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by Bill Dupes 

“Water is the softest substance in the 
world, yet it can penetrate granite. 
… Empty your mind; be formless, 
shapeless, like water. If you put water 
into a cup, it becomes the cup. If you 
put water into a bottle, it becomes 
the bottle. … Water can flow … or it 
can crash. Be water, my friend.” 

— Bruce Lee 

Life is a dynamic force, in constant 
change, like flowing water. For 
Nick Springer, however, the 
course of his life has been 
somewhat more turbulent 
than the life most of us have 
experienced. 

Friday the 13th movies aside, summer 
camps are usually a safe, pleasant experi-
ence for children. The same was true for 
Nick in the summer of 1999, at a camp in 
western Massachusetts, until the night of 
August 6, when he contracted meningo-
coccal meningitis at the age of 14. Nick 
now believes he caught the disease by shar-
ing a water bottle during an overnight hike. 

Meningitis is rare and difficult to diag-
nose. It starts out looking like the 

flu or a migraine but progresses 
rapidly. Symptoms include 

headache, fever, vomiting, numbness, stiff 
neck, disorientation, confusion, seizures 
and purple spots on the skin. Adolescents 
and young adults account for nearly 30 
percent of all cases in the U.S.; one out 
of four in this age group dies within the 
first 24 to 36 hours. The lucky ones who 
survive usually experience brain damage, 
multiple organ failure, deafness or septi-
cemia (blood poisoning), which usually 
results in amputations. 

“Like a Tornado” 
Since there was a flu virus going around, 
Nick wasn’t overly concerned when he 
started to feel feverish with an upset 
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stomach. He spent the n ght n the 
nfirmary and woke up fee ng a tt
better the next morn ng. Back at h s tent, 
however, he soon started vom ng aga n. 

egs gave out and a purp e b otch 
appeared on h s sk n, a s gn o ood 
po son ng. He was mmed ate y rushed 
to the nearest hosp ta where, ow ng 
the d agnos s that he had contracted 
men ng s, he was transferred to a second 
hosp ta that was better equ pped to 
hand e the d sease. 

The ect on n h s b oodstream ate 
away at h s t ssues, start ng w th h s hands 
and egs. When h s k dneys shut down, 

ck was p aced on d ys s. W th on
a 10 percent est mate o surv va , N ck 
was g ven the ast r tes and, at a doctor’s 
urg ng, ca ed h s mother to te her he 
oved her. “They thought t was the ast 
th ng he was go ng to say,” says Nancy 
Spr nger. “That’s how th s d sease h ts. L ke 
a tornado.” 

ck made t through the n ght, but h
cond on rema ned unstab e. When h
temperature shot up to 108 degrees a week 
ater, N ck’s parents once aga eared they 
were go ng to ose h m. H ever subs ded 
eventua y, and for the next two months 
he was kept n a med ca nduced coma. 
Dur ng th s t me, surgeons were orced 
to amputate N ck’s arms and egs to stop 
the advanc ng gangrene from spread ng to 
the rest o s body. Seventeen surger es 
ater, when N ck awoke rom h s coma 
October, h s r ght arm ended at m dpo nt, 

eft a ew nches be ow the e bow, and 
egs above the knee. 

A Groundswe of Concern 
The Spr ngers now speak out pub y to 
et parents know that men ng s threatens 
ch dren, teens and young adu ts wherever 
they gather. Men ngococca men ng
s transm tted through a rborne drop ets 
and d rect contact w th ected peop e, 
such as cough ng, k ss ng or shar ng dr nks, 

garettes or eat ng utens s. L esty
factors strong y assoc ated w th men ng
nc ude crowded ng cond ons, go ng 
to bars, and rregu ar s eep ng patterns (
other words, the average co ege student 
a dorm). 

What most peop e don’t know, however, 
s that 80 percent of ado escent men ng
cases are preventab e. N ck and h s mother, 
Nancy, a co- ounder o the Nat ona Men-
ng s Assoc at on, have worked to ra se 
awareness about the men ng s vacc ne 
and other prevent ve measures. Together, 
they have been work ng toward pass ng 
eg at on that wou d requ re that parents 
rece ve ormat on about the d sease so 
they can make an nformed dec on about 
protect ng the r ch dren from men ng s. 

The Centers for D sease Contro and 
Prevent on recent y voted to recommend 
rout ne men ngococca sease mmun za-

on for a young ado escents (11 to 12 
years o age), ado escents at h gh schoo
entry (15 years of age) and a res dent 
co ege freshmen. More than 30 states now 
requ re co ege freshmen to be nformed 

the d sease and the vacc ne, and New 
York and Massachusetts have passed a aw 
that requ res overn ght summer camps, as 
we as co eges, to prov de the nforma-

on. From a pub c hea th perspect ve, 
the vacc ne sn’t cons dered cost-e fect ve, 

nce the d sease s re at ve y rare, af ect ng 
about 3,000 a year and k ng about 300. 
But most parents wou d probab y prefer 
to make that dec on themse ves than 
rece ve the k nd o phone ca the Spr ng-
ers had n August 1999. 

Go ng W th the F ow 
Because mu e- mb amputat ons are 
re at ve y uncommon, hea thcare pro-
fess ona s are somet mes uncerta
se ect ng the most appropr ate treatment 
methods. Wh e many o the procedures 
used or s ng e or b atera amputat ons 
are appropr ate or mu e- mb ampu-
tees, there are nev tab e d erences no 
two cases are a ke. St , there are a few 
common e ements among ch dren w th 
mu e amputat ons: 

• Ear y prosthet c and adapt ve 
equ pment fitt ng and tra ng 

ta the sooner, the better. 
• Most accept ower- mb prostheses 

but re ect upper ones. 
• Parenta and ch ngenu ty and 

capac ty for nnovat on are 
tremendous. 

