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yle Bryant was crowned king of his high school prom. Growing
up in Sacramento, California, he spent his childhood going to
school, snowboarding, playing baseball, and riding his bike
around the neighborhood with his buddies. A smart, athletic, popular
boy, Bryant’s future was bright. He knew early on that he was
destined to do something great with his life.
Bryant was always a bit clumsy, but knee scrapes and elbow cuts are
normal for an active kid. When his parents realized that his balance
and coordination issues were getting worse as he grew, they started
searching for answers. They travelled to different doctors and clinics
for a year to find out what was going on with their son.
Bryant was diagnosed with Friedreich’s Ataxia, or FA, a genetic
disease affecting about 15,000 people worldwide. Often diagnosed
in children age 5 to 15, FA is a debilitating, life-shortening,
degenerative neuro-muscular disorder. The progressive loss of
coordination and muscle strength leads to motor incapacitation
and the full-time use of a wheelchair. According to the Friedreich’s
Ataxia Research Association (FARA), there are currently no
treatments for FA.
So, at age 17, Kyle Bryant had to say goodbye to his dreams and face
the specter of a short life lived in a wheelchair. While he grappled
with this new future, he went to college at University of California at
Davis, graduating with a degree in Civil Engineering. After school he
worked for five years as an engineer.
During this time, after seeing athletes with muscular dystrophy
competing on recumbent tricycles, he sat in a Catrike®. Bryant loved
feeling the earth move below him, propelled only by the power of his
own legs. He found heaven in that recumbent trike and he started to
train. Bryant had gotten used to his wheelchair and was even grateful
for it. But riding that Catrike® gave him the impetus to spread the
word about FA and raise funds for research. This, he realized, was his
life’s true purpose.
In 2007, Bryant went on his first FA fundraising ride, 414 miles from
the West Coast to Phoenix, Arizona. He picked a number out of the
air - $30,000 - as his fundraising goal, and was blown away when he
raised $40,000.
Realizing that he now served as an inspiration to the FA community,
he founded rideATAXIA for FARA, producing family-friendly bike rides
across the country to empower those with FA and raise funds for
research.
In 2010, he and three friends completed in Race Across America, one
of the world’s most difficult bike races. A moving documentary, “The
Ataxian,” about Bryant’s 2500-mile journey from the Pacific to the
Atlantic, has won multiple film awards across the country.
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Today, Bryant is 37 and the director of
rideATAXIA, currently with 6 locations
nationwide. The rideATAXIA team has raised
over $7 million for FA research since 2007.
He travels 100 days out of the year meeting
with FA families and fundraisers, sits on the
executive staff of FARA, co-hosts the “Two
Disabled Dudes” podcast, and inspires groups
through his motivational speeches. This year
is the Inaugural rideATAXIA Virtual Challenge,
allowing people to join the team and connect
with the FA community by riding in their own
towns.
Bryant’s book, Shifting Into High Gear: One
Man’s Grave Diagnosis and the Epic Bike Ride
That Taught Him What Matters, was recently
released. In it, Bryant describes his incredible
cross-country ride while showing that disability
is simply an obstacle in his life, the same as any
obstacle non-disabled people face.
Bryant wants people to know that FA is curable
and that they can be a part of finding that
cure. He believes that we are all on a search
for purpose in our lives, and he’s grateful that
his purpose was presented to him so clearly.
Most of all, he wants to share his message that
perception changes reality; that life is about
how we react to challenges.
Read on for his own words about his journey
to empowerment from total despair and the
joy he has found in gratitude.
Monica: Would you mind talking briefly about
what Friedreich's ataxia is and how it impacts
an individual who is diagnosed with it?
Kyle: Friedreich's ataxia is a rare
neuromuscular disease that affects all muscle
coordination from the toes to the fingertips.
It also has symptoms like vision loss, hearing
loss, and heart complications. I wasn't
diagnosed until I was 17 years old. I didn't
even know about FA until I was 17. Some kids
are diagnosed at age five; the earlier you're
diagnosed, generally, the more severe and the
quicker the progression is. So, many people
see me and they think, "What's the big deal?
You seem like a happy guy who is able to do
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a lot of things you want to do." And that's very
true, but that's not the case for everyone who
lives with FA.
Monica: So, at the age of 17, when you were
diagnosed, how did that impact you and your
thought process from that point on, once you
knew what your life was going to be like?
Kyle: The first thing they tell you is don't
Google it. And so that's what I did.
We found out that it would only be a matter of
time before I was in a wheelchair. It would only
be a matter of time before I lost all ability to take
care of myself. And it would only be a matter
of time before my heart failed and I suffered
a premature death. Those are all the things I
found out, and it just makes you reconsider the
vision you have for your life. I think we all have a
vision, and reality often doesn't quite match up
with that vision.
It all kind of came crashing down, and we had
to really reevaluate our lives at that point.
Monica: Absolutely. What was your thought
process like as you were going through the
transformation of having to change those things
that were the norm for you up until you were 17
to adjusting to new norms?
Kyle: I really had to adjust everything, including
the way I get things done. It's not that I get less
done. I feel now like I'm accomplishing more
than I ever have. But it's just different. I do things
in a different way. I'm still going to get anything I
want done. But, for example, I use a wheelchair
instead of walking on two feet. And I drive with
my hands instead of pushing pedals with my
feet.
I've put up a little pole in my shower that helps
me get into the shower. Things like that. It's
all the things that everyone else does, but I do
them a bit differently.
Monica: As you experience each day living with
FA, what new things have you learned about
yourself?
Kyle: I’ve learned to humble myself a lot. I've
learned that life has a lot to teach me. I don't
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know everything. Oftentimes, I think our pride gets the
best of us. That's me, for sure.

