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Preface	  

My name is Joe Stone, and before I even go into the details of my 

story I just want to share a video with you that I made.  It’s about 

recreation, the great outdoors, and all the amazing things I have been 

able to get involved in since my accident, so you can see a little about 

how life is for me now. 

Joe Stone’s 2012 Adaptive Adventures 

http://youtu.be/4kC3GdauPQ8 

There is a reason I like to show this before I go into my story. I’m going 

to guess that while you were watching this video, you were probably 

enjoying the scenery, maybe smiling and wishing you were out there 

engaging in some of these activities, or perhaps you were reflecting on 

the last time you did enjoy doing some of these things.  The main thing 

is there were probably no negative thoughts going through your mind. 

The fact that I am in a wheelchair – there wasn’t any sadness behind 

that. And that’s really why I want to show it first, because I’d like you to 

know that I’m not looking for any pity or sympathy. I’m thoroughly 

enjoying my life. I am completely happy, and I love the life that I’m 

living and the direction that this accident has taken me. 

However, I had to go through a pretty dark place in order to find this 

new life that I’m living now. So that is the story I would like to share with 



 

 

 

©  2013 Joe Stone, LLC - www.meetjoestone.com/wings-to-wheels v 

you, about what it took, and the amazing lessons I learned that helped 

me get to where I am today. I share this story with extreme gratitude 

and love for all who have helped me on this journey and with the hope 

that this story will serve to inspire to set your goals and sights high and 

go for it, knowing that no matter where you end up you will never regret 

having tried and you will most likely be surprised at how far you really 

can go when you put your mind to it. Life truly can be limitless if we 

release ourselves from perceived limitations 

 

What’s Your Journey?  

I invite you to share it with us at www.meetjoestone.com and so we can 

support you along the way. You can follow my journey to IRONMAN 

Florida at www.ItsRainingSoWhat.com, and share your thoughts at 

www.facebook.com/ItsRainingSoWhat 
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Chapter 1: Speed Flying 

“I was flying alone on the mountain, which was kind of silly 

because I had nobody to be there for backup.” 

My accident happened on August 13, 2010. I was doing a sport called 

speed flying out on Mount Jumbo in Missoula. And speed flying is a 

sport where you’re basically flying a small skydiving parachute off the 

mountains.  

You start running down a mountiin slope, the parachute comes over 

your head, and eventually you’ll end up taking flight. And so what I 

would do is I’d go to Mount Jumbo pretty much every day, when I’d get 

done with work. I’d hike up the mountain four or five times every single 

evening just to get a speed flight in every evening.  

And this was honestly, before my accident, some of the happiest times 

in my life came from speed flying. And so what I’m doing here – this is 

the exact same flight pattern that I had on the day that I crashed. And 

so I’m flying away from the mountain in order to gain more altitude 

between me and the earth, and I’m doing…and here it’s a little bit 

different, but I do a maneuver called the loop which goes almost 

completely over top of your parachute. And you’ll see how fast I lose 

my elevation when I start turning and diving towards the ground. And 

so I was at this height, starting my maneuvers, and you can see how 

my speed picks up there.  

Now, I don’t remember anything from the day of my accident, but 

something went wrong in the process of me doing the loop, and that 

sent me spiraling down to the earth at about 50 miles an hour.  
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So I ended up crashing on my back and that was…that was it for me.    

I don’t remember any of it. In fact, my memory got erased from that 

entire day.  

But I got really lucky that day. I was flying alone on the mountain, which 

was kind of silly of me in the first place, because if things do go wrong, 

you know, I had nobody there to be there for backup. But there 

happened to be a man on the mountain; his name was William 

Babbington, and he was about 100 feet away from me. He ran over to 

me once he saw my accident, saw me hit the ground.  

Not only was he the only person on the mountain that day that had a 

cell phone to where he could call for emergency services, but he also 

happened to be a trained EMT. So when he got to me, he was able to 

do…he knew the proper things to do to try to save my life at that 

moment until further help was there to take his role.  

So what he had to do is he ran over and he went through his checklist 

of things to see how I was doing, and one of the first things they want 

to check is am I breathing. And so he listened to my breathing, and he 

could hear gurgling coming from my mouth. That told him that there 

was something blocking my airway.  

And so after all of this I actually got a chance to meet him and talk to 

him and he told me that this was one of the biggest decisions he’s ever 

made in his entire life – is he had to make the decision to take off my 

helmet, because it was a full-face helmet, so he wasn’t able to actually 

see if there was anything in my mouth blocking my airway. So he had 

to make the decision to either leave it on, and run the risk of me not 

getting enough oxygen, or take it off and run the risk of creating more 
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damage if there was any damage in my neck from the accident.  

And so after hearing my breathing, he decided the best thing to do 

would be to take the helmet off. So, with his friend by his side, he held 

my neck and my head, kept it as stable as he possibly could, and 

slowly pulled off my helmet. And that allowed him to then scoop out my 

mouth to make sure I had a clear airway.  

At this point there was an ambulance, the firefighters and the Life Flight 

trauma team – they were all getting ready and making their way up the 

mountain to get me to the hospital. And so while William sat there, the 

rest of the time – now that my helmet was off – and held my head and 

my neck, he did everything he could do to keep me alive. 

So shortly after the fire department arrived, the ambulance services 

and, a little bit behind that, the Life Flight was able to land on the 

mountain and get to me. But that wasn’t…they couldn’t land right where 

I was. They had to land at the bottom of the mountain and hike up to 

where I had crashed and then get me on the stretcher and get me onto 

the helicopter.  

It’s pretty remarkable what these guys did. From the moment they got 

the call, it took just a little touch over a half-an-hour for them to get the 

helicopter off the hospital, get on the mountain, hike up to me, get me 

ready to go back over in the helicopter, and – just like I said – a little 

over a half hour I was in the ER at Saint Pat’s Hospital.  

It wasn’t for their efforts and how organized they were for these kind of 

situations, there’s no chance I would’ve survived this accident. And so, 

for me, my memory still hasn’t kicked in at this point. In fact, my 

memory doesn’t start until three and a half weeks later, because I 
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ended up being in a coma for that long after my accident.  
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Chapter 2: Amy’s Worst Nightmare 

“I knew that if somebody else was calling for him that it wasn’t 

good – that it really wasn’t good. 

