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Good to the Last Drop Zone

Travis Walls drove his tractor trailer down a scenic Maine highway. A native Texan, Walls was used to cactuses and rattlesnakes, not pine trees and moose. But truck driving gave him the opportunity to travel throughout North America, and one day he discovered a new angle from which to see it.

“I was in Fort Worth, Texas laid over one weekend,” Walls remembers. “I got a motel to get out of the truck and just relax. Well, I got bored and started thumbing through the yellow pages and came across Skydive Texas. I always wanted to try skydiving, so I called and got some information on where, what and how on the deal. I was hooked on skydiving before my feet touched the ground.”

After 354 successful jumps, Walls tried a new drop zone in Granbury, Texas. He felt the usual exhilaration in his free fall, pulled the ripcord and glided downward. But when he came over the hangar, he realized his position was off. He couldn’t go straight because of power lines and trees; he couldn’t go left because of bystanders on the ground. He made a hard right which put him parallel with the ground. He went into a spinning free fall; it sounded like a shotgun blast when his body hit the earth. 

A surgeon who happened to be at the scene, resuscitated Walls five times before medics whisked him to a hospital by helicopter. Walls spent the next 34 days in a coma; doctors thought he would soon die. But he came to and began a series of 36 operations that repaired his shattered face and broken bones. The legs doctors had wanted to amputate healed, but he still had to deal with deafness in one ear and blindness in both eyes. 

“It was a tough road adjusting to blindness,” Walls explains. “The challenge is frustrating, but I like a good challenge.”

Walls challenged himself while recuperating by learning how to do things without sight. And he discovered a new talent; he learned to play several instruments including the harmonica and guitar. But soon he realized another challenge needed to be faced -- skydiving. 

“I've ridden horses all my life,” says Walls, “and learned when you get bucked off, you gotta get back on. I told myself I want to skydive one more time to prove that it didn't beat me.” 

Four years after the accident, Walls jumped again. “It was better than any of my other skydives,” he says. “I did do it as a tandem with the tandem master being the same guy that was on the plane on my last skydive. He did a much better landing than what I did on my last jump.”

Through faith and support from family and friends, Walls learned to adapt to life without sight. He went from truck driving to pursuing a career in special education. He plans to teach sign language and braille, and he recently began tutoring blind children in the San Angelo, Texas school system. It’s a big change from traveling all over the continent, but he also found many other things remained the same. He could still work with wood and cook for family and church gatherings as he had done before.

“Cooking blind I had to learn to cook by time and temperature,” Walls explains. “I couldn't cut into the meat and look at it, so I got me a one-of-a-kind talking meter/thermometer that speaks the temperature of the smoke box and an attachment I use to tell the temperature of the center of the meat. I destroyed a lot of food at the beginning, getting the temperatures set with the time, with the different poundage of different kinds of meats. My hands are constantly being washed ‘cause my seasoning is done by the touch; it’s really not as hard as you might think it would be.”

From barbecuing beef to free falling, Walls enjoys all the adventures life has to offer, and he encourages others to do the same. 

Editor’s Note: If you want to learn more about skydiving, check out http://entertainment.howstuffworks.com/skydiving.htm. And you can also learn braille as Travis did by taking some of the Hadley School for the Blind’s free courses. Visit http://www.hadley-school.org/Web_Site/2_b_ae_and_hs_program.asp for details.

We congratulate Travis Walls on winning our contest and thank him -- and all of you -- for subscribing. Getting to know people like Travis makes this newsletter such a joy to write!

Now this is not the end. It is not even the beginning of the end. But it is, perhaps, the end of the beginning. -- Sir Winston Churchill

Mulch Ado About Something

If you want a neater-looking garden throughout the winter and less work in the spring, winterize this fall. Mulch young and less-hardy plants to protect them from the cold; bring in container-grown plants or put them in more-sheltered locations. Visit http://www.helpfulgardener.com/design/2003/winter.html for more winter-gardening tips.

All SET

What do Mainers do during ice storms and blizzards? Besides chugging hot chocolate and curling up in front of the woodstove, some help by using radios. NHEST staff and volunteers participated in a SET (Simulated Emergency Test) on 23 October. We joined other radio operators from Penobscot REACT (Radio Emergency Associated Communications Teams) and Penobscot County ARES (Amateur Radio Emergency Service). This national project tests the ability to provide communications in the event of a disaster. 

Volunteer radio operators establish themselves at key locations throughout the affected area and provide stable communications when -- as so often happens -- official channels get overloaded. It happened during Maine’s 1998 ice storm, the terrorist attacks of 9/11, southwestern fires and a host of other natural and manmade disasters.

Penobscot County ARES and Penobscot REACT work with NHEST to provide emergency-communications training to blind and visually impaired volunteers. We hope to expand that training in the near future to include home preparedness and neighborhood cooperation. Send an e-mail to info@nhest.org if participating in this interests you. 

A Stitch in Daylight-Saving Time Saves Nine

How long has daylight-saving time been around? Which two states ignore this time change altogether? Find out the answers at http://webexhibits.org/daylightsaving/, and enjoy your extra hour of sleep on October 31! 

NHEST Happenings
Several educators have requested information on our programs for blind and visually impaired students. We use our mobile classroom to bring science and nature study to schools and groups in northern New England; we hope to offer online courses as soon as possible. Could we help you? E-mail info@nhest.org or call (207) 327-1453 to discuss what we can do for you.

Our lending library has seen action; visit http://www.nhest.org/library.html to borrow books for yourself. Also, the next edition of the science magazine should be out in late October; visit http://www.nhest.org/scimag/index.html to read the premier issue. 

Many people and organizations have ordered “Wilderlust” -- our book on blindness and the outdoors; you can read more about it at http://www.nhest.org/wilderlust.html. It comes in regular or large print, CD-ROM or audio CD. “Wilderlust” makes a great gift! Call (207) 327-1453 or send an e-mail to info@nhest.org and order today! 

The rest of our efforts focus on finding funds so we can begin editing our country-skills book, expand our educational opportunities and work on our emergency-communications program. 

Resources

“Cooking Without Looking: Food-Preparation Methods and Techniques for Visually Handicapped Homemakers” by Esther Knudson Tipps. RC 52505. 

Discover delicious recipes, shop for cookware and much more at www.cooking.com.
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“I don’t even butter my bread. I consider that cooking.” -- Katherine Cebrian

NHEST Inc., a nonprofit organization, provides educational and recreational opportunities for blind and visually impaired people of all ages. We would much appreciate your comments and suggestions. Write to cjlaws@mfx.net to contact Chrissy Laws, the NHEST News editor. You can also e-mail NHEST’s CEO Don Tarbet: info@nhest.org. And please consider donating a tax-deductible gift of any size to NHEST today. Thank you!  
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