• Most are average ch dren who are 
very soc y adept and have 
phys ca y adapted to the
env ronment. 

These ch dren use the nte gence, 
strength o , flu ty o nd, sense o
creat ty, and ab ty to earn to success-
fu y overcome obstac es. N ck, now 19, 
no d erent. 

“N ck sn’t rea nto p ann ng,” says h
father, Gary. “He can dea th most any 

tuat on or go w th the flow. I someth ng 
sn’t access e, he’ ther make t acces-

e or ust find another way.” 

ck has been dr ng s nce he was 16. 
though he regu ar y wears a pa r of pros-

thet egs equ pped w th m croprocessors, 
he prefers not to use upper- mb prostheses. 
He grabs h s car keys w th h s teeth, wh ch 
serve as subst tutes or h s hands. W th 
the r he p, he a so opens bott e caps and 
even the front-door screen to h s house by 
gr pp ng a str ng t ed to the door hand
and whee ng h s cha r backwards. He has 

se ront tooth to rep ace the one he 
ost p ay ng hockey, so he doesn’t worry 
much about ch pp ng t. 

After dr ng the ob gatory m -van or 
the past three years, N ck now dr ves a 
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sleek Dodge Magnum with hand controls. There’s still plenty of room 
for his rugby chair, regular chair and sled, but without the “soccer 
mom” look. 

“I really haven’t needed to do a lot of modifications at home or at 
school,” Nick says. “At home, we put a ramp in the living room to 
avoid the two steps when I’m in my chair, and we added a handrail 
for the two steps when I have my legs on. Everything else is on the 
same floor. My parents installed a roll-in shower, but I never used it; I 
preferred the old one.” 

At school, the only modifications they needed to make was changing 
the door and faucet handles to levers so Nick could just push them 
to open the door and turn on the faucets. In class, he has access to a 
note-taker, but he usually takes notes himself by putting the pen into 
the crook of his elbow and writing. 

“My major is communications, with a minor in creative writing,” 
Nick says. “I am interested in film and plan on taking more courses 
in that direction. I have also been thinking of taking political science 
courses. I’m currently taking a course called ‘Argument and Debate,’ 
which makes my dad a little nervous.” In promoting the meningitis 
vaccine, Nick has had the opportunity to speak before health orga-
nizations and legislatures in a number of state capitols. “I have found 
the politics and campaigning for this important program very interest-
ing,” Nick adds, “but I’m only a freshman, and I have time to decide.” 

Thunder and Lightning 
Nick proudly wears two tattoos. His right forearm bears the image of 
a burning shamrock – a symbol of his Irish descent and a tribute to 
the New York Fire Department’s Burn Unit at New York Hospital, 
where his life was saved. On his left shoulder is the “Hammer of 
Thor” (the Norse god of thunder), which he hopes will endow him 
with the strength of the gods and bring him luck on the court or on 
the ice. 

Nick was part of a group of paraplegics and amputees who started a 
New York sled hockey team organized by the United Spinal Associa-
tion in 2001. In sled hockey, players sit strapped to a sled and use two 
sticks, each with picks at one end to help them move along on the 
ice and a narrow paddle on the other end to control the puck. With 
the help of his father and a family friend who was a welder, Nick used 
a pair of “hockey arms” attached securely to his residual arms with 
elastic bands and plenty of duct tape. These arm extensions and the 
specialized hockey sticks were designed so that the sticks would snap 
onto the extensions quickly and easily. Although the innovation 
was successful, it wasn’t accomplished without a certain amount of 
trial and error. On more than one occasion, a game would come to a 
screeching halt as the players stopped to watch one of Nick’s sticks go 
skittering by, followed closely by one of his “arms.” 

Nick’s love of hockey led to a similar interest in quad (wheelchair) 
rugby (see “The Most Dangerous Game,” pages 16-17), which set into 
motion a series of events that resulted in his enrollment last year at 
Eckerd College in St. Petersburg, Florida. 

“When I began playing quad rugby, I wanted to find a strong team 
to grow with,” Nick says. “But, after the last couple of New York 
winters, I wanted to be in a warmer climate. It’s tough with the 
prosthetics and wheelchair in the winter.” He was approached at 
a tournament by members of the Sarasota-Bradenton Hoveround 
Lightning, a Florida quad rugby team, and they asked where he 
planned to go to school and suggested that he come down and 
play with them. “Eckerd was such a good school for me that the 
choice was easy,” Nick says. 

Perpetual Motion 
Water, even in a lake, must keep moving or it will become 
stagnant. We all experience setbacks in life; the important thing 
is to refuse to let the problem stop us. It is through problem-solv-
ing, and the problem itself, that we evolve. Nick shares the same 
philosophy. In 2000, he returned to the summer camp where it all 
began, only a couple of months after leaving the hospital. “I didn’t 
know if I was going to stay a day or a week,” Nick admits. “We 
were all just taking it as it came. I ended up staying the entire four-
week session. The next year, I signed up for the camp’s Summer 
Abroad program and went with a group of able-bodied kids and 
counselors. Russia was a little rough in the wheelchair, but Sweden 
was great, very accessible. I’ve spent time in Norway and would 
love to go back there. I was in Mexico last year, which was a lot 
of fun. Next would be anywhere. I am ready for anything.”  

For more information about the National Meningitis Association, 
please call 866/FONE-NMA (366-3662) or visit www.nmaus.org 
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