 

I was on my way home from work that Friday night. I tried calling Joe 

and usually he answers, but this tonight he didn’t. I was a little bit 

concerned that I hadn’t heard from him since he was flying that day, but 

I let go of some of that concern becuase because sometimes he just 

goes home after flying and is so tired he lays down and he’s asleep 

and he doesn’t hear his phone at all. So I was just thinking he is just 

totally passed out in bed. He didn’t hear his phone, and I’ll just talk to 

him tomorrow. But I was still a little bit uneasy about it.  

And so…I just remember my last text that I sent him before I went to 

sleep was just  “I’m worried because I haven’t heard from you since you 

went flying and that just makes me nervous.” And then I went to bed 

and then at 3:15 or 3:20 in the morning, my phone rang and it was 

Joe’s phone calling me.  

At first I was like ‘What is he doing calling me at this time? So I 

answered the phone thinking it was going to be him, and it was this 

lady …said that ‘This is Ms. so-and-so. I’m calling from St. Pat’s 

Hospital,’ and I just immediately – just like that…sat up in my bed and 

was struck with this fear. I knew that if somebody else was calling for 

him that it wasn’t good – that it really wasn’t good. 

I was the only one in the house, so as quickly as I could, I threw on 
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some clothes and ran out the door and drove to St. Pat’s as fast as I 

could and ran into the emergency room.  

As soon as I walk in and identify myself, this lady pulls me aside into a 

separate room. That was very concerning, because why would they pull 

you aside into a separate room? Why wouldn’t they just take you…. 

You know, why wouldn’t they have just taken me to Joe?  

She was trying to explain to me, you know, that he had crashed and 

that it wasn’t looking good. And it was just one of the most horrible 

moments I have ever experienced, because I wanted to ask so much if 

he was going to live but I didn’t want to ask it because I was so afraid 

of what the answer might be, even though I wanted to know so bad. But 

I only wanted one answer. 

When I finally did ask if he was going to live, and she just kind of got 

this look on her face. She was like, ‘He’s really hurt bad.’ And that just 

freaked me out, because that wasn’t the answer that I wanted.  

I didn’t feel like I could sit down or stand up. I felt like I was going throw 

up, but then I couldn’t throw up. It was just this horrible feeling of not 

being comfortable in my own skin whatsoever. I don’t know if that was 

the worst of it. It always feels like that was the worst – just hearing the 

news.  

A few of my friends showed up and asked me if I wanted to go see Joe. 

Of course I wanted to see Joe, but I hesitated because I was just really 

nervous to see him and I was really nervous to see what had really 

happened.  

‘Okay, let’s go do this – let’s go see him.’ The nurse took us up to the 
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ICU and I just remember walking in his room and he just looked so 

perfect – like he didn’t have a scratch on him. But he had all these 

tubes and wires and…and the traction drilled into his bones. He just 

didn’t look like he was supposed to be there. 

I put my hand on his arm and the only thing that could come out of my 

mouth was ‘Poor Joe.’  

Then he flickered his eyes open a little bit. He didn’t look at me, but his 

eyes flickered, and it just got me real excited. Any kind of response in in 

a moment like that, for me, was like ‘That’s good, right? That’s good. 

He opened his eyes a little bit.’  

I think the nurse didn’t want to give me any kind of false hopes. She 

just said, ‘Ah, that’s good, but, you know…he’s still in really rough 

shape.’  

It was the weirdest thing because it was really hard to be next to him in 

this serious condition. But when I stepped out of the room, I just wanted 

to go right back in. It was one of those overwhelming feelings where 

you can’t choose…it was really hard to be there, but it was really hard 

to be gone at the same time.  

These feelings continued throughout the whole three and half weeks at 

the hospital. Every time I was gone, I felt this anxiety of needing to be 

back there, but being there was hard, too. It was such an emotional 

struggle I had never experienced before. 
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Chapter 3: Waking up from a coma 

“it was making me hallucinate . It was terrifying. I had no idea 

what was going on.” 

Waking up from my coma was…was a pretty intense process. You 

know, in the movies, they show you what it looks like for people to 

wake up from a coma, and it looks like they’re waking up in the morning 

to come to school – like you guys did today. And that is absolutely not 

at all what it’s like to wake up from a coma.  

So because I was on so many drugs, as they were weaning me off of 

these drugs, it was making me hallucinate. And it was terrifying. I had 

no idea what was going on. 

So, to give you an example of some of the hallucinations that I had, my 

fiancée, Amy – I remember one of the first…. This is one of my first 

memories of waking up. And it’s real groggy. I opened up my eyes. I’m 

looking around, and I realize I’m in a hospital… and this isn’t the first 

time I’ve actually woke up in a hospital. I’ve actually ended up doing 

quite a bit of…quite a bit of damage to my body over my life.  

And so, like, for example, in 2006…I used to rollerblade, like on 

handrails and at skate parks, that kind of thing, and I’d ruptured my 

spleen through a really bad rollerblading fall, which ended up me being 

in the hospital for 18 days and a whole bunch of complications from 

that. Actually I had to get my spleen removed.  

But, so from already experiencing that before in my life, when I was 

waking up I kinda already had an understanding of what was going on.  



 

 

 

© MMXIII Joe Stone, LLC   www.meetjoestone.com Page 9 

And so I woke up, I see I’m in the hospital, and I start to, you know, 

piece that part together. And I look over to the right side of my bed and 

I see my fiancée standing there. And, you know, that made sense, 

because she lives here, too. We’re both from Minnesota, and so it 

made sense that she was there. 

It was like, okay, something happened. Not sure what yet, but I’m in a 

hospital and I’m hurt. But then I looked to the other side of the bed, and 

I saw my parents standing there, and that’s when it really hit me that 

something serious must’ve happened, because my parents live in 

Minnesota. For them to have gotten on a plane and fly out to Missoula 

– that must mean something serious must’ve happened. 

So then I looked over at Amy again, and she started walking up 

towards me from the foot of the bed. And something just wasn’t right 

about her face and what was going on is the whole side of one of her 

face, going down her jaw line, going down past her lips and then up the 

side of her nose - all of that skin was missing. I could see through her 

skin, see her teeth, see her gums, see the side of her nose, her 

sinuses – everything. 

