HEROES

It is a cliché to say that simply getting to the start line is a victory for many Paralympians, but it is a cliché that contains a very powerful truth. Phrases such as “triumph over adversity” are used a little too easily and are often applied to athletes who compete with niggling injuries, but the Paralympians show us the real meaning of that triumph.

It is difficult to understand the courage of the individuals who competed at the Beijing Games – or any Paralympics for that matter. The way that they live their lives makes a mockery of the term disability. Disability suggests an incapacity of some kind but, although these athletes need to do some things differently, there’s nothing that they can’t do.

The stories of these athletes are an inspiration. American shot-putter Scott Winkler, who became paraplegic after an accident while serving in Iraq, only started his sport in 2006. A year later he claimed the world shot put record and later became the first Iraq veteran to join the US Paralympic team.

South African swimmer Natalie Du Toit was an elite swimmer who narrowly missed qualification for the Sydney Olympics in 2000 but was considered a strong chance for Athens in 2004 – until an accident in 2001 claimed her leg. Not that it stopped her. She was back in the water within six months and had qualified for the final of the 800m freestyle at the 2002 Commonwealth Games less than two years after her accident. She went on to gain five Paralympic gold medals in 2004 - and then competed in the Beijing Summer Olympics in the 10km open water swim.

Equestrian sport is dangerous and there would be few people who understand that better than Aussie Grace Bowman, who competed in the Paralympic dressage. Grace became a paraplegic as a result of a riding accident at the age of 12, which would be enough of a challenge for most families to deal with. Unfortunately for Grace, equestrian sport was to go on to deliver another blow when her mother was killed in a riding accident.

One of the most remarkable people of all is China’s superfish, He Junquan. He lost both of his arms as the result of electrocution when he was a toddler, but he’s still able to move through the water with remarkable speed. In order to touch at the end of a race or to turn, he has to slam his head into the wall, but this heroic athlete has the biggest smile in world sport.

These are just four of the more than 4,200 inspirational stories of the 2008 Beijing Paralympics. Make no mistake, this is sport at its very best. 

