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Music in and fades…
Paula:  I’m Paula Pedene with the Phoenix VA Health Trends Podcast, and with us today we have Michael Stewart.  Hello Michael.
Michael:  Hi. How are you?  
Paula:  Good, how are you?
Michael:  Good.
Paula:  Michael is a Marine Corps Veteran; he served for four years from 1976 to 1980.  In 1979 he had a tragic accident where his trailer malfunctioned and he rolled down a mountain.  He was working in his capacity as a Military Vehicle Operator.  Now he gets his care at VA, for nearly 20 years at the VA Health Care System.  So we thank you for your service and we thank you for being a VA patient.  
Michael: Thank you.
Paula: So one of the things that we wanted to talk about today was this journey you’ve had, from tragic accident to recovery, to healing to being what is now known as a “medal winner” from the National Golden Age Games.  
Laughter
Paula: So Michael, first let’s start with the initial steps of your recovery after the accident as you were paralyzed and the things you did regain, the ability to be mobile...
Michael: Yes, from being paralyzed from the neck down and now I can function pretty close to normal people. The VA pretty much the last 20 years I’ve had really good care and they’re doing everything they can to keep me going in the right direction.  Before the VA I kind of lost track of my life, I was overweight, way overweight, mentally I’m a mess, I’ve got PTSD like a lot of Veterans do, and I’ve gotten awesome care here at the Phoenix VA, I’ve got an excellent psychologist and therapist that work with me every week.  But the journey came from me being paralyzed, to being depressed, overweight, PTSD and a lot of other things, to being able to find a goal, set a goal to go the Golden Age Games I’m 55.  The age groups are all separated so I can only participate with people your own age and I swam, walked and rode a bicycle.  I won medals in all those events, from gold, to bronze to silver.  The way there was a little longer than what I thought, I actually saw a flier in mental health recreational therapy and I asked my therapist if I could go and she did everything in her power to get me there.
Paula:  Now let’s talk about your therapist.  We call those “triggering moments” that can really help change the path that you’re on to a better path.  How did she help play that role and what’s her name?
Michael: Her name is Jordan and she told me to believe in myself, which I didn’t, and she really pushed me, at the time when I told her that I wanted to go, she said she would get me there one way or another.  And she pushed me; she made be believe in myself.  And when I got there, I guess I did believe in myself.
Paula:  So I bet you had to work out?
Michael:  Yes, actually I was working out here with her in my regular weekly classes and I also went to the Virgina Spofit, which is for disabled Veterans and all of them can go there for free, which is awesome, all can go there for disabilities, it’s a disabled fitness center and all (Veterans) can go there with disabilities, and I swam, walked and worked out there all that I could, prior to going to Arkansas prior to going to the games.
Paula:  Did you have a coach there, as well as Jordan, helping you as well?
Michael:  Not a coach there, but they have a whole staff that helps you.  I actually had I believe one of the assistant managers help me quite a bit.  She actually helped me form my walking technique, helped me out with exercises, and in the pool I was in the pool three times a week just doing laps, not many, but just doing what I could do, but the support you get there it’s all positive, there’s no negativity, everything is really a good place to be.
Paula:  So I want to take you back to when you first set your foot on the ground in Arkansas.  
Michael:  Wow, at the airport even, it’s weird because the airport there is small it’s a small town there at Fayetteville, and as you go down the escalator and there’s a huge crowd cheering and clapping.  All the vets came down the escalator.  I turned around and pointed at the rest of the guys saying it’s for them, and they were all laughing, but it was good, (tearful) it was really uplifting.  
Paula:  And the Golden Age Games and all of VA’s recreational events are meant to be that way, it’s a wonderful encompassing experience, I think that’s a good way to describe it.  So you get through the crowd, you go to your room and you share a room right? And you have a comrade? Tell me about your comrade…
Michael:  I have a fellow Vet from VA and the dorm rooms, are like two rooms to a single larger room.  I had my roommate Pat from here our VA and my other roommate Charlie was from here too, who silver medaled in 9ball as they do billiards too.  And so we had our own…from Phoenix, and we stuck together, and the camaraderie there it’s incredible.  You meet—there were over 800 disabled Vets doing all kinds of things from checkers, to dominos, to bowling to billiards to golf to swimming, track and field. And I have probably met over a hundred new friends, and the mental therapy from that alone, because a lot of them have the same problems; it’s kind of like vacationing therapy.  But it was awesome, the VA guys we all stuck together, and I had the other guys come and cheer me on at the swimming pool, and at the track, it was inspiring to hear your voice be screamed out.