You could imagine, for me, I had no idea what was going on at that 

moment. I thought the two of us must’ve gotten in an accident and that 

was what happened to her. But then after a little while that went away; I 

realized that that was…I was just hallucinating. That wasn’t real at all.  

And there tons of this going on. I mean, everywhere I looked were 

things that weren’t real, and all of them were terrifying.  

And so, from there, that’s when I started learning about my injuries. I 

started to understand what had actually happened. I heard I got in a 
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speed flying accident. I heard I crashed on Mount Jumbo. And so, in 

total, with all of my injuries, I broke four ribs, I had a laceration in my 

liver, I had eight broken vertebrae throughout my neck and back, I had 

badly bruised both my lungs. In fact, the lungs were the worst part of 

my injury.  

To give you an example of how bad they were bruised…so, in this 

room right now, in the atmosphere, we have 21 percent oxygen. And 

we’re all taking 90 to 100 percent of the oxygen we need to survive. 

And so, for me, at this time, I was on the ventilator, so they had actually 

cut open my throat and stuck a tube in there called a trach, and then I 

was hooked up to a machine that was breathing for me. And, with that, 

they were pumping in 100 percent oxygen. So, instead of 21 percent in 

this room, I had 100 percent of oxygen going in, and all my body was 

able to absorb was 51 percent of what I needed to survive.  

So the doctors were very concerned that when I woke up I was going to 

have some serious brain damage from the lack of oxygen. But then, on 

top of that, I had spinal cord damage. And that was the one thing that 

really stood out to me, because everything else they were telling me 

about my injuries were things that I completely understood and could 

see that they were going to heal. Broken bones were going to heal, the 

laceration in my liver is going to heal, my lungs were already getting 

better – they were going to heal.  

But the spinal cord damage – that one stood out because I knew that if 

I had spinal cord damage, there was a good chance this might be 

permanent. So that one lingered in my head for a little while, and 

especially when they told me what my diagnosis is, which is an 

incomplete C7 quadriplegic – and when I heard that term, quadriplegic, 
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it made no sense to me at that time because I could move my arms. 

And so I was saying, ‘No, I’m a paraplegic. You know, I can move my 

arms. I’m fine. A quadriplegic – that means you’re paralyzed from the 

neck down.’ 

Well, that’s just…that’s one of the biggest misconceptions with 

quadriplegic. All it means is that you would have impairment in all four 

limbs. So, for me, the reason why…what kind of categorizes me as a 

quadriplegic is in my hands. I have full function in my arms and my 

shoulders, in my chest, and on my back muscles in between my 

shoulder blades and spine.  

But, with my hands…I ended up getting really lucky. I have about 85 

percent function in my right hand. So the main thing that’s affected with 

my right hand is my grip. So things like opening a soda bottle is kind of 

tough for me, but then something bigger, like a pickle jar, that’s pretty 

easy for me to open.  

But, with my left hand, that’s where most of the damage was. So you 

can see I can…I can somewhat open my hand. I can somewhat open 

my fingers independently. However, if I had my hand upside down and I 

try to make a fist, that’s as much as I can lift my fingers up. And so I 

have zero grip in this hand.  

And so all of this was, you know, setting in. And this was all within the 

first day of waking up, you know. And then it was on to ‘here are my 

injuries, I understand that now, so what do I need to do to get better?’ 
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Chapter 4: Rehab starts with an ice cube 

“It’s pretty strange to have something so simple mean 

everything to me.” 

 And so rehab started on such a simple level that it almost didn’t make 

sense to me. And the first thing that it started with was a simple ice 

cube. And so what they did is they gave me an ice cube because they 

wanted to see if I could swallow. And they wanted to see if, when I 

swallowed, if any of the liquids were going down into my lungs.  

And so they gave me this first ice cube and, honestly, I cannot tell you 

how amazing this ice cube was. Just try to imagine going almost a full 

month never having any food touch your mouth, never have any water, 

any other kind of liquid – and not to mention not even really any air, 

because I wasn’t breathing on my own. 

And so to go that long with nothing touching your mouth, and to get 

some water, some cold moisture in my mouth – when that ice cube 

started melting, running around my tongue and eventually, when I 

swallowed, it ran down my throat - that was honestly, hands down, the 

best sensation I’ve ever had in my entire life. It was absolutely 

amazing.  

And so I wanted every ice cube I could get my hands on. You know, it 

was one after another. But so what they were doing to test and make 

sure I was swallowing right – because I had this trach in my throat, they 

had the ability to take a tube and shove it down the rest of my throat 

and go into my lungs and suction out and they would do that, not only 

to help me, because I wasn’t able to cough and things like that to clear 
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my throat and clear my lungs, but they were going it to see if there was 

any water. 

Unfortunately, there was water. And so they had to take that ice cube 

away. I was… I was pretty mad at everybody that took the ice cube 

away, because at this moment in my life, that ice cube was my entire 

life. That ice cube was the only thing I cared about, the only thing that 

mattered, the only thing that brought me any kind of pleasure. And 

when they took that away, it was like they took everything in my life.  

And try to think about that – think about everything you have going on 

in your lives right now. You’ve got school, sports, friends, family, and 

everything in between. Erase every single bit of that, and think about an 

ice cube being your entire life. It’s pretty strange to have something so 

simple mean everything to me.  

But eventually, you know, we worked on my throat…and what had 

happened is I had simply forgotten how to swallow. I had no idea. None 

of us have ever had to learn how to swallow. And so it’s a challenging 

thing to try to figure out how to do.  

So…I started working on, you know, using my neck muscles, 

swallowing without any liquids, to try to get that connection of how 

everything needs to flow right so that I don’t swallow into my lungs. And 

eventually they gave me back another ice cube. The extremely happy 

moment in my life – it was a step forward. I got this ice cube, and I let it 

melt and I swallowed it down and, luckily, you know, nothing went into 

my lungs. I’d learned how to swallow again. 

So that was my first step to becoming myself again. From there, it was 

learning how to actually take in food. So, for example, the first thing 
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they gave me was applesauce, and they put a blue dye…they put the 

blue dye in so that when they suctioned out of my lungs, they’d be able 

to see if there’s any blue dye in my lungs. So I got the applesauce and 

swallowed that down and everything went great. It was awesome to 

have flavor in my mouth for the first time.  

