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Praise for Kevin Atlas




To those passionately pursuing their dreams until they become reality.

To all whose hearts have not been hardened by a challenging life.

And to those with faith in humanity… may you adapt and overcome!







AUTHOR’S NOTE

My name is Kevin Atlas. It’s a cool name, right? I actually chose it on my own. I think it’s more fitting for a man who has traveled to all fifty states and seven continents except for Antarctica in my first thirty years of life. I’m a globetrotter, a philanthropist, and an entrepreneur, and I’ve come a long way from being the son of an electrician. No disrespect to my father, Wayne, or to my given name, Laue. I changed my name simply because I’ve outgrown it. Allow me to explain.

I was a crippled boy in a broken household who couldn’t even pass a class until high school. I was diagnosed with ADHD and dyslexia, and I also had a speech impediment. I had to witness both of my parents pass away before their time. I wasn’t given much in life, so I had to learn, adapt, hustle, and transform.

You see, that kid who faced so much adversity has grown up to become the face of a three-billion-dollar company. That “crippled boy” accomplished his dream of becoming the first D-1 basketball player to play with a disability. That young man with ADHD, dyslexia, and a speech impediment now travels to speak to hundreds of thousands of people around the world as a motivational speaker.

To me, Atlas represented a fresh start, a completely new beginning. I chose it not because I think I can carry the weight of the world on my shoulders but because I am determined to do my part to help. It takes a lot of shoulders to lift up the world and change lives.

My life is truly a rags-to-riches story. I can’t deny I am blessed. I can’t pretend it was easy. I spent more nights crying myself to sleep than I can count. But through the stress, depression, and defeat, I found happiness.

And that happiness is what I want for you because, simply put, you deserve it. Everyone does. The truth is that most people are too fearful to get out there and work for it. I wrote this book in hopes that I could help you grow from the knowledge I’ve learned on my own journeys. I want to help you find what you’re passionate about. Hopefully, the story of my travels, my challenges, my triumphs, and my failures can inspire you to get off the sidelines of life and get in the game.
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MY CRAZY JOURNEY


“Being aware of your fear is smart. Overcoming it is the mark of a successful person.”

—SETH GODIN


Mom always told me, “Kevin, God has something special planned for you. His favor is resting on your life.” But I never really believed her.

My circumstances directly contradicted what she said. It was easier to look at the problems and challenges I was facing than it was to believe that there could ever be a plan or a purpose for my life.

You see, I was born without a left hand or forearm. On Friday, April 13, 1990, as I was making my way into the world, the umbilical cord that had given me life for nine months threatened to strangle that life out of me as it wrapped itself around my unborn neck. I managed to stop it—with my left arm. The cord wrapped so tightly around the arm that it severed it below the elbow, but the loss of that limb also likely saved my life.

Being born into the world under such a grim set of circumstances on a day—Friday the 13th—that so many people have dark suspicions about could’ve been disheartening to my mother, but she chose a different approach. My mom was a religious lady, and she taught me that the date of my birth actually represented something very unique, very special. April 13—4/13—brought an important Bible verse to her mind that would serve as a daily reminder to me that no matter what challenge I faced in life, I could accomplish all things through faith. It was a verse she would remind me of often. It was a bold and inspiring thought for a young man with a disability. “I can do all things” (Philippians 4:13). The truth I found in this simple verse helped transform my life from something that could have been negative, that could have pulled me down into the depths of depression and despair, into something positive. It helped me embrace the positivity that could turn my greatest challenges into my greatest strengths.

Still, growing up without a left forearm and hand was difficult, to say the least. In addition to the awkward glances at my arm and facing the normal obstacles of everyday life that most people take for granted, like learning to tie my shoes with one hand, I had also reached the unenviable height of five foot ten by the age of ten! My flaming red hair did not help my social situation either. I stood out in the crowd. For most of my early childhood, I was shuffled between the two households of my divorced parents. I loved them both. Both were great people, and both loved me. But for someone struggling to find his way in the world, this constant shuffle just added one more complication.

To say that I harbored a deep grudge against God would be an understatement. (By the way, I don’t feel sorry for myself throughout the entire book, just some of the time—so hang in there with me!)

