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NEW LIFE, 
		  NEW DIRECTION

Reinventing 
Yourself  

After Limb Loss

WORDS ABBEY SMITH
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MANY PEOPLE HAVE GOALS FOR THEIR LIVES, BUT 

WHEN FACING AMPUTATION THOSE PLANS CAN 

CHANGE IN AN INSTANT. A DREAM OF PLAYING COLLEGE 

BASKETBALL OR DANCING IN A BALLET COMPANY 

MIGHT SEEM IMPOSSIBLE AFTER LOSING A LIMB. 

AFTER AMPUTATION, SOME PEOPLE REINVENT 

THEMSELVES OR FIND NEW LIFE PATHS. SOME 

AMPUTEES HAVE FOUND THEMSELVES INSPIRED TO 

BECOME A NURSE, THERAPIST, OR REHABILITATION 

COUNSELOR TO HELP OTHERS IN SIMILAR SITUATIONS.

a teen, Mark Barr spent most of 
his free time playing baseball and 
soccer. At age 14, however, he 
lost his right leg above the knee 
after being diagnosed with osteo-
sarcoma. He wasn’t sure if he’d 

ever be able to play the sports he loved again.
He tried returning to baseball, but found 

it too difficult. Playing soccer wasn’t possible 
either. Wanting to remain active, he rejoined 
his former club swim team and rediscovered 
his love for the water. 

“Not being able to return to baseball and 
soccer was hard, but I was happy to have 
swimming,” says Barr, who first started swim-
ming at age 4. “There is something magical 
about taking your leg off and jumping in the 
pool.”

Although he had once been an accomplished 
swimmer—ranking eighth in the country in 
the 200m individual medley at age 10—he 
now struggled to swim with one leg. Not 
one to give up easily, he gradually rebuilt his 
strength and adapted to balancing in the 
water.

“I realized I only had two choices,” he says. 
“I could have a positive attitude, or I could 
have a negative attitude and feel sorry for 
myself. Luckily, I had great support from  
family and friends that made adopting a posi-
tive attitude the obvious choice for me.”

Following his passion and positivity, Barr 
went on to swim for California Polytechnic 
State University’s Division 1 men’s swim team. 

He was also a member of the U.S. Paralym-
pic swim team between 2003 and 2008, and 
earned a silver medal in the 100m butterfly at 
the 2006 World Championships. After retiring 
from competitive swimming in 2008, he began 
competing in triathlons and soon became a 
four-time national champion in the Paralym-
pic PT2 category and a bronze medalist at the 
2013 World Championships.

Just as his amputation helped steer his path 
as a swimmer, it also led him to his current 
profession as a trauma nurse in the surgical 
intensive care unit (ICU) at Ben Taub Hospital 
in Houston. 

“I was inspired to become a nurse based on 
my experiences with the nurses who cared for 
me during my cancer treatments,” he says. 
“Ten months of chemotherapy meant I got 
to know the healthcare staff very well, and I 
appreciate everything they did for me.”

For Barr, 29, working in the ICU is a re-
warding experience because he’s able to help 
patients who need critical care. He also works 
with patients who have lost limbs and enjoys 
being able to relate to them on a personal level 
while providing an example that they, too, can 
live happy, healthy lives after amputation.

“As a trauma nurse, I’ve learned the power 
of team-work,” says Barr, RN, BSN, CCRN. “No 
nurse can single-handedly manage the load of 
a level-one trauma patient. It takes the entire 
healthcare team—nurses, aides, doctors, and 
pharmacists—to come together to effectively 
care for a critically ill patient.”
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In addition to his 
plans to earn a gradu-
ate degree in either 
nurse anesthesia or 
critical care, Barr is 
training to compete 
in triathlon at the 
Rio 2016 Paralympic 
Games. He’s also 
a member of the 
Challenged Athletes 

Foundation’s (CAF’s) 
elite paratriathlon 
team and a volunteer 
peer visitor through 
Hanger Clinic. 

Make It Possible
As the 2016 U.S. 
Adaptive Surfing 
Champion in the 
standing division, 

Danielle “Dani” Burt 
has accomplished 
quite a bit since los-
ing her right leg.

After graduating 
from high school in 
New Jersey, Burt 
decided to travel in-
stead of attending art 
school. It wasn’t long 
after a move to San 
Diego, however, that 
she was involved in a 
motorcycle crash in 
July 2004. Her right 
leg was amputated 
above the knee the 
following month, 
while she remained in 
a drug-induced coma.

“I had to start all 
over again with the 
assistance of phys-
ical, occupational, 
and speech therapy,” 
says Burt, who had 
to relearn how to sit 
up, walk, and even 
speak. “I was very 
lost during that time 
and had no idea what 
my future would look 
like.”

In the beginning, 
she found it difficult 
to ask others for 
help—especially be-
cause she had been so 
independent before 
the accident. How-
ever, she began to 
develop strong bonds 
with those close to 
her, something she 
says she’ll never take 
for granted. For Burt, 
her experience has 
been about more 
than just herself. It’s 
been about everyone 
who has crossed her 

path, lent a hand, 
listened to her, and 
given her a shoulder 
to cry on. 

“Instead of 
thinking that fear 
and depression are 
weaknesses, consider 
them strengths,” 
Burt says. “Use them 
as motivation to 
push hard and make 
what you think is 
impossible, possible. 
Everyone needs time 
and space to grieve, 
but don’t let that 
take over. Change 
can be scary, but it 
makes you grow as a 
person.” 