But, you know, we did that test and everything went really well, and 

that’s when they were like, ‘Hey, you get to eat your first meal. You 

know, we want to see if you’re able to actually take in some food.’  

So, of course, I’m thinking, ‘Okay, I lived in Montana. Or live in 

Montana. And, you know, we have access to local farmers, organic 

food – everything out here is great.’  

And that’s how I lived and ate before my accident. So a meal of local 

food and organic and it’s going to taste amazing and give me some 

great nutrition to start healing. Well, that wasn’t the case at all. 

I don’t know if any of you guys have ever had hospital food, but it is not 

really even food. And then not to mention, for me, they weren’t giving 

me solid food. And so there were… the first thing they gave me was a 

burger. And of course they had to blend up this burger and they pureed 

it and everything and brought it over to me. And when they came, it 

didn’t smell like a burger, and, most importantly, it most certainly did 

not look like a burger. 

In fact, the only way I’d be able to describe what this looked like 

blended up was it looked like something that your dog leaves for you in 

the yard. And that’s what I had to eat.  

Not one part of me wanted to put this in my mouth. Not one part. But I 
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knew I had to because I had to prove to the nurses and doctors and 

therapists that I could do this so that I could move on to the next step. 

So I ate this burger, and, like I said, it’s pureed. But you know how it is 

– like if you eat pudding, you kind of still have to chew. Even though 

you could just swallow it down, you still need to move it around in your 

mouth.  

So I’m chewing it and I swallowed it down. And I had about three or 

four bites, and I was so physically exhausted from three or four bites of 

food that I ended up having to take a two to three-hour nap. It honestly 

felt like I just ran a marathon to eat three or four bites of food that was 

pureed.  

And the reason was I didn’t speak for over a month, I didn’t eat, I didn’t 

do anything with the muscles in my mouth. And so that process went 

on. I’d wake up, I’d eat three or four bites, I’d be so exhausted I’d fall 

back to sleep for hours. Eventually three or four bites turned into 10 

bites, which turned into 20 bites, which turned into a whole meal.  

And, once I had that down and they knew I could eat the proper amount 

of food, that’s when I was able to transition to my next step of therapy. 

And so part of that was getting on a Life Flight jet and fly back to 

Minnesota, because I needed to be close to my family, friends, support, 

and that’s where I was going to finish out rehab.  
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Chapter 5: Life Flight to Minneapolis, MN 

“The hardest part of everything…was those two weeks without 

Amy by my side.” 

All of this happened about three or four days after waking up from my 

coma: I was loaded onto a Life Flight jet and flown back to Minnesota. 

And that was the moment when some of the reality was starting to sink 

in. I remember we got in the plane…that it didn’t really hit me what was 

going on yet. 

And then we took off, and the plane ended up doing a turn on my side 

of the plane, where I was actually able to look out the window and I 

could see the town of Missoula. And, now, I had just moved to Missoula 

about a year and a half before this accident, and I fell in love with 

Montana. I fell in love with the mountains. Every day was a new 

adventure.  

And so…to look out that window and see this town, my life, everything I 

loved, disappear, I knew it was going to be a long time, if ever, that I 

would be able to make it back – that was a very sad moment in my life. 

And it wasn’t just the fact that I had to leave Montana, but I had to leave 

my fiancée Amy behind.  

And…because she was still living here, still had a job here; had an 

apartment she was renting, she needed time to close all that up before 

she could get back to Minnesota and help me with my recovery. But 

that meant that there was going two or three weeks where I would not 

have her with me by my side. That was the hardest part of 

everything…was those two weeks without Amy by my side. 
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I mean, I had my parents, I had my sisters. I had friends that came to 

visit me at the hospital – none of that even compared. Amy is the other 

half of my life. She’s everything to me. And to not have her there – it 

was such an empty hole that it was terrifying, actually, not to have that 

comfort of her by my side.  

So I am back in  Minnesota and back in the hospital the hospital. So 

now this is the second hospital since my accident. And the first thing 

that they were going to start doing for rehab was for me to learn how to 

breathe again.  
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Chapter 6: Learning to breathe again 

“ I had to kind of slap her hands away, because I knew this was 

one of the challenges I had to overcome” 

Just like swallowing, I’d forgotten how to breathe. I had no idea what 

to do. And so the way it started was this ventilator I was on that was 

pumping 100 percent oxygen, they would lower it to 90 percent oxygen, 

and then 85 and 80 percent oxygen. Then they wanted to get to the 

point to be 21 percent of what’s in the atmosphere to see if my body’s 

able to absorb all that.  

Well, I was doing pretty good with that, so then I got to the point to 

where they would turn the ventilator off, which started with just a couple 

of minutes at a time, and I would actually have to breathe on my own. 

And eventually a couple minutes turned into 10, 15, an hour, and then 

eventually I was going 10 hours in the day without this ventilator going, 

breathing for me. 

But that wasn’t 10 hours of sitting here like this and breathing like you 

guys are right now. That was 10 hours of me literally having to think 

about every single breath – what I needed to do to inhale and what I 

needed to do to exhale. Every breath.  

And when a doctor or nurse or friends or family would come in and ask 

me a question or tell me something, and I would get distracted by how 

to breathe, I would start to hyperventilate. I would start to get really 

nervous. I would start to not…I’d be taking really short breaths, so I 

wouldn’t be getting the proper amount of oxygen.  
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And I remember one time specifically when this was going on I started 

hyperventilating and a nurse came in and she was just going to hook 

me right back up to the ventilator. And I had to kind of slap her hands 

away, because I knew this was one of the challenges I had to 

overcome. I had to figure out how to calm myself down and make sure 

I’m taking in enough oxygen.  

And so I had to…I closed my eyes and just tried to breathe slow and 

just focus on what I needed to do in order to make this happen. And it 

worked. So eventually I was 24 hours without a ventilator, and then 

days and then weeks and, before I knew it, the ventilator was gone. 

They pulled the trach out of my neck and I had that part of my life back. 

I was breathing on my own.  

That was a huge moment. That ventilator was the worst thing I’ve ever 

seen in my life. It was the most annoying noise it would make – I mean, 

imagine sitting in your bed, trying to go to sleep at night, and you’ve got 

this machine next to you, and it’s just kkkkkkkkkk koooooooo 

kkkkkkkkkk koooooooo. No matter how excited you get, no matter if 

you wanted to breathe faster, harder, it still would do the same pace.  