Paula:  So Michael let’s go to the pool.  
Michael:  Yeah it was awesome.
Paula: Tell me about the first meet where you won the medal 
Michael:  At the first meet I swam the 25 meter free style.  We’re talking an Olympic world class, SEC championship pool, we’re talking Olympic, beautiful, and it was an honor to just swim in it.  The 25 free was my first event, I had a good lane in the middle—that was just luck of the draw, I swam a 13:69 which was two seconds faster than anyone else in my age group.  I had a blast; even the volunteers there were spectacular to help.  Everyone was there to help. There were people cheering, everyone screaming, it was kind of cool.  It reminds you of when you were younger, and you’re doing something, it brought all the memories back.  
Paula:  And you won the gold medal for that meet…
Michael:  Yes I won the gold…
Paula:  So let’s talk about the medal presentation.  
Michael:  Well the awards ceremony that was something.  I looked forward to that.  That was something I had never participated in.  Everyday there’s an award ceremony for the earlier events and they give out gold, silver and bronze, to each event, and the guy who runs it, the host for the event, is actually there to put the medal around your neck with all the supporting crew from all the people that support the VA games…
Paula:  The sponsors…
Michael:  The sponsors.  They’re there and it’s just like the Olympics, you bend down, they put the medal over your head.  It’s kind of cool.  The feeling is more than you can imagine, and I would like to see a lot of the Vets go to the games just to try.  To win gold, yeah, I did it, I won four, wow—(laughter) it hasn’t set in, maybe one of these days.  But if you’re disabled here, look into it, its life lifting.  It really is.
Paula:  And let’s talk about coming back, how was your life changed through that experience, and what will you take with you today, in future weeks and in future years?  
Michael:  The memories I’ll take and the new friends I’ve met, which I hope to see every year from here on for as long as I can do it, actually I look forward already to next year and it gives me, as I’ve said I set the goal for next year to go back and to see the other disabled Vets, it’s really a healing process I’d have to say.  Everyone there, it’s like you’re all brothers and sisters, you’re all attached with the same disabilities, but it’s the camaraderie that’s incredible.  I’m taking-I’ve actually made the goal, I did it, I won the gold, I want to go back next year, and defend it.  I’ve already been asked to defend the title which I will for the Phoenix VA…and I just want to see the people every year it’s different.  This year it was at Arkansas Razorback College campus, it was phenomenal.  It was one of the most beautiful places I’ve ever seen.  And the people treated you like you were true Olympic athletes.  
Paula:  And your physical fitness routine now how is it different from before?
Michael:  Before when I first started I didn’t take it seriously.  And with Jordan my therapist, now I take it real serious, and I try to help everyone else take it serious, because I’ve lost 60 pounds, mentally, I’m actually excited to go every week, she inspires me to be better.  And it helps.
Paula:  And to other Veterans that might be sitting out there Michael, listening to you and seeing how you’ve transformed, what would you say to them?
Michael:  I would say to if you get a chance to get into a Mental Health Recreational Therapy do it.  It’s uplifting and take it seriously.  It will make you feel better inside, mentally and physically, it’s uplifting.
Paula:  And what about your VA care?
Michael:  I’ve gotten good care here at this VA.  I’ve been here for 10 years, and I’ve had nothing but excellent care for myself, the doctors, my therapists, because of them I’m at where I’m at, and I went to the games trying to better myself, and they’re the major push behind it.  
Paula:  And that’s your future…
Michael:  Yeah that’s my future and I actually look to my future now, I’ve got the games next year instead of I had nothing in my life two years ago and now I have something to look forward to every year.
Paula:  And we’re rooting for Michael…
Michael:  and I’ll be doing my best, I’ll win more gold or I’ll try…
(Laughter)
Paula:  We thank you so much for joining us today and we thank you for your service to our country.
Michael:  Thank you.
Music up…
 




