy Room on the Main Floor
                         Topic:   How to Get the Most From Your Prosthetist. [image: image1.png]
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