So if I’m working hard doing something, and you feel like you should be 

breathing harder, it’s still doing that same pace. Drove me nuts. I hated 

this thing.  

So as soon as I was able to, I told the nurses and everybody, ‘Get this 

out of my hospital room. I don’t even want to see it. I don’t want to know 

that it even exists. 
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Chapter 7: Life is getting better 

“My legs are going to start working again, and I’m going to 

walk away from this wheelchair” 

 

And so, from there, I was able to move on to bigger and better things. 

I was able to then go to Sister Kenny Rehab, which is where I started 

actually doing real physical therapy.  

And so that started out with just simply sitting up in bed, because at 

that point, I’d been laying down for almost two months. And so for me 

to sit up, my blood pressure would just drop. Everything would go down 

to my feet. I had no muscles flexing in my legs to pump the blood back 

up to my heart.  

And I…the first time I think I made it 21 seconds and almost passed 

out. They had to lay me down with my feet up, let the blood rush back 

to my head, and then we just kept working from there. It was just like 

the ice cube and breathing – started off very small, very simple, and 

eventually I was able to sit up longer, go a little bit longer. Eventually I 

made it into a wheelchair.  

But in this process they fit me for what’s called a TLSO, and a TLSO is 

something nobody ever wants. It’s basically a huge turtle shell that 

went from my hips up to my neck, and it was a big plastic thing that 

was Velcro on both sides, really tight fit to my body perfectly. In fact, a 

little too perfectly, because it was so tight it would be hard to eat 

because my stomach would start to expand with food in it and I’d only 

get maybe a quarter of a meal in and I’d have to stop because it’d be 
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so uncomfortable.  

But so they put me in this thing and they told me I had to wear it for 

three months because of the damage that I had in my back from all the 

broken vertebrae. They needed this thing on so it would heal properly.  

And I hated it. So I ended up spending as much bed as time in bed as I 

possibly could, because anytime I was sitting up above 30 degrees, I 

had to have this brace on. But if I was in that below 30 degrees, I could 

have the brace off. So you can imagine, as much time as I could get 

without having this thing on, that’s what I wanted – even though I 

needed to be up and I needed to be moving around.  

So, got the sitting up down, got into a wheelchair, and from there, the 

real physical therapy started. And that’s when I started to actually 

somewhat be able to have some fun with it. The first thing that we 

ended up doing was sitting there, on the edge of a mat – you know, just 

a bench about the same height as my wheelchair – and just trying to sit 

up and balance myself.  

And so, at first, it was just trying to sit up and hold myself with my 

hands, and then, eventually trying to take one hand off and eventually 

two hands. And the problem that I was having with sitting up is that I’m 

paralyzed from the chest down. I don’t have any abs. I don’t really have 

any lower back. I don’t have any of that to support myself to sit up.  

So I’m trying to do it with no muscles to allow me to do that. It was a 

very strange process, but it reminded me of something I knew in my 

past, which was rollerblading. In rollerblading, you jump on the handrail 

– say you want to do a 50-foot long handrail. You focus on the end of 

that rail; you don’t focus right where your feet are. And you just keep 
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your eyes focused on that, and that’s kind of what guides you down the 

rail. You know, if you’re looking around or looking at your feet, that’s 

when you lose balance.  

So in sitting there, I was actually able to look forward – I’d pinpoint one 

item, and that’s what I would focus on. And it reminded me of 

rollerblading. So it actually brought a little joy to what I was doing, 

because I could actually, for the first time, compare this to something 

from before my accident.  

And so therapy got better. I started getting stronger, starting being able 

to sit up on my own. Eventually got out of the power wheelchair that I 

was in and I was pushing out a manual wheelchair, which was 

extremely hard in the beginning, but life was slowly getting better. And I 

got to the point where I was getting ready to get discharged from the 

hospital, and – this was about a week or two before – and every day in 

therapy we had one hour dedicated to just learning about what life’s 

going to be like with a spinal cord injury. 

And, at this point, it hadn’t really sunk in to me that this was what my 

life was going to be like. At this point I knew for a fact I was going to 

walk again, no questions asked. My legs are going to start working 

again, and I’m going to walk away from this wheelchair. And eventually 

I’ll be back in Montana doing everything I was doing before my 

accident.  
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Chapter 8: Dreams get crushed 

“…and at that moment, I realized this is going to be the rest of 

my life. I am not going to walk away from this.” 

 

We were watching this class, and this one just happened to be on 

learning how to drive after a spinal cord injury, which is pretty simple. 

It’s just a set of hand controls. So I drive a Subaru Outback, and when I 

drive it, on the left side of my steering wheel, I just have a hand control 

that when I push down on it, it pushes in the gas, and when I push in 

on it, it pushes the break. That’s it. That’s all I need to be able to drive.  

But, in this video, I’m actually watching somebody drive that has a 

spinal cord injury. And I don’t know if you can tell from here, but you 

can see all of the atrophy I had – the lack of muscle in this hand versus 

this hand. You know, there’s…and so I’m looking at people driving, and 

I’m seeing these really bony hands, similar to mine - you know, getting 

their wheelchair in the car, or learning to drive and hitting the gas and 

that kind of thing. And something about that hit me like a ton of bricks.  

And at that moment, I realized this is going to be the rest of my life. I 

am not going to walk away from this. I’m going to be in a wheelchair the 

rest of my life. And so that was…that was a terrifying moment. You 

know, reality really sunk in.  

And I had Amy by my side at that moment, but she had to actually 

leave and go to work that day. She was on-call. She didn’t know if she 

actually had to work, but she had to go home and get ready like she did 
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have to work. And so I didn’t say anything to her about it, because I 

didn’t want her to end up going to work thinking about what mental 

state I was in at that moment.  

So she left and, luckily, she called a little bit later and she didn’t have to 

go into work, so she was able to come back to the hospital. And she 

got back to the hospital, and pretty much instantly I broke down – 

completely lost control, bawled my eyes out. You know, that ‘Life is 

going to be so hard. How am I ever going to get into the mountains and 

hike again? How am I going to do anything for myself?’  

