




LONDON: Snow is a constant problem for 
wheelchair users. Even after roads and 
pathways have supposedly been cleared, 
there are great mounds of ice and slush 
to negotiate.

Wheelchairs just were not designed to 
handle obstacles like this. Until London, 
ON volunteer Joe Ruitenbeek came along. 
He had been approached by a client who 
had had enough of feeling trapped in-
doors every time it snowed—and it 
snows a fair deal in that part of the 
world—because his power chair could not 
make it across neighbourhood sidewalks. 

Inventors have created off-road power-
chairs complete with caterpillar tracks, 
but the client, Bill Birch, required a ma-
chine that was equally at home on carpets 
and hardwood floors. What he needed 
was snow tires, said Ruitenbeek.

His first attempt was to add extra tread to 
the existing tires on Birch’s mid-wheel 
drive Jazzy wheelchair. 

“I took extra tires and cut strips out, so 
they looked like a heavy rubber tire, and 
tried to put them over the existing tires,” 
he explained. “But I just couldn’t get it to 
stretch enough to go over the original tire.

“But I found a fellow that handles an array 
of tires. I found a tire with a heavy tread, 
designed for a roto-tiller.”

The new tires increased the overall wheel 
diameter by three inches. This, of course, 
raised the chair one-and-a-half inches off 
the ground, requiring Ruitenbeek to 
move the fenders and lower the front 
anti-tip wheels by the same amount.

POWERCHAIR ROTO-TILLER WHEELS.

It’s not a winter 
wonderland for  
wheelchair users

HALIFAX: David Carter believes that “If you 
can dream it, you can do it.” And no-one 
proves the point better than him.

A quadriplegic at the age of 45, he began 
mouth-painting as a means of expressing 
himself. Along the way he came across 
Tetra founder Sam Sullivan—at a Vancouver 
mouth-painter’s conference   
 —and was inspired to form 
a Tetra chapter back home in 
Halifax to aid other people 
with disabilities.

His artwork is starting to  
receive the recognition it 
deserves, but it’s David 
Carter’s inspirational per-
sonal story that makes the 
greatest impact.

Born in Nova Scotia, Carter 
moved to Dartmouth in 
1949. He grew up to 
become a construction carpenter—a vocation 
he followed for more than 20 years.

However, it all changed in 1983 when he 
suffered two heart attacks and two strokes on 
the same day, leaving him quadriplegic and 
unable to talk. At first he could only com-
municate by blinking.

He was brought to Halifax’s Northwood 
long-term care facility, as he needed 
24-hour-a-day care. He spent the next 10 
years at the facility.

One day, says Carter, a nurse suggested he try 
writing and drawing by holding something 
in his mouth. He was drawing with a marker 
when a professional artist took notice of him 
and gave him lessons in oil painting. 

“I had never painted before my stroke, but 
I saw it as a way to communicate,” he said, 
talking through a care aid. “At first, the only 
way to communicate was by blinking. Then I 
started using a pen to write things down.”

Turning dreams into reality 
one brushstroke at a time

He took up painting in 1987 finding he 
was “pleased with the results,” but limited 
because he could only reach a small area, 
requiring a helper to constantly move his 
canvass around. 

The following year he had designed a power 
easel and began searching for someone to 

turn it into reality. Engineers at 
Nova Scotia Technical College 
took on the challenge, creating 
the easel he uses today. 

By 1996, Carter was able to 
return to his home with the 
assistance of caregivers. That 
year he was confident enough 
in his work to travel to a 
convention of mouth artists in 
Vancouver, BC. It was there he 
met Vancouver painter Cody 
Triesterra and Tetra’s inspira-
tional founder Sam Sullivan. 

“I saw Tetra working in Vancouver and 
brought the idea back to Halifax,” said 
Carter. “I wanted to make life easier for the 
people who could not do ordinary things like 
everyone else. So that people like me would 
not have to ask someone else to do things for 
them. It’s to make them feel independent.”

He became a founding board member of 
the Halifax chapter. Along the way, Tetra 
volunteers have completed projects to make 
Carter’s home more accessible: enabling him 
to operate a TV remote, radio and telephone 
by mouthstick, and they re-wired his easel. 

Carter’s artwork was chosen by Canada Post 
for domestic and international stamps to cel-
ebrate the millennium. And his philosophy, 
if you can dream it, you can do it, has inspired 
countless people.

His artwork, which he describes as “between 
fine art and folk art” can be seen online at: 
www.paintingsbydavidcarter.com.

IN THE PICTURE: MOUTH 
ARTIST DAVID CARTER 
SURROUNDED BY HIS 
WORK.
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To clients, Harry Hardy is ‘simply’ a diligent, 
immensely talented Tetra volunteer—but not 
many are aware of his fascinating background.

