Juanita Rises High
Above Her Fears
Do the thing you fear…and your fear will disappear.
This is a common theme we see played out on the movie screen. The soldier,
the sheriff, the secret agent or the action hero struggles within himself
against fear of danger or death. Ultimately, he steels his nerve and makes a
courageous move.
88-year old Juanita Blackwell is not a movie actor. Instead, she is a real-life
action hero who has made choices throughout her life to deliberately walk
into the dangers of bombs, fire, and dizzying heights.

Crawling Down the Statue of Liberty
Although she always feared heights, the first
occasion that fear nearly paralyzed her came
at 18 years of age. She had the rare opportunity to climb the 54-rung ladder that led up the
arm of the Statue of Liberty, leading tourists
to a spectacular view from the torch balcony.
Her ascent went fine. But when the time came
to leave, looking down on the open space between each step and the open space on both
sides of the ladder amplified her fear of heights
into full force. She could not walk down. Instead she sat on each step, moving her feet
and her bottom down one by one. During her
slow tedious scoot down the ladder, her fear
was matched only by her embarrassment.
Catching on Fire
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At 22 years of age, yet another fear entered
Juanita’s life. She was warming herself on a
winter day, standing with her back to an open
fireplace. Her wide skirt, which was the fashion of the day, caught fire. Flames quickly
rose, burning a portion of her back, hospitalizing her for six months, and leaving scars to
this day.
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Mission Work Amidst the Bombs

One Final Fear Remained

Fast-forward 30 years.

Fast-forward another 35 years.

Juanita and her husband used much of their
vacation time to perform mission work,
sometimes in the U.S., and sometimes in other countries including Guatemala, and the
Baja peninsula of Mexico.

In spite of everything she had accomplished over her lifetime, Juanita
still wanted to overcome her fear of
heights. She began thinking about the
idea of a hot air balloon ride as a solution in which she could challenge herself and finally squelch that fear.

But Juanita’s most profound experience came
from their six-month mission trip to Gaza in
1980. In that occupied territory, her fear was
based on the dangerous reality of periodic
bombings that rocked the marketplace near
the building where they worked.

After Juanita moved to Brookdale’s
Glenwood Gardens Independent Living community in Bakersfield, California, she shared her idea one day with
the Resident Programs Director, Mayde
Cisneros. Cisneros told Juanita that
Brookdale could help her make that
idea happen through the Wish of a
Lifetime organization. Juanita was happily surprised by this possibility, and invited her daughters Carol and Susie to
join her on this flight.

Juanita and her husband returned to the U.S.
from that trip fundamentally changed. She
retired from her job as a medical assistant in
a doctor’s office, and he retired from his job
as a welding supply salesman.
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When they arrived at the balloon
launch site outside of San Diego on a
late afternoon in August, Juanita could
see looks of dismay on the faces of the
other passengers as she walked toward
the balloon basket. They appeared to
be worried they might have to look
after a frail elderly woman. But she
then saw relief on their faces as they
watched her easily climb over the edge
of the basket to join them.

Juanita arrives and watches other balloonists ascending.
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The weather was clear and the afternoon balloon launch was timed to give
them a two-hour flight that would end
beneath a beautiful sunset vista. They
lifted off the ground and gently floated
up to breathtaking views of the Pacific
ocean, the southern California landscape, and the expensive homes of Del
Mar where Bill Gates, Anthony Robbins, and New Orleans Saints quarterback Drew Brees occasionally reside.
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In the middle of this war zone, Juanita and her
mission group were mostly engaged in the
activities of building churches and homes for
pastors. Sometimes she helped build cinder
block walls. On other occasions, she would
wash clothes and prepare food for the people engaged in the heaviest work.

They overcame their fear of an uncertain future and spent the next six years using their
retirement funds to travel throughout America in their trailer, performing volunteer mission work wherever they were needed most.

Once everyone boarded, the pilot
turned the propane burner beneath
the balloon up to full force and a huge
burst of bright yellow flames lit up the
faces of the passengers below. This
close proximity to flame awakened
Juanita’s traumatic memory of being
burned as a young woman. But she
acknowledged that fear, steeled her
nerve, and suppressed it.

Juanita and her daughter Carol inspect the basket
that will carry them up.
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