And it wasn’t that I couldn’t walk. It wasn’t that I had a spinal cord injury 

– it wasn’t any of that. It was that I had to give up on my dreams. At this 

point, the biggest dream that I had was I wanted to be flying a wing suit 

– you guys ever seen those wing suits people that jump off of cliffs and 

they fly in really close to things going about 120 miles an hour? That 

was my goal. For about six years, everything I did was to get me closer 

to wing suit flying. That’s all I wanted in life.  

And at this moment, I had to say goodbye to this. And, for somebody 

that’s as big of a dreamer as I am, t  o have to let go of something that 

meant so much to me - I wouldn’t wish that moment on my worst 

enemy. That was definitely the heaviest thing I’ve ever had to take on in 

my entire life.  
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Chapter 9: Murder Ball 

“I could see it in their eyes. They truly were happy” 

 

But we ended up that same night watching a documentary. It’s called 

‘Murder Ball.’ If you guys haven’t seen it, I definitely recommend you 

watching it. It’s a documentary about quadriplegics that play rugby. And 

it’s really cool. They have these really beefed-out wheelchairs – the 

wheels are out to the side, kind of angled, and they just smash into 

each other. I mean, guys will get knocked out of their wheelchairs, 

falling over, there’s blood, there’s everything. It’s just as aggressive as 

football, hockey - any other sport you think of.  

So it was really cool to watch that, just to see some of the possibilities. 

But the more important part about this film was that it went into their 

lives – not about rugby. And they got…they shared their experiences, 

what it took for them to become independent again, and how they 

enjoyed life.  

And when they were talking about how happy they were, I could see it 

in their eyes. They truly were happy. And that sort of gave me a little bit 

of hope. ‘Okay, these guys are doing it. These guys are enjoying life. I 

can do the same.’  

So I went to bed that night and woke up the next morning, and, 

honestly, that ton of bricks that hit me the day before was completely 

lifted off my chest. And that’s when everything in my mind changed 

about my situation. And now it was ‘I’m going to do everything I can do 
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to take this as far as I possibly can.’  

And so that day I went to therapy, I worked harder than I’ve ever 

worked in therapy. And normally what I would do is I’d come back and 

have somebody help me get into bed, help me get completely 

undressed. I’d have to get completely undressed to be comfortable 

because, surprisingly, I have sensation throughout my entire body. I 

just don’t feel temperature or pain; my legs kind of feel like they’re half 

numb all the time. There’s almost like a…like a hum in my legs at all 

times.  

But this was really uncomfortable for me at first, and so having clothes 

on, things like that, just kind of irritated me. So I’d get into bed 

completely naked so I’d be comfortable for a little while.  

And…but not on this day. I wasn’t going to have somebody help me 

with all of that. So I got done with therapy, got back to my room, and I 

had decided I was going to get myself back into that bed. I was going to 

get my legs back on the bed, and I was going to get myself undressed. 

And so I did that. It took a long time, but I did it. I got into bed and got 

undressed. And one of the bigger reasons why I wanted to get 

undressed was that I knew in about an hour I was going to be hungry 

and I was going to want dinner. And so I wanted to get it myself.  

And I wasn’t going to go wheel out into the hospital and everything 

naked, because that probably wouldn’t look the best. So I had to get 

myself dressed. And normally I would hit the call button for a nurse to 

come in, she’d help me get dressed, and then she’d go and get my 

food for me and bring it in and I’d have dinner. But not this day. This 

day I was going to do it all on my own. 
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So I started getting a little hungry, and I realized, ‘Okay, I should 

probably start trying to get dressed.’  

So I started with my pants. I’m wrestling with my body and trying to get 

my pants on, trying to figure out how this works…and…. I mean - 

imagine trying to get your pants on when you can’t stand up. I mean, 

how do you get them under your butt and things like that? I had no 

idea. 

And so, an hour later, I had my pants on. Awesome moment. But think 

about an hour trying to put your pants on. I’m going to guess the 

slowest person in here maybe takes 15 seconds to get their pants on.  

So over an hour fighting with my body to try to make this happen…but I 

got them on! I was pumped. I didn’t care it took an hour. That was just 

the first time.  



 

 

 

© MMXIII Joe Stone, LLC   www.meetjoestone.com Page 28 

Chapter 10: What is independence? 

“I had a lot of nurses and doctors that told me that’s a very 

ambitious goal with my level of injury” 

 

So over an hour fighting with my body to try to make this happen…but 

I got them on! I was pumped. I didn’t care it took an hour. That was just 

the first time.  

If there’s one thing that I learned from being into sports and setting 

goals for myself, from before my accident, is that the first time’s always 

the hardest. The first time always takes the longest. And from there, the 

progression is very fast. Just like the ice cube, just like learning how to 

breathe. It’s…at first it was tough, but I figured it out and then it became 

natural.  

So I got my pants on, got my shirt on. Couldn’t put my sock and shoes 

on yet, but I was okay with that. I was pretty tired. Got myself into my 

wheelchair, and then made my way over to the room where I actually 

heated up my own plate of food, of leftovers, in the microwave. I only 

needed help with one thing, and that’s because somebody had taken 

my Rubbermaid container and put in the very back of the refrigerator, 

behind a bunch of stuff.  

So, other than that one thing, I did it all on my own. And I was wheeling 

back into my room, and I had this plate of hot food on my lap, and I got 

in there and put it on the table to eat, and I was so excited. That was 

my first real step to becoming independent again.  
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And independence – that’s…it’s a strange word because it means so 

much and we all take it for granted. So think about…I couldn’t eat for 

myself before this, couldn’t go to the bathroom on my own, couldn’t get 

dressed, wasn’t even breathing on my own. I was 100 percent 

dependent on everybody around me – couldn’t do one thing by myself.  

And here I am now - I just made my first meal. I was excited. This was 

going to be the start of something. I didn’t know what at this point, but I 

knew I was going to be able to make something happen. And so that 

night I set a goal for myself. I wanted to become independent, which 

that word, to me, at that time, only meant being able to get myself up, 

dressed and ready for the day. That’s it – with no one’s help. That 

didn’t include driving, going to the store and getting groceries – 

anything. That’s all I wanted to be able to do. 

And I had a lot of nurses and doctors that told me that’s a very 

ambitious goal with my level of injury. That to not be disappointed and 

don’t beat myself up if I don’t end up accomplishing that.  

