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He took a 250¢c bike out
on Nanaimo’s Wastelands
Motocross track for his first
ride on that machine. Un-
familiar with its handling, he
lost contro] on a jump and
hit the ground head first.

The impact shattered the
fifth vertebra in his neck,
leaving Jonker quadriplegic.
After two months’ intensive
care, he was transferred to
Vancouver’s G.F. Strong
Rehabilitation Centre. He
recalls going in full of hope
about the future, but gradu-
ally becoming jaded, until
Art found a new outlet — art.

“I'm an optimist, but it
got to a point when I could
not figure out what to do
next,” he recalls. “It kind of
wore me down.”

For an active person —
who still can’t abide being a
“watcher” when he could be
a “doer” — it was humbling.
Eventually, Jonker was
cajoled into trying mouth
painting.

He had sketched as a
child, and so one day
attempted using a mouth-
stick paintbrush in the G.E
Strong art therapy room. He
was pleased with the result.
Even better, painting was
new, something impossible
to compare to his life before
the accident.

He returned to his apart-
ment to work on his new
skills — incidentally, made
possible by AIM’s donation
of $7,500 for an automated
door opener, which Jonker
needed because he could not
use a key himself.

It became clear that
Jonker could only paint a

small area without an assis-
tant to keep moving his
canvas. He needed an auto-
mated way of doing this,
and was steered to the Tetra
Society of North America, an
independent non-profit that
invents customized assistive
devices for people with dis-
abilities. Tetra was formed

19 years ago by current
Vancouver Mayor Sam
Sullivan, to connect engi-
neers wanting to volunteer
their time to people with dis-
abilities needing some kind
of device created. There are
now 37 Canadian chapters
and two more in the United
States - all based on volun-
teerism within the local com-
munity.

Tetra volunteer Gregg
Harris created a workable
easel late in 2000, which
developed over two years
into the world’s first power
easel. It has helped Jonker to
develop his art to the point
where it can become a com-
mercial venture. There have
been other Tetra projects for
Jonker since, relating to day-
to-day living (a computer
stand and a proposed
system for answering the
phone), that allow him
expression on a daily basis.

Dan LeBlanc, aged 28,
became a ventilator-
dependent quadriplegic in a
dirt-bike accident in Yukon
two years ago, and spent a
year at G.F. Strong.

”About 18 months ago I
was at G.F. Strong, sitting in
my room feeling not too
good,” he recalled.
”Someone came in with a
leaflet about the Disabled
Sailing Association of BC
(DSA BC) and gave it to me.
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client Dan LeBlanc, of Vancouver, BC. Graham'’s technical
genius enabled LeBlanc, a quadriplegic following a dirt-bike

accident, to sail again.

“It gave me a little hope
for the future, but [ was
thinking, first how am 1
going to fit into the boat
because I have this great big
ventilator?”

He asked his recreational
therapist, Mary Clark, how it
would be possible to bring
his ventilator onboard a
small sailboat. She wanted to
make it happen, knowing
that LeBlanc used to sail and
surf before his accident -
and that having sporting
pursuits was vital to his
well-being.

She called around the
world to try to find a boat
for her client, before she con-
tacted Tetra — a sister organi-
zation of the DSA.

“It took time and a lot of
effort from a lot of people,
but eventually I was sitting
on a sailboat with the
biggest smile on my face,”
said LeBlanc. “Finally, I was
out of my wheelchair and in
a sailboat.”

Tetra volunteer David
Graham worked on a team
effort with LeBlanc’s recre-
ational and physiotherapists,

which involved months
developing prototypes and
mock-ups before they were
satisfied the system was safe
enough to go out on the
water. LeBlanc sailed five
times last summer with an
instructor, and intends to go
out solo when DSA sailing
resumes in 2007.

“It lifted me up, just to be
meeting people and on the
water again. Sailing is very
important to me, because it’s
kinda hard for me to do
something outdoorsy. But
before my accident I was
always outdoors doing
stuff.”

For more information:
Association for Injured
Motorcyclists: 604-580-0112
www.amoancouver.com

Tetra Society of North America:
604-688-6464  ext. 108
www.tetrasociety.org

Art Jonker’s website:
www.artsgallery.biz

Disabled Sailing Association
of BC:
www.disabilityfoundation.org/dsa/i
ndex.html
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