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Local Runner Looks to Defend 
Paralympics Gold Medal

Four-Time Sitting Volleyball 
Medalist Returns for Fifth Games
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America’s First 
Female Taekwondo 
Athlete Ready to 
Make History

“I fight and push through the pain when 
I’m on the track and running,” he contin-
ued.

When the coronavirus first swept the 
world, Brannigan moved in with his coach 
of five years and her mother in upstate 
New York, calling Williamsville their new 
home indefinitely. 

The duo trained daily in the Buffalo 
area for more than a year and made sure 
Brannigan’s faith continued to play a ma-
jor role in his life.

“After spending time with him, I feel 
like he feels like he’s missing something 
if he doesn’t go to Mass,” Robinson said, 
explaining that St. Gregory the Great 
Church was down the street and around 
the corner from her mother’s house. 
“When the pandemic hit, I was so grate-
ful that St. Gregory’s had virtual services 
because I would set it up and put it on 
and he would watch it and participate re-
ligiously.”

“When the churches in Williamsville 
opened a little bit before those on Long 
Island, I would send Mikey’s grandmother 
and aunt the link to the virtual Mass,” 
Robinson continued. “Mikey would sit in 
the second or third row of pews, so that 
they could see him, and he would do a lit-
tle bow and say ‘Hello.’ ”

Through it all, Brannigan has had the 
consistency of continuing to attend Mass 
every Sunday since he and Robinson re-
located to Colorado Springs for training 
earlier this summer. “Oh yes,” Robinson 
said, “he’s been attending St. Mary’s Ca-
thedral, masked up and all.”

After Brannigan competed in this year’s 
U.S. Paralympic team trials, he learned in 
June that he would be returning as a Team 
USA competitor for the 1500-meter event 
in September. Brannigan used the good 
news as motivation — to train harder, 
run faster, and be mentally in the zone to 
compete for the first time in Tokyo.

“I was surprised and proud of myself,” 
Brannigan recalled. “Now, I feel good to 
compete at the race at the Paralympic 
Games because I’m getting in good work-
outs and times.”

“I’m going to give it my best,” he added.
Robinson, who will be in Tokyo with 

Brannigan for the Tokyo 2020 Games, 
said she is looking forward to seeing Bran-
nigan excel on the track.

“I personally think Mikey is a genius at 
running,” Robinson said. “When Mikey 
runs, he is so smooth and flawless.”

“When he’s in his rhythm, it is like a 
piece of art,” she continued. “It is a mas-
terpiece.”

The men’s 1500-meter T20 event will 
take place on September 3.

“Our Catholic church in Lincoln, Nebraska was such a 
massive part of our support system and journey when I 
was sick,” said Webster, calling St. Joseph Catholic Church 
her “extended family.” “I was oblivious to much of it be-
cause I was 11 and in the hospital, but I know the support 
system that they offered to my family and what they did 
for us.”

“They had fundraisers for us and people delivered 
food — and this was the time before GoFundMe and 
meal trains,” she explained. “People, out of the goodness 
of their hearts, were delivering meals to us because they 
knew what we were going through.”

A few years later, a sports representative approached 
Webster’s parents while their daughter was playing in a 
California volleyball tournament, explaining that USA 

Volleyball was looking to create a Paralympic team ahead 
of the Athens Games. He also asked if Webster, then 15, 
would be interested in joining.

Webster said she declined because she did not define 
herself as disabled then — and says that she still does not 
to this day.

“But, I checked it out a few months later in February 
2003 and was introduced to sitting volleyball after I walked 
into the Olympic Training Center in Colorado Springs,” 
Webster said. “It was not like anything I had imagined.”

“There was an instant connection between myself and 
the other athletes because you’re suddenly with a group of 
people who can identify with some of the hardships you’ve 
faced,” she continued. “Then once I got to the volleyball 
aspect of it and realized what the sport could become, I 
knew that I wanted to keep doing it.”

Webster was offered a Division One scholarship during 

her senior year of high school, but turned it down be-
cause “I wanted to pursue everything that the Paralym-
pics could be.”

“I wanted to help spread the word to other athletes, oth-
er amputees, and even able-bodied athletes about what the 
Paralympics are, and open this opportunity to people who 
maybe didn’t have the fortune that I had of being success-
ful in the able-bodied world,” she explained. “I wanted this 
adaptive sport to be more widely known and accessible 
throughout the United States.”

Fast forward nearly two decades and Webster is doing 
exactly that on social media, on television, and in everyday 
life, as she advocates for her sport and plays with her hus-
band Paul and three children (ages 10, 8, and 6) every day 
in her Long Island living room.

Webster, though feeling stressed ahead of leaving home 
— plus experiencing some “mom guilt” before leaving her 
family behind for about three weeks — knows she will be 
mellow and in the zone once she touches down in Tokyo. 
She said she is ready to make both her country and family 
proud.

“We’ve trained and we’ve been doing this for so long,” 
Webster said. “We know what our job is on the court.”

“That feeling alone was amazing because 
it showed all the work that I had done up 
until that point — all the travel, all the sac-
rifices — was worth it,” Salinaro said. “And 
having the disability that I have, and being 
so highly ranked, was such a great feeling.”

However, when the pandemic swept over 
the world, Salinaro had to pivot her plans 
like so many other athletes.

“I was already doing online learning 
through Sacred Heart University,” said Sa-
linaro, explaining that she had balanced 
schoolwork with her training in Connecti-
cut during the 2019-20 academic year. 

“We had back-to-back competitions, and 
I felt it was easier for me to do school re-
motely,” she said. “So, looking back, that 
kind of prepped me, in a sense, for the pan-
demic.”

Salinaro graduated from Sacred Heart in 
May 2020 with a bachelor’s in health sci-
ence. She also continued to train over Zoom 
— focusing on her strength training and 
physical therapy — when gyms and training 
facilities were closed indefinitely.

However, Salinaro decided to undergo hip 
surgeries this past September and January af-
ter she found herself having hip troubles. 

The recovery time frame for both hips to-

taled six months, which just concluded in 
May.

“It’s very risky doing surgeries right be-
fore such a big event — especially like the 
Paralympics — but I wouldn’t have done 
it any other way,” Salinaro said. “I think I 
would have been a lot worse off if I didn’t 
do it when I did.”

After more than a year of uncertainty and 
working harder than ever before to bounce 
back, Salinaro said she’s now feeling great 
physically as well as both excited and nervous 
to be competing in Japan for the first time.

“When you grow up with doctors telling 
you, ‘You probably won’t walk,’ and my par-
ents being told along the lines of, ‘Brianna 
won’t have a normal life,’ it’s crazy because 
I never thought I would be what I am to-
day,” she said.

“So, to not only overcome that but to also 
represent our country in a predominantly 
kicking sport when my disability affects my 
lower extremities — there’s no words that I 
can put to that feeling.”

Salinaro added: “I do believe that God has 
a plan and that what He has planned for you 
will happen for a reason.”

Men’s and women’s Paralympics tae-
kwondo competitions and medal events will 
occur from Sept. 2 to 4. Salinaro will be at-
tending the closing ceremony, which will be 
held on Sept. 5 inside the Olympic Stadium.

“I’m excited to experience whatever 
we’re allowed to experience in Tokyo and to 
get out on the mat and show the world what 
I can do,” Salinaro said.

“I want to show the world that I don’t 
back down and that I don’t plan to back 
down from my disability or my opponents.”
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