I’m sitting there thinking a year from now – you know, like of course, at 

this point, we’re talking eight months from now. And so I knew that that 

had to have been able to be possible, so I didn’t let the things that they 

were saying, where they were kind of focusing more on the negative…I 

just pushed that away. I focused on the positive. ‘I’m going to make this 

happen.’ 

And it was actually…you know, we proved a lot of people wrong, and in 

about seven months after my accident, I had become completely 

independent. And it was actually a really cool moment for both Amy 

and I, because she had to leave for a week to go on vacation with her 
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family – this was planned well before my accident. And I had a friend 

that came over to my house and he was helping me out with anything I 

needed.  

But at this point the only person that had helped me with any of my 

personal cares was Amy. I didn’t want anybody else’s hands involved 

with me going to the bathroom, with me getting dressed, with me 

showering – anything. I especially didn’t want my best friend to have to 

come in and help me take a shower. That wouldn’t have been fun at all.  

So I went that week – the only things that I needed help with were 

reaching things that I…that were out of my reach. Otherwise I did 

everything. And, in fact, on the last day, when my friend was staying 

over, I chopped up veggies, sautéed them on the stove, grilled up 

chicken – all on my own – and served him a plate of food as he sat in 

the recliner.  

That was huge. That was… I had hit my goal, no questions asked. I 

was there.  

And when Amy came home the next morning…she got home real early. 

And what she did before she left is every morning we woke up she 

would bring me a bagel because I needed to eat something before I sat 

up, because otherwise I’d get lightheaded.  

But that week I had made my body get used to getting up before eating 

anything, so I could start making my own breakfast.  

So she comes into the room, and she says, ‘Hey, you…do you want? 

What kind of bagel do you want?’ 

‘No, I’m good.’ 
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She’s like, ‘Okay. I’m going to go and make some coffee. I’ll come and 

see how you’re doing in a little bit.’  

So while she was in there making coffee, I scrambled really fast and 

got my clothes on and hopped over in my wheelchair and went in there 

and went into the fridge and, you know, pulled out my bagel, and 

started to get things ready, and I’m spreading cream cheese - and I 

could just feel her starring at me from behind.  

At this point she had no idea what I had learned over the week. She 

was in Jamaica. We didn’t really have much communication at that 

point.  

So I turned around, and I could see the look in her eyes, and she’s just 

blown away at what I’m doing. I wasn’t doing any of this stuff before. 

And at that moment, for both of us, we realized how much of our lives 

we just got back. And for me, it was how much of Amy’s life she had 

just got back, because she had, at this point, spent 10 to 20 hours a 

day taking care of me – every single day. She’d have to wake up three 

or four times during the night to help me go to the bathroom, and 

everything else in between.  

So we just got our lives back.  

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

© MMXIII Joe Stone, LLC   www.meetjoestone.com Page 32 

Chapter 11: Going to the Sun 

“I was just flooded with all the same emotions that I used to get 

with before my accident – only they were more powerful.” 

 

Well, now it was time for me to set a real goal – now it was time for 

me to set a goal that Joe Stone would’ve set for himself before he ever 

had his accident. And the goal was to come back to Montana and bike 

the Going-to-the-Sun Road up in Glacier National Park using nothing 

but the power of my arms.  

So you ride these bikes where you’re cranking both arms at the same 

time, and – I don’t know if you guys have ever driven that road or biked 

it or been on it, but it’s…there’s 12 miles of climbing up a steep hill, up 

a mountain. And so I set this goal for myself, and I had no idea if this 

was possible.  

At this point I’d never even sat on a hand cycle. 

But so I got back, went, got a hand cycle – this is about nine months 

after my accident. So I have three months to train. And the reason why 

I had three months to train is because I wanted to do this one day 

before the one-year anniversary of my accident.  

So I got my hand cycle and went for my first ride – it was two miles. 

Now, I’m in the first mile of that, and I’m loving it and I’m having a blast 

and going faster than my wheelchair will ever go – great time. And I get 

to the other end, I’ve got to turn around and come home. I start biking – 

all of the sudden this got really hard. 
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I realized that whole first mile I was going downhill. But, if you pour 

water on this hill, I don’t think it would actually roll downhill. That’s how 

flat this really was. But that slight incline made it to where I could only 

go about 20 feet and I would have to stop and take a break and drink 

water and let my muscles relax, go 20 more feet. It ended up taking 

about two hours for me to bike two miles.  

But I got home. I was pretty frustrated – didn’t really know what I had 

just set up for myself, like this was hard – hand cycling. That’s really 

hard! And there’s no book out there to tell you what’s possible in my 

situation.  

But instead of letting that get to me, I ended up still pushing forward.  

The very next day I went with one of my buddies, and we went for my 

first big ride – it was a little over 13 miles. Had a lot of hill climbing. I 

didn’t know if I was going to be able to do it, but my buddy was there for 

me for support. He said, ‘If you need help pushing up a hill, I’ll help you 

out. It’s no big deal. Let’s go do it.’  

13 miles, five-and-a-half hours later, I made it home. I did everything 

but about 50 feet of one hill. And that’s when it made it very clear to 

me: This is just like every other hobby, every other thing I’ve done in 

my life. Like I said before, the beginning of it is challenging, but it gets 

easier after the first time.  

So I started training really hard, and I ended up having a really big 

moment on my longest day of training – this was right before the ride. 

And what it was is I went for a 39-mile ride. I did it completely by 

myself, so I was back to doing these kind of things by myself again, 

which was, you know, remarkable in itself.  
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But then when I got done with the ride – I’d felt great the whole time. 

And I’m looking at my computer stats. The longest ride I’ve ever been 

on, highest speed was 42 miles an hour. I hadn’t gone that fast on a 

hand cycle yet – that was sweet. I enjoyed seeing that. 

But the thing that really clicked for me was that I went the longest ride 

and had the highest average speed that I had had yet. I finally hit 10.0 

miles an hour for that whole ride. Those don’t usually mix; your longest 

ride’s usually a slower average.  

And, also, I was just flooded with all the same emotions that I used to 

get with before my accident – only they were more powerful.  

And there was the emotions of accomplishing a goal, of making things 

happen, of feeling good about myself, feeling confident again. And I 

realized in that moment that it’s not about the piece of gear, the speed 

flying wing, the mountain bike – whatever it is you’re into. That’s not 

what we’re…why we love these things so much. It’s about the emotions 

that we’re chasing. It’s about setting goals for ourselves and 

accomplishing them.  