Burt uses her 
experiences to help 
others in her current 
role as a physical 
therapist at Sharp 
Memorial Hospital in 
San Diego. 

“I work with 
people who may be 
experiencing the 
worst moments of 
their lives,” says 
Burt, who received 
the hospital’s Eagle 
Spirit Award this 
year. “They’re putting 
their trust in me to 
assist them, and I 
never take that for 
granted.” 

She’s also making 
a name for herself in 
the world of surfing. 
In fact, she’s the first 
known female above-
knee amputee surfer 
in the world and has 
competed in and 
earned top awards 
in events across the 

globe since she first 
began surfing eight 
years ago.

“There’s nothing 
else like surfing,” 
Burt says. “It clears 
my head. I don’t 
think about what I 
do or don’t have. It 
allows me to leave 
everything behind 
and just focus on the 
horizon, looking for 
that next set. Some 
days it’s mellow with 
little peelers, while 
other days the waves 
are big, dark, and 
pounding. It’s like 
life—ever-changing.”

People told her 
she wouldn’t be 
able to continue her 
athletic pursuits 
as an amputee, but 
she pushed through 
and prepared herself 
mentally, physically, 
and emotionally to 
achieve her goals. 
There wasn’t a surf 
prosthesis on the 
market when she 
started surfing, so 
she had to find a way 
to make it possible. 
Now, she’s focused 
on helping other 
amputees make 
their dreams reality 
and has adopted 
the slogan “Make it 
possible.” 

“I want to be 
available to anyone 
looking for advice on 
getting out there,” 
says Burt, who also 
wants to pursue mo-
tivational speaking. 
“It’s just too beautiful 

THERE IS SOMETHING MAGICAL ABOUT TAKING 

YOUR LEG OFF AND JUMPING IN THE POOL.

Mark Barr. Image by Rich Cruse/ 
CrusePhoto.com.
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not to want to share 
with others, and I 
know how impactful 
it has been in my 
own healing.”
 
Never Give Up 
As a student at 
Baylor University, 
John Mabry was 
focused on pursuing 
a career in sports 
broadcasting when a 
car accident changed 
everything and 
forced him to rethink 
the future.

In March 2000, 
Mabry was riding 

in his friend’s SUV 
when the rear tire 
blew, causing the ve-
hicle to roll 12 times 
and kill his friend. 
Mabry’s legs were 
crushed upon impact. 
He spent four weeks 
recovering in the 
hospital and under-
went 14 surgeries 
during the follow-
ing year. Recurring 
infections, however, 
left him to decide be-
tween enduring more 
operations—with  
no guarantee of  
success—or having 

his right leg ampu-
tated below the knee. 
He chose amputa-
tion, and six weeks 
later walked across 
the stage at his col-
lege graduation.

Inspired to help 
others struggling 
with hardships, he 
pursued a master’s 
degree in rehabil-
itation counseling 
from San Diego State 
University while also 
working at CAF. 

“My amputation 
led me to opportuni-
ties that I never had 
before,” says Mabry. 
“I’ve counseled  
others, acted in  
movies, and invented 
a product to help 
other amputees. 
If it wasn’t for my 
amputation, I may 
have had a normal 
desk job.”

In 2005, his cous-
in, an actor, asked 
Mabry for advice to 
better understand 
his role as a character 
who loses his leg. 
This led to Mabry 
being hired as a 
body double, which 
then opened the 
door to more acting 
jobs—including roles 
in Superbad, NCIS, 
Brothers & Sisters, 
and, most recently, 
Mercy Street.

Although he 
seemed to be on 
track with his life, 
Mabry still hadn’t 
come to terms with 
how the accident had 

affected his psyche. 
Driven by fear, he 
turned to alcohol and 
substance abuse as a 
way to cope. 

“I didn’t want to 
look at the trauma 
I’d been through,” he 
says. “I had this drive 
to show everyone I 
was good. But over 
time, I was getting 
worse and becoming 
more depressed. I ex-
ternalized everything 
that was happening. 
I blamed the accident 
for the way I was re-
acting, but, in reality, 
I was the one respon-
sible for the choices I 
was making.”

He spent several 
years in therapy, 
learning how to deal 
with his past experi-
ences as well as his 
current situation. 

“I needed help, 
and I continue to 
need help,” he says. 
“I make a conscious 
effort to be around 
people who support 
me, which helps con-
trol stress and anxi-
ety. I’ve also learned 
not to plan too far 
ahead. I just try to 
focus on the present 
and appreciate every 
moment.”

Mabry also 
works for Addiction 
Campuses, which 
provides treatment 
programs for people 
struggling with drug 
and alcohol addic-
tions. As part of the 
business develop-

ment team, he helps 
people get the help 
they need. His wife 
and children also 
continue to inspire 
him and motivate 
him to stay focused 
and sober.  

“Don’t give up on 
being the person 
who God intends 
you to be,” he says. 
“Although I’ve hit 
life-altering barriers 
and fallen many 
times, I’ve always 
gotten back up.”

For more information, 
visit www.daniburt.com 
and https://mabryliving.
com.

I JUST TRY TO FOCUS ON THE PRESENT AND 

APPRECIATE EVERY MOMENT.

John Mabry. Image by  
Elaine Drabik.
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