
 

 

Troy softball player Tara Blackwell will do whatever it takes to walk again  

Tom Ensey Montgomery Advertiser  

 

TROY -- When she played softball for Troy University, Tara Blackwell was a scrapper. 

She wasn't the most talented player, but she hated to lose. She spent extra time in the 

weight room and the batting cage. She cheered the loudest in the dugout and, often as not, 

got the party started after the game. In the last game she played, in her last at-bat, she 

drove in the game-winning run. The next day, she broke her neck. It happened April 10, 

2005, at practice in Nashville, Tenn., on a tournament off day. Tara was turning back 

flips. A former high school cheerleader, it was a thing she did at practice to keep things 

loose. And, yeah, she liked to show off. But something went wrong. She came down on 

her head, on a concrete sidewalk. Teammate Sally Jones was standing a few feet away. 

She can still close her eyes and see it a year later. She can hear it, too. "It was the worst 

sound I've ever heard," Jones said. "There's no other sound like it. I thought she was 

dead." Tara remembers everything, too, in sketchy slow motion. She hit the ground and 

felt things breaking. She went limp, couldn't move. She knew immediately what had 

happened. At first, there was no pain. Then it came in a flood, and it was horrible. But 

she never lost consciousness until the medics cut off her uniform and shot her with 

morphine.  

  

After many hours of surgery, she woke up in ICU. 

 

Her spine was broken in three places. She was a quadriplegic. 

 

'She just won't quit' 

 

A year later, Tara's back on campus and working out five days a week. 

 

She has no feeling from the chest down. 

 

Still, she rehabs several hours a day, first in the weight room, then in the training room. 

She makes it to most softball practices and games and is continuing her education by e-

mailing questions and answers to her teachers. 

 

She's a good student, but studying is harder now. It's hard to turn the pages in the books. 

 

A nurse comes to her house about 7 a.m. and helps Tara bathe, brush her teeth, tie her 

hair back in a ponytail and put on clothes and makeup. Then Tara's roommate, Cherise 

Crisman, who is Troy's assistant athletic trainer, drives her to treatment in a van designed 

to carry her motorized wheelchair. 

 

She arrives at the weight room by 9. Though she can move her arms a little, she has no 

function in her hands. She can't grasp. But she has gotten so good at flipping her wrists so 



that her thumbs and fingers form a clamp, she has fooled some of her coaches into 

thinking she's getting strength back in her hands. 

 

She's like that, said Troy's head athletic trainer, Chuck Ash. 

 

"She works her butt off," he said. "Her spirit is incredible. And on bad days, she fakes it. 

She just won't quit." 

 

Tara truly believes her condition is temporary and that the work she's doing will heal her. 

She believes if she keeps her body strong, and if science can do just a little bit to help her, 

somehow she'll walk again. 

 

The hope is real. 

 

She's a candidate for experimental, stem-cell surgery that has shown promising results in 

tests on rats and primates. Despite limited federal funding caused by federal legislation, 

human tests could begin in a few years at a hospital in Bogota, Colombia. 

 

Coming back 

 

Tara's strength coach, Richard Shaughnessy, said she's made tremendous progress in the 

weeks she's been back. Her biceps are good; she can pull. Her triceps, the pushing 

muscles, are weak, but improving. 

 

She performs an hourlong workout each morning with Shaughnessy. She does curls and 

pull-downs with a rubber strap. She punches a 50-pound heavy bag, throws and catches a 

ball, leans forward against resistance, then pushes against her own weight, as if trying to 

get up from a fall. 

 

Shaughnessy and Crisman, as well as other coaches and friends, decided that Tara needed 

to return to school, which had the weights and training facilities where she could work to 

help herself. She was living at home with her parents, doing limited rehab at a hospital in 

Pensacola, Fla. 

 

It didn't have the facilities or the equipment she needed. 

 

"She didn't need to be learning how to roll over in bed," said Crisman, who stayed with 

Tara after her injury in Nashville. Later, she accompanied Tara to Atlanta, to the 

Shepherd Center, a hospital for patients with catastrophic spinal injuries. 

 

"She needed to get back to where she could feel like an athlete again," Crisman said. 

 

Tara lives at Crisman's house, and Crisman is her caregiver. They like each other, eat 

together, hang out. They're roommates. 

 



"This stopped being a job to me a long time ago," said Crisman, who graduated from 

Troy in 1994 and has worked there for eight years. 

