September 15, 2004

Testimonial About Joe Tompkins

(By Bob Janes, member Juneau Lions Club)

It was a cold January 1988 winter night in Juneau, Alaska when the car careened off the highway and plunged into the trees on the steep bank below.  Joe survived the crash, but he was to be paralyzed from the waist down for the rest of his life.  He was 19 at the time.

I first met Joe in 1989, at our local ski area, Eaglecrest, just a year after the accident.  He showed up on the slopes to see what the Lions Disabled Ski Program was all about.  Our club had started the program in 1980 as a community service project.  It’s purpose was to teach disabled people how to alpine ski.  We started Joe out in the Arroya sled, using a technique called “sit-skiing”.  Cruising down the slopes was not new to him, as he had skied in the past. But doing it without the use of his legs was something else!  He took to it like a duck to water, and by the end of that first day he was on his own, without a tethering skier on the tail rope.  Joe always did like speed, and he did not want to be held back that first day.  That’s why he’s an Olympian champion today!

When the 1990 season started he was on the mono-ski, and stayed with it for several succeeding years.  Then suddenly in 1995 he announced that his dream was to become an Olympian downhill skier.  He was 27 at the time. He immediately established two goals for himself:  (1) To become a member of the U.S. Disabled Ski Team, and (2) to compete in the 2002 Paralympics Winter Games in Salt Lake City.  The Juneau Lions Club recognized his potential, and in December 1996 the club became his first sponsor, by sending him to Colorado for some specialized training in using the mono-ski.  He attended a Mono-Ski Camp at Vail, conducted by Chris Waddell and Sarah Wills, both members of the U.S. Disabled Ski Team.  Several other specialized training events occurred that same month.  Joe was on his way to fame!

I will never forget how proud I was on April 16, 1997 when the Alaska State Legislature honored Joe with a Joint Resolution for his achievement in winning a Bronze Medal at the Canadian National Disabled Championships in Kimberly, British Columbia.  It was one of the first prestigious medals that he earned.  He began to “gather the gold” hardware a little later.  He won his first Gold Medal in January 1999 in a slalom race at Mt. Attish in New Hampshire.  Joe referred to that race as “kind of like getting over the hump, a big deal.  It’s sort of like when you play your father in basketball and he beats you all the time, then you finally beat him.”  In that race, Joe came in ahead of his friend and teammate idol, Chris Waddell. When asked how he felt about that, Joe broke out with his infectious smile and said, “Chris taught me all that I know, but not all that he knows!”

Joe kept on making the headlines.  In December 1999 he made U.S. Disabled Ski Team History by winning a Disabled World Cup Gold Medal.  He was training extremely hard at this time, trying to prepare himself for the 2002 Paralympics just two years away. Joe’s father, Bill, was a very close friend of mine and also a member of our Juneau Lions Club.  
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We had many close talks together about his son – all the way from Joe’s ups and downs while recovering from some pretty bad injuries during his ski racing, to his financial needs of not knowing where the money would come from for continued training. 

Then all of a sudden, 2002 Salt Lake City was here, and Joe was primed and poised for that spectacular event.  He had now achieved his dream, and the two goals that he had set for himself.  I accompanied his family to Salt Lake with his mother, two brothers, three sisters, and lots of cousins.  Everyone was so proud of him.  Sadly, his father was not with us.  Bill had died on September 21, 2001 from a prolonged illness.  But I just felt that his Dad was with us in the stands, cheering his sons on.  I sort of tried to take Bill’s place during those special days of the Paralympics.  I love Joe just like one of my own sons, and I’ll now be looking forward to seeing him compete in the 2006 Winter Paralympics in Torino, Italy.  I know he will be going for the Gold at the age of 38!  

Joe is truly a great role model for young people all over our country, as well as  the foreign countries where he has competed for the past seven years. 
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