Hardy volunteered with the Royal Canadian 
Air Force in 1941, at the age of 19, captivated 
by the Spitfire pilots that held the Luftwaffe 
at bay during the Battle of Britain. He served 
through the liberation of Europe, flying 96 
combat missions. 

After the war, as a mechanical engineer, he 
kept various sawmills running throughout 
the Vancouver area, retiring at 70. After some 
travelling, Hardy, feeling a little bored, joined 
Tetra. That was in 1994, when he was 72 years 
old. Now 87, he has completed more than 260 
projects for people with disabilities. 

Amazingly, he has another major interest in 
his life. Hardy runs an 8,000 sq. ft. aviary 
with 100 pheasants, ducks and doves.

When I caught up with Hardy, he was work-
ing on Tetra project No. 262. 

The client, who is 93—“I was looking forward 
to talking to someone older than me,” quips 
Hardy—required a 23-foot ramp to access 
her front door. He spent eight hours drafting 
the plans, complete with a shopping list of all 
required materials.

Hardy, who jokes that he is the “last of the 
correspondence school engineers,” always 
draws up schematics for his projects on an old 
Elbow Drafting Machine. 

Immediately after the war, the recently de-
mobilized Harry Hardy returned to the small 
town of Timmins, Ontario. “It’s 500 miles 
north of Toronto—there’s no universities 
there,” he said. 

He studied while working in the engineering 
department at a mine, graduating after eight 
years. After moving to British Columbia, he 
left Canadian Collieries to join forestry giant 
MacMillan Bloedel in 1960. 

“The mining was always out of town—saw-
mills were closer to civilization. They were all 
along the river.”

Initially a project engineer, and later chief 
mechanical engineer, his responsibility was 
to keep the sawmill equipment running. “We 
were constantly replacing the machinery with 
new machinery,” he recalled. “Every long 
weekend we would put in a new machine.

“They worked until midnight Friday or 1 a.m. 
Saturday—and we would start maintenance. 
We had to be ready to start Tuesday morning, 
or whenever the long weekend ended. I’d 
supervise the crew.”

Looking back over his Tetra years, Hardy’s 
most interesting project was a hydraulic lift 
for a client who was unable to negotiate steps 
to the rear rooms of his house. Another one 
was a modification for a female kayaker who 
only had the use of one arm. (“It was a small 
job, but a nice thing to be able to do for her.”) 
He attached a gimbal, or pivoted support, to 
hold her paddle at the right height.

Harry might claim that he volunteers for Tetra 
for something interesting to do, which is 
true—but it’s also true to say that he is from a 
generation that firmly believes in serving their 
country and their community.

Volunteer appreciation:
In conversation with an  
everyday hero

TETRA FOUNDER SAM SULLIVAN PRESENTING HARRY 
WITH A PIN FOR COMPLETING 200 TETRA PROJECTS AT 
THE 2006 GIZMO AWARDS EVENT
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Harry Hardy:  
The war years
Harry Hardy is one of the few surviving  
Canadian World War II air aces.

He flew 96 combat missions in a Hawker 
Typhoon with 440 Squadron. As he tells it: 

“I was hit by enemy fire six times and shot 
down once. One of my Typhoons ran out 
of gas in France and I did a wheels-up 
landing in a field, and I lost a third to flak 
damage. I was flying my fourth Typhoon by 
the end of the war.”

Hardy received the Distinguished Flying 
Cross, along with other campaign med-
als, including the Normandy Campaign 
Medal. Not many pilots got one of these, 
commemorating the June 1944 D-Day 
landings. 

“I was there, 10 days before the battle was 
over,” he said. “I flew into the beachhead 
right away. We came in August 10. They 
[ground troops] made the airstrips for us.”

With the bridgehead secured, Hardy was 
part of the slow move across Holland. Al-
though he’d initially wanted to be a fighter 
pilot, he had been trained in a ground 
attack role, something the tough-as-boots 
Hawker Typhoon excelled in.  

“The Typhoon was two or three times the 
airplane that a Spitfire was,” he says. Dive-
bombing an enemy position, Hardy would 
drop (“The straighter you go down, the 
more accurate you are”) to around 4,000 
feet, by which point he would be doing 
500 mph.

Hardy was shot down on Christmas Day 
1944, having had a chunk of his plane’s 
tail shot off while strafing a tank. He 
made it back over the British lines before 
bailing out.

Earlier that year, he had bailed out of a 
Spitfire after a mid-air collision during a 
training exercise. “It was a tail-end collision 
at 7,000 feet. Another guy flew into the end 
of my plane and it exploded.”

However, looking back, it is the camarade-
rie he recalls—not the pain or sacrifice of 
being in the thick of the battle. “I remem-
ber the fun. That’s what we talk about 
when we get together.”

Hardy meets his wartime companions 
every year to reminisce. For a much more 
thorough interview about Harry Hardy’s 
war years, see www.tarrif.net/wwii/inter-
views/harry_hardy.htm.