 

"Tara's really just like any other college kid. She's the same person she ever was." 

 

Tara had grown frighteningly weak, Shaughnessy said. But she's coming back. 

 

"She's made so much progress," he said. "You can see it every day. I work her, too, just 

like I used to. I just don't cuss her quite as much." 

 

In the training room, she rides a special bicycle, called a "stim-bike," for two hours a day. 

She can pull straight up to it and work her legs, sitting in her wheelchair. Trainers attach 

electrodes to her legs so the electricity makes the muscles fire. She grinds away, listening 

to music on her iPod. Two hours are the equivalent of 12,000 steps, about what an active 

person would take in a day. Her legs, which had gotten spindly, are regaining muscle 

tone. 

 

She works on other motor skills, as well. Ash asked two local women, Betty Vance, a 

school nurse, and Anne Thompson, a retired kindergarten teacher, to use their experience 

working with small children to come up with things for Tara to do to retrain the smaller 

muscles. A few weeks ago, she spent an afternoon removing quarters from a lump of 

putty. She has painted with finger paints or a sponge. She plays "go fish" with Vance, 

struggling to handle the cards. 

 

She tried knitting, but failed. Her fingers wouldn't work. 

 

"She just wasn't ready for it yet," said Vance, "but boy, she gave it all she had. She tried 

as hard as she could." 

 

Keeping hope 

 

Tara has kept hope, even in the worst times. 

 

In the days after the accident, she could barely speak because her muscles couldn't force 

air over her vocal chords. She couldn't cough, and worse, she'd had a bad cold before the 

injury. 

 

"The only way people could tell I was trying to cough was that my nostrils flared," Tara 

said. 

 

The nurses performed a Heimlich maneuver on her every 30 minutes, until she was 

bruised and sore. It was miserable. 

 

Some nights, she'd wake up and feel like she was drowning. She couldn't breathe, she 

couldn't move. It wasn't a nightmare. It was real. 

 



But she never lost faith. 

 

"I prayed every day," she said. "And I just kept believing that it would get better if I hung 

in there, if I just kept going." 

 

She set small goals. When her team played Georgia Tech in Atlanta, a few weeks after 

the injury, she surprised them, showing up in her chair. 

 

"They cried. I cried," Tara said. 

 

She made it to a fundraiser last summer in her hometown of Pensacola. She completed 

her rehab in Atlanta, came home, returned to school. 

 

Being back on campus has motivated and sustained her. 

 

"I have a routine again, just like I did when I was in college," she said. "I work out. I go 

to rehab. I go to the training room. In here, I'm like any other injured athlete." 

 

She's part of the softball team, Jones said. She goes to team meetings. She helps coach. 

She's able to yell again and her team hears her, loud and clear, cheering them on from the 

dugout. 

 

Her presence means a lot. Her young teammates don't sweat the small stuff anymore. 

 

"When you're having a terrible day, nothing's going right and you just want to scream," 

Jones said, "you see her rolling down the hill to practice. You think 'the least I can do is 

love it.'" 

 

Tara's not the wild child she used to be, she said. She still gets out at night, hitting a few 

of her old hangouts. But it can be sad. 

 

"Aside from softball, the thing I loved most was dancing," she said. "Sometimes, I close 

my eyes and dance again." 

 

She believes she'll get out of her chair and dance one day. She believes it as she pounds 

the heavy bag, works the bike or adjusts the cards in her hand with her teeth. 

 

She'll head to the Kennedy Krieger Institute in Baltimore this summer to undergo a 

multiweek rehab program that will test her readiness to participate in the surgery's first 

human trials. Her new goal is to be in top shape. 

 

"That's why I'm doing this," she said. "I want to be the best candidate they've got. I know 

I'll be one of the first humans to undergo this treatment, so I don't want to get too carried 

away that it's going to make everything better. It's scary and risky. 

 

 



"But I was never worried about taking risks before," she said. "Why should I start now?" 

 

Tara's softball coach, Melanie Davis, recalled talking to Tara soon after the injury. 

 

"I said to her, if anybody could handle this, she could," Davis said. "She's strong enough 

to take it. 

 

"If this surgery can make anybody walk again, it'll be her. She'll do all it takes. She'll 

walk or she'll die trying." 

 

Contact sports writer Tom Ensey at tensey@gannett.com  
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