Fortunately for me, I had sports as a way to feel good about myself and enjoy life. I absolutely loved to play sports. At first, I tried soccer. Why not? It’s a foul to touch the ball with your hand, so it was a level playing field for me. But remember, I was also a pretty big kid for my age. So I pursued my interest in both football and baseball. Even though I had limitations, when I was out on a sports field, the world and all its problems evaporated in my mind. All that mattered to me in those moments was playing the game.

When I was in seventh grade, a friend of mine decided to go out for the school basketball team, and he wanted me to try out with him. If you’ve lived in a cave your entire life and have never watched TV, let me point out something obvious to you: Basketball is a decidedly two-handed sport, and I only have one hand. That’s why it came as no surprise to almost everyone else when I was cut from the team.

I, however, was completely stunned.

I didn’t make the team? But I was the tallest kid out there, and it wasn’t even close! At least I could have made it tough for shorter kids—everyone else—to score close to the basket.

I was devastated.

Until this point in my life, my mother had always encouraged me by telling me that I could do anything I set my mind to. I’d played other sports with some degree of success. Why had I been cut from basketball?

I was determined to prove them wrong. And over the next year, I worked my tail off to improve my basketball skills. I used that initial failure as fuel to make the eighth-grade team. I woke up at six in the morning every day to run the block with my neighbor. I spent all my free time shooting baskets at the park, and I joined several basketball club teams over the next summer. I figured I had to work twice as hard to be as skilled as a two-handed player, so that is what I set my mind to do: work twice as hard and get twice as good.

Denying someone with a disability access to normal opportunities in society is obviously against the law. But there are still natural barriers to participating in specialized activities, including sports, for most people, especially people with a disability.

But this is also the part of my story where I stopped feeling defeated by what I didn’t have. Being denied the chance to do what I thought I had the potential to do ignited something deep within me. For the first time in my life, I had both a purpose and a passion to succeed. I became the most committed basketball player in the school that year—even if I wasn’t on the team.

I’m going to get in the game, I told myself. It became my mantra. I’m getting in the game!

My mom stayed up praying for me all night before the eighth-grade tryouts. I’m not being figurative. She literally stayed up all night. Now that’s love! And probably also a bit of desperation and worry—she didn’t want to see me get hurt again like I had the year before. Apparently, someone was listening to her prayers. When the list of those who made the team was posted, I scanned it from the top to the bottom. I almost gave up, but there it was. My name was listed—at the bottom of the page. I had received the very last spot on the basketball team. I was now officially a basketball player!

I was in the game.

As the next several years went by, I continued to pursue my newfound passion for the sport of basketball by joining several AAU traveling teams. Private coaches worked with me to help me master—or at least adapt to—certain aspects of the game that were more difficult because I had only one hand. By the time I was a senior in high school, I was the team captain and MVP.

Now, that is not to say that I didn’t have a major advantage as well. When you are approaching being seven feet tall in high school, you don’t face many players who can match your height.

But most of the notice given to me was because of my missing arm. I was bombarded with media attention for playing as well as I did with just one hand. I was given a full-page highlight in the Super Bowl edition of Sports Illustrated. President George W. Bush saw the article and asked to meet me, so I had the honor of meeting the president of the United States at the San Francisco airport as he stepped off Air Force One. I felt as if I was on top of the world. Little did I know at the time how I was about to be brought back to earth—and hard.

The biggest game we played that season was against Monta Vista High School, the only school in our conference that had a record that challenged our own. The gym was packed with nearly fifteen hundred spectators—including several college scouts who had come to watch me play. Our little high school arena was bursting at the seams. As the clock wound down, we led by two points. But then a guard on Monta Vista hit a three that put us down one point with only six seconds remaining on the clock. It was the kind of nail-biter I had always dreamed of playing in.

Our point guard drove the ball down the court. He shot a layup that bounced off the front rim. As I jumped to dunk it for the win, I was nailed by another player who was going for the ball from the side. On the way down, I landed on my leg the wrong way, causing what I later found out to be a stress fracture in my fibula. The foul put me on the free throw line for a 1-and-1 with 0.3 seconds remaining. Maybe it was the large crowd or the college scouts that I knew were in the gym. Maybe it was the pressure of being down one point with an opportunity to win the biggest game of the season. Maybe it was the throbbing in my fractured leg. But for whatever reason, when I shot the ball, it rolled off the right side of the rim, resulting in a humiliating missed free throw and our team’s defeat to our archrival.

Incidentally, there are great players at all levels of basketball, including the NBA, who have missed the front end of a 1-and-1. It’s not the end of the world. But at that moment, it sure felt like it.

