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AN INSPIRATION TO ALL

Brianna Salinaro said that training for the 2020 
Paralympics has been “one of the hardest things I’ve 
ever had to do.” (Photo: Courtesy of Brianna Salinaro)
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a set by fellow 
teammate Lexi Shiffl ett 
at the 2017 ParaPan 
American Games 
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America’s First Female 
Taekwondo Athlete 
Ready to Make History

Though just 23, Brianna Salinaro has already placed a 
couple of “fi rsts” on her athletic resume.

Salinaro was not only the fi rst taekwondo athlete with 
cerebral palsy to fi ght on the world stage, but she will be 
the fi rst female Paralympian taekwondo fi ghter to rep-
resent the United States when she competes this sum-
mer at the Tokyo 2020 Paralympics.

“It’s been one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to 
do,” the Massapequa, New York native said from her 
Oklahoma training facility in mid-July, “but, at the 
same time, I love it.”

“It gets my adrenaline going, and that feeling of ac-
complishment is second to none,” Salinaro continued. “I 
don’t get that feeling anywhere else.”

The second-degree black belt said she fi rst became in-
terested in the sport at age 5 but did not commit to 

the mats until she was about 10 years old. 
Salinaro’s drive to be part of the 

2020 Games was amplifi ed after the 
International Paralympic Commit-
tee announced, in January 2015, that 
the Tokyo 2020 Paralym-

pic Games would feature 22 sports, in-
cluding badminton and taekwondo, for 
the fi rst time.

“I distinctly remember my dad saying, 
‘Brianna, let’s watch taekwondo on TV’ 
in 2012 [during the London Olympics], 
and I was like, ‘Absolutely not. I’ll nev-
er be there,’ ” Salinaro recalled, noting 
how she had struggled with self-confi -
dence back then. “Fast forward four years 
to 2016, and I thought, ‘Oh my God, I can be 
in the next games.’ ”

Salinaro competed in the U.S. Open Para-Tae-
kwondo Championships in 2016 — her fi rst Paralym-
pic taekwondo competition — and competed across 
the globe, gaining world ranking points that would count 
towards qualifying for the Tokyo Games. In 2017, she won 
bronze in the women’s K44-58 kg class at her fi rst world 
championships in London.

Before the pandemic, Salinaro also placed in the top four 
in the world and automatically qualifi ed for the Tokyo 2020 
Paralympics — being named to Team USA in January 2020. 
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Local Runner Looks to 
Defend Gold Medal

At just 19 years old, runner Michael 
“Mikey” Brannigan surprised the world 
when he broke away — a full four seconds 
ahead of eight other competitors — in the 
fi nal lap at the 2016 Rio Paralympics.

After becoming the fi rst Paralympic am-
bulatory athlete to break the four-minute 
mile barrier, a month before the 2016 Sum-
mer Games, Brannigan became the fi rst 
American runner with autism to win the 
Paralympic 1500-meter gold in Rio.

“My mom and dad cheered me on and saw 
my race at the Olympic Stadium, and I en-
joyed every second of it,” Brannigan said. “It 
was a fun learning experience to have raced 
and represented Team USA against other 
competitors from around the world and to 
meet other athletes from diff erent countries 
at the Olympic Village.”

Five years later, Brannigan has his sights set on defending 
his gold medal in Tokyo.

“I’m looking forward to cheering on Team USA and en-
joying my time and experience in Tokyo, like learning the 
[Japanese] language and culture,” Brannigan said from 
the U.S. Olympic & Paralympic Training Center in Col-
orado Springs.

Brannigan said he knows he can win gold again 
while he, his teammates, and coaches stick to 
measures that will keep them safe from con-
tracting COVID.

Since making his Paralympic debut in Bra-
zil, the 24-year-old from Northport, New York, 
has persevered through numerous compe-
titions, injuries, and even a 3½-inch growth 
spurt since graduating from high school.

After tearing his plantaris muscle at the 
world championships in 2019, he fl ew out to 
Colorado Springs for medical advice and re-
habbing. Once he was cleared to resume train-
ing, Brannigan and his coach Sonja Robinson 
went to Wisconsin to get back on track for Tokyo.

“I love competition and training really hard, and setting 
goals for my PRs [personal records],” Brannigan said. “I 
push myself to new challenges, new opportunities, and lim-
its because it’s a love, a passion.”

With constant encouragement from his family, friends, 
and Robinson, Brannigan knows he has the confi dence he 
needs for the Tokyo 2020 Games. But, he’s also relied on his 
Catholic faith to help him make it to this point. 

“Faith helps me through my life through the good times 
and bad times,” Brannigan said. “It makes me feel good 
when I pray to God because it helps me with sports when I 
suff er in the workouts.”
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Four-Time Sitting 
Volleyball Medalist 
Returns for Fifth Games

Lora Webster, the longest-serving member of 
the women’s sitting volleyball team for the United 
States, is “set” to defend America’s gold medal in the 
Tokyo 2020 Paralympics.

The 34-year-old athlete from Point Lookout, New 
York, has been with the national team since 2004 when 
she made her  Paralympic sitting volleyball debut in 
Greece.

The women’s team has medaled in every Games since, 
winning the bronze in Athens 2004, silver in Beijing 2008, 
silver in London 2012, and gold in Rio 2016.

Webster hopes to keep that winning streak going with 
her 11 teammates when they face off  against Rwanda on 
August 28, China on August 30, and the Russian Paralym-
pic Committee on September 1 in pool play. Medal match 
games take place on September 4 and 5, which is also 
the closing ceremony day, if they succeed in the pre-
liminaries and semifi nals.

“I’m about to experience the Paralympics for 
the fi fth time, albeit in the most surreal and 
weird times in world history,” said Webster — 
who was named Best Blocker during the Rio 
Games — from her Long Island home two 
weeks before departing for Japan.

“These Games will be like no other, 
but they will still carry their own signif-
icant moments I’m sure,” she contin-
ued. She noted that she recently found 
out she is pregnant with her fourth 
child, will be visiting Japan for the fi rst 
time, and will be celebrating her 35th 
birthday in Tokyo. 

Webster was introduced to the 
world of sitting volleyball fi ve years 
after she was diagnosed with osteosar-
coma in her left tibia and underwent 
rotationplasty surgery in 1998 to re-
move the cancerous bone and tumor. 
Thanks to her faith and later a pros-
thetic, she was able to continue playing 
able-bodied sports — including diving, 
standing volleyball, and track and fi eld 
— throughout middle school and high 
school.
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