And so I’m sitting there in this parking lot by myself. There’s people, 

you know, getting their bikes unloaded and loaded in their cars, and, I 

couldn’t even help it – I started like punching my fists together. I was… 

‘I’m back! Joe Stone’s back! I am back.’  

And I actually caught a glance from a couple people, and I’m pretty 

sure they thought I was crazy. But I couldn’t help it. I was too excited. I 

didn’t care what people thought about me at that point. And that’s when 

I knew that I was going to be able to take this disability further than 

what I ever imagined. 



 

 

 

© MMXIII Joe Stone, LLC   www.meetjoestone.com Page 35 

Chapter 12: Big Goals 

“One year later I’m in the mountains again, by myself, 

watching the golden sun rise and shine on the mountains – 

amazing moment! “ 

 

So I made it back to Montana, got here to start the ride, and I 

remember when we were driving over – we were going to start the ride 

the next morning – and we get up to Logan Pass and we start going 

down the side we’re going to bike up. And I’m looking down this thing 

like ‘What did I just set up for myself? I don’t think…there’s nothing in 

Minnesota that even compares. I have no idea if this is going to be 

possible.’ 

So I’m getting a little nervous, but I didn’t let that slow me down. I woke 

up the next morning at about four o’clock and was riding by about 5:15. 

I actually had five buddies with me; they were going to ride as well. It 

was pretty comical the way they got up – because I was up. I was 

riding when I wanted to be riding.  

And right when I was getting ready to ride, the first one of my friends 

finally pops his head out of the tent. ‘Hey, sorry, many, my alarm clock 

didn’t go off.’ 

I was like, ‘Are you kidding me? Who makes those excuses these 

days? Alarm clocks go off – if you set it, it goes off.’  

And I was like, ‘You know, that’s fine. You guys get ready. You’ll 

obviously be able to catch up to me, so I’m going to start the ride. I’ll 
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meet you further down the road.’ 

And so I started the ride, and it was amazing, because I was by myself. 

My accident happened by myself, and here I am, one year later, the 

day before my one-year anniversary of my accident, and I’m in the 

mountains again, by myself, watching the golden sun rise up and shine 

on the mountains – amazing moment.  

And started my ride…slowly but surely, everybody trickled over. We 

ended up, you know, really going for it.  

So I start this ride and I’m cranking away. Seems like I’m never going to 

get there, but, eventually, you know, one thing leads to another and we 

make our way to a point where I can see Logan Pass, and that’s when 

the altitude really started to set in. 

And I hunched over, trying to breathe. I’m lightheaded and my friends 

are all worried: ‘Joe, are you okay?’ this and that and ‘Just drink some 

water.’ Knew I had to get there – it’s so close. It’s like a half a mile 

away; I had to make this happen. 

So I sat up, pushed all the sick feelings away, and I just started 

cranking. And I made it to Logan Pass. That was a huge moment in my 

life. The main thing that it taught me at that point in my my life, in this 

journey that I’m on, was that you’re supposed to set goals this big. 

You’re supposed to set goals beyond what you think is possible, 

because when you get there and you accomplish it, it’s going to be a 

way better feeling than anything you’ve ever done for yourself and you 

now know what is truly possible, not what anyone else tells you is or 

isn’t possible.  
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Chapter 13: The Next Chapter – The Journey 
Continues 

“It was at that moment that I realized my life was truly 

limitless again, it would just look different that it did before! “ 

 

After successfully completing the Going-to-the-Sun Road on a 

handcycle, I felt an amazing sense of accomplishiment.  When the 

myriad of feelings and emotions subsided, I started thinking about what 

this really meant for me and Amy, and all of our friends and family as 

we truly started living life fully once again.   

Going through all the rigorous training for this ride helped teach us what 

is possible with my level of injury. We learned that we can get back out 

into the mountains, we can recreate and spend time with our friends 

and famliy doing things we all loved. I can, and did, regain a significant 

amount of independence which in turn also gave Amy a lot of 

independnce and freedom back as well.  It was at that moment that I 

realized my life was truly limitless again, it would just look different. 

However, I did not want to stop there. I decided to set the next big 

personal goal, and after much research I could not find that any 

wheelchair using quadriplegic had ever completed a full IRONMAN 

triathlon, so I decided to take on that challenge as a way venture into 

uncharted territory and once again find out what is possible. I set my 

sights on IRONMAN Florida in November 2013 and that began the next 

big journey.  
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While the IRONAMAN is a personal goal, my ultimate intention with this 

quest is to use it as a way to inspire others to find the “IRONMAN” in 

their lives and then set goal as a way to find out what is possible.  That 

may be running a 5K, losing weight, transitioning to a manual chair to 

gain more independence, learning to drive after being injured. It can be 

virtually anything you or anyone else might have placed in front of you 

as an obstacle, or what I call a “perceived limitation”. Even if you don’t 

reach the intended goal, keep your eyes open, because there is 

incredible value in the experiences you will encouter along the journey. 

As a way to help inspire and motivate as many people as possible  I 

have team up with Kevin May and his company Hi-Fly’n Productions to 

film the journey to IRONMAN Florida which will be released as a 

documentary called “IT’S RAINING, SO WHAT”.  I also speak at 

organizations, schools, groups, and corporations and serve as a peer 

mentor to others who have experienced a spinal cord injury. 

We are grateful to have you with us on this journey and hope you may 

find something in this story that inspires you, or may be an inspiration 

for someone you know. 

Thanks so much for reading our story and we look forward to hearing 

from you.  Share your “Journey” with us www.ItsRainingSoWhat.com 

“IT’S RAINING, SO WHAT is a powerful story about pushing through 

the boundaries of perceived limitations to open the door of possibilities 

for all others.” 
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For more information on Joe Stone or to book Joe to speak for your 

group, or organization, please contact Joe at joe@meetjoestone.com.  

Phone 218-301-1649. 

For information on the documentary contact Kevin May of Hi-Fly’n 

Productions at kevin@hiflyn.com . Phone 651-260-3965 

http://www.meetjoestone.com 

http://hiflyn.com 

www.ItsRainingSoWhat.com 
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