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Hello Listeners. Thanks for joining us today for this edition of Columbia Chronicles.  If you’re 

interested in learning more about our community and how it works, you’ve come to the right 

place.  It’s your chance to better understand how the news… may affect you and your life…. 

And all it takes is about five minutes of your time. Today’s topic revolves around Health & 

Public Safety in the Midlands. 

 

It’s 4 o’clock in the morning. You’ve set multiple alarms because you are not great at waking up 

that early and you don’t want to be late for practice.  Then there’s school, work, and practice 

again. This is the life of an athlete.  Today, reporter Dan Stein introduces us to an athlete with 

more than your typical story to tell. 

 

FULL EPISODE TRANSCRIPT 

 

Dan: 

Mackenzie Johnson has made a name for himself in the world of sports. 

 

((Nats Full :02 Alarm Sounds))  

 

Dan: 

For years, he woke up early, putting in the extra hours to succeed as an athlete. 

Growing up in Spartanburg, South Carolina, he was always active in the community, 

especially in sports. 

 

Mackenzie: 

I never played basketball growing up except for in church league. I played football 

mostly in high school. 

 

Dan: 

 After graduating, Johnson planned to go to college – maybe even play a little ball. He 

wound up at Wofford.  But on November 5th of 2016, life took a terrible turn. While sitting on a 

balcony with friends during a trip to Gatlinburg, Johnson lost his balance and fell more than 40 

feet.  He woke up in the hospital hours later, surrounded by nurses and doctors. 

 

Mackenzie: 

I had impacted my spinal cord. So, I had an injury at the T 12 T 11 vertebrae and the 

pressure caused from the fracture and in the spine, put pressure on my spinal cord to the point 

where it damaged it. So, I had lost sensation and mobility from the waist down.  

  

Dan: 



 It was a permanent injury.  He would never walk again or play sports…at least that’s 

what he thought. At the Shepherd Center in Atlanta, that started to change.  He went there to 

rehab - where they specialize in brain and spinal cord injuries.    

 

Mackenzie: 

I got a lot of rehab there and I learned how to do just the small tasks that we do every day 

that you don't think much about. I was 18 and thought I was on top of the world and then all of a 

sudden, I needed assistance opening doors. 

 

Dan: 

But while he was rehabbing, a whole different kind of door opened. Someone mentioned 

playing wheelchair basketball… said he’d make a great center. Johnson was skeptical.  How 

could it be? He was barely able to get around. 

 

But, after months of recovery, his dreams of playing ball started to come true. First, it 

was a wheelchair basketball camp. And then, before he knew it, the recruiters started calling.  

 

Mackenzie: 

I’m 22 years old. I go to Auburn University studying accounting, and in my free time the 

little bit that I do have, I play wheelchair basketball. 

 

Dan: 

 Today, he plays in a Division 1 intercollegiate league. 11 universities compete… 

including Auburn and Alabama in the S-E-C. There isn’t one at Carolina just yet and Clemson 

just started one. He says his family has played a big part in his recovery and always been there to 

support his hoop dreams. 

 

Mackenzie: 

  I think they enjoy it just as much as I do, but my family has always motivated me to work 

hard and be the best at whatever I decided to do. 

 

Dan: 

 Johnson has also gotten a lot of support from NBA Hall-of-Famer Bill Walton, who he 

met by accident at a roadside gas station.   

 

Mackenzie: 

  So, I thought the next best highlight of my trip was I was going to get a picture with Bill 

Walton.  I approached him for a picture and he said, “sure young man, I’ll take a picture with 

you.” 

 

Dan: 

 It happened in San Diego, where Walton had started something called the Challenged 

Athlete Foundation.  Years of basketball had destroyed Walton’s knees, hurt his back and made 

it impossible for Walton to get back to his first love – riding a bike. 

 

Mackenzie: 



  He was left pretty crippled. He was left pretty bad, uh, to the point where he was on the 

floor and wasn't sure if he would move again. I don't know if he, his mindset was at the point 

where he didn't really want to get up. Uh, but CAF was able to show him that there were people 

and in worse situations, and he was in similar situations to him and that we're all athletes. Uh, 

and they, they rekindled that fire in him and now he cycles all the time, uh, for challenge 

athletes. 

 

Dan: 

Johnson’s relationship with Bill Walton and the Challenged Athletes Foundation has 

changed his life completely. 

 

Mackenzie: 

They were actually the ones who bought me my first sports chair that allowed me to have 

the equipment I needed to go down to Auburn and be a part of the team. 

 

Dan: 

 What could have been a tragic tale has had a storybook ending. 

 

 Mackenzie: 

  A lot of people say that, you know, if I was in your shoes, I could never do it. But thing is 

you don’t know you can do it until you’re put in that situation. And that’s what happened. My 

back was against the wall and I had to keep fighting and see another brighter day. 

 

((Nats Full :02 Alarm Sounds))  

 

Dan: 

A day that still starts early but with an entirely different purpose than what he’d planned 

in his younger years. 

 

Mackenzie: 

I'd actually be interested in heading up a program at the University of South Carolina. 

Um, you know, we can't let the Tigers when everything. 

 

Dan: 

 For Carolina Insider… I’m Dan Stein. 

 

Columbia Chronicles provides in-depth coverage of news and issues important to the greater 

Columbia community. It’s produced through a partnership between the University of South 

Carolina’s School of Journalism and Mass Communications and Garnet Media Group.  

For a full transcript of today’s episode, go to 

www.garnetmedia.org/podcasts 

www.garnetmedia.org/columbiachronicles 
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