I hobbled up and down the court for several more games that season until my leg gave out and collapsed beneath me. The pain had been constant since the injury, but painkillers and my stubbornness to admit that I was hurt helped me to show the world I was a tough guy. The stupidity of refusing to admit I was in pain—because that would show weakness and I was intent on proving to myself and to the world how strong I was—just made the injury worse. It was inevitable. My senior season was over. I clunked around school with a crutch and my foot in a boot, feeling like everything I had worked so hard for had been yanked away from me.

Unfortunately—and occasionally humorously—using a crutch for my left leg without a left hand was a bit of a challenge. The pain in my leg I could handle. But the pain of sitting at the end of the bench for the rest of the season, all hopes of playing Division I ball a huge question mark, was devastating.

After years of growth physically, mentally, and spiritually, this setback was the straw that broke the camel’s back on my fragile sense of optimism. The next few months were an angry, negative blur even as I prepared to graduate. I was miserable to be around. I was ranting and raving to anyone who crossed my path.

Of course, my story didn’t end here. It’s obvious, but I still have to say it. The love and support of my mom, some incredible friends, and my faith made all the difference and got me back in the game, even if it was with a temporary limp.

My leg healed in time for a final season of summer ball. It allowed me to redeem some college attention, presenting me with the option of playing D-II basketball at San Francisco State on a partial scholarship. Although the school was great, I felt as if I was settling. My dream was to play Division I. A personal friend, Franklin Martin, recommended I try out for the Fork Union Military Academy. The Academy is a postgraduate school in Virginia that would give me a second chance at a D-I scholarship. It was the right idea for me. I got on a plane to fly to Virginia, and my mental and spiritual healing began to catch up with the healing in my left leg.

The Academy actually isolated me from society, allowing me to spend a lot of personal time to become emotionally and spiritually focused. I had been blessed with a loving family, and I was fortunate to be living a life of freedom. I changed at the Academy from a cynical individual to an optimistic inspirer—the person that I believe I still am today.

I learned there that my life wasn’t about my own will; it was all about what I could do to help other people and give back from the blessings I had been given. With the help of Coach Fletcher Arritt and a healthy dose of patience and perseverance from countless people throughout that time, I received a D-I scholarship to Manhattan College in New York. I was the first player in NCAA D-I history to have a missing limb and receive a full ride basketball scholarship!

I was in the game.

Several weeks after I signed with Manhattan College, a news article ran in the New York Times about the scholarship. A Manhattan alumnus called the college’s head basketball coach, Barry Rohrssen, to tell him he had seen the article—and it had put him in tears. He went on to explain that his newborn son had been born with just one hand, and since the birth he had felt almost devastated. As a father, he had been looking forward to bonding with his firstborn son by playing catch or going fishing together. Now he wasn’t certain what the future held for his child. But when he saw me in the New York Times article, he called my new coach to tell him of his newfound joy in his infant son. He had just realized that if a one-handed kid could play basketball at a D-I level, his son was going to be able to do anything. This moment made a huge impression on me.

It made me much more aware of how my perseverance in basketball and in life could have a tremendous effect on others. When I eventually met this alumnus in person, I was at basketball practice. As I was talking to him, I noticed that my shoe was untied, and without thinking, I bent down to tie it. By the time I stood back up, he was weeping. He had noticed that I could tie my shoes with one hand, and he knew his son would










PRAISE FOR KEVIN ATLAS


“Kevin’s ability to overcome adversity is a testament to his character, and I admire his strong spirit and resolve. Kevin’s dedicated efforts are setting a fine example for people across America.”

GEORGE W. BUSH
President of the United States




“Kevin’s remarkable and perfectly told story will make you laugh, cry, and think.”

BILL WALTON
Hall of Fame NBA Player




“Kevin is an intriguing subject, smart, affable, and with a dry wit.… [His documentary] is a memorable account of an inspiring struggle to finish on top.”

NEW YORK TIMES




“Kevin is a true inspiration to the game of basketball.”

BOBBY KNIGHT
Hall of Fame Basketball Coach




“Kevin touches every athlete, every businessperson, every parent, everyone.… He has overcome more than what ten people combined experience and has come out on top.”

TOM SCLAFANI
President of Coaches Choice USA/Select
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FIRST ONE-ARMED BASKETBALL PLAYER IN NCAA DIVISION 1
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