Kyle: I like that question a lot. Because I refer to it as "we
were diagnosed," not, "I was diagnosed."

To stay humble and to continue to learn is one of the
biggest things. I've also learned that I'm not alone. As I
reach out into the community, you feel so alone a lot of
times with a rare disease. And that's the hardest thing.
You get diagnosed and you're sitting at the kitchen table
with your family and thinking, what the heck?

Because it really affects my whole family. Like I was
saying earlier, we all have a vision in our lives, and
so does my mom, and my dad, and my brother. And
that includes their relationship with me, and feeling
responsible for the family. So, I think this diagnosis really
does affect them and their vision for their lives. I felt like I
was going to be a burden on my parents and my brother.
I know that's not the case, but that's one of the things
you feel.

Then you meet other people who are dealing with the
same thing.
You find out that those people are happy, funny,
productive, adventurous, and ambitious. And you think,
"Well, maybe I can be that way, too." I think you learn a
lot about yourself by connecting with other people with
the same condition.
Monica: The people you are surrounded with, including
your family, how have the experiences you've gone
through impacted their lives, or the way they think about
themselves?
8
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So, I think it really has changed their lives and the way
they think about what they do, bringing the whole family
along for the ride and benefitting the whole family.
Monica: You sometimes talk about the importance
of realizing greater opportunities within the adversity
or adversities that you are experiencing. So, why do
you think some people can't see beyond their current
circumstances to realize greater opportunities in their
adversity?
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Kyle: Oh, man. That's a good one. That's a really tough
question, I think. There's probably a whole lot of reasons.
One of the reasons I think I'm able to do well is because I
have so much support from my friends and family. I don't
pretend that I'm doing this alone. I think that's one of the
biggest things. And I think that we can learn from that by
saying, "You know what? We need everyone to support
each other, and we'll make it through it." That tells me
that I need to support the people around me, and give
what I can to make everyone do well together.
Monica: What is it that you want people to glean from
your experiences, your passion and determination to live
your best life regardless of your condition?
Kyle: What I've been thinking about lately is that it really
takes facing up to your challenges and not hiding from
them. I don't think it does us any good when we try to
ignore things until they hopefully go away. When we face
up to our challenges, we can conquer them.
Ultimately, I boil it down to life is about how we react.
Things are going to happen to us in life. But what is
under our control is the way we react to those things.
Monica: Can you talk a little bit about what you're doing
to raise money for FA, for a cure?

telling me how the actions that we were taking were
helping them with the challenges in their life, just to be
inspired to have that little bit of connection to someone
who is making a positive change and tackling their
circumstances. That is what drives me every single day.
I think that we all want to make positive impacts on the
world. It fulfills me to no end to know that I am making
an impact on other people.
Monica: What advice would you have for parents whose
child, at any given time, could possibly be diagnosed
with FA?
Kyle: My advice for a parent is to get as informed as
you can. It's really scary to find out all the details, but I
think it's really important. I think my parents gave me the
space to approach FA on my own terms. So, when I was
ready, that's when we really started digging into it. But
they were prepared with the answers. They knew at least
a little bit about FA. If they didn't know the answer, they
knew where to find it.
They wouldn't even have been able to have a
conversation with me at all if they didn't get informed.
So, it's important to take it head-on. Learn as much
as you can so that when your child is ready, you're an
informed person, and you can have that conversation.

Kyle: I run a series of bike rides around the country,
and we have six locations. We welcome about 2500
participants each year, and we raise about $1 million for
research every year.

Monica: What do you want people who read about you
and your story to think about in terms of the way they
live their lives moving forward?

But beyond the dollar amount, I really think that the
ride serves to provide a positive platform for the FA
community. It really brings the community together so
we can tackle this together. Partly, I guess, the amount
of money that comes in says that. It's not me raising $1
million a year. It's not my family raising $1 million a year.
It's the whole community doing this together.

Kyle: Generally, I think the method is that life is about
how we react, as I said earlier. But also, disabilities
come in all different shapes and sizes. I think we all
deal with challenges, no matter who we are. It all
depends on how you react to those challenges. I think
it's natural to compare yourself to others, but everyone
needs to realize we all have challenges. They're all just
different.

Monica: Going on those rides, when you're actually
riding, how does it make you feel to know that you are
making a difference for others who have FA, as well as
for yourself?
Kyle: While I was riding across the country in 2007, I did
a ride from San Diego to Memphis, Tennessee. It took
59 days. My dad rode with me and my mom drove the
support vehicle. During the ride, I would post a blog
post about every three days. I started getting e-mails
and comments from people all over the world who were

No one's any better, or worse, or more, or less than
anyone else. We need to get through this together.
Monica: Can you talk briefly about your book, Shifting
into High Gear?
Kyle: In 2007, as I mentioned earlier, I did a bike ride
with my parents. We left from San Diego on January 22,
and we rode all the way to Memphis, Tennessee. This
was really the turning point for me when we were taking
action.
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It was almost ten years after I was diagnosed, and we
were finally taking action. We're not going to end our lives
just because of this disease. We're going to take action
and make a difference and raise money and empower
ourselves in the process. And you know, maybe we're
going to have a good time at the same time, too."
Monica: I'm sure you probably have met some very
interesting people on some of those rides that you've
taken.
Kyle: Absolutely. We met a guy who owned a bookstore
in Arizona, and he wasn't wearing pants. We met an
incredible guy who was carrying a cross across the
country because he felt compelled to spread the word
about what he believes. We met all kinds of people in the
FA community who became so dedicated to the cause
and to changing the situation for themselves and for the
whole community.
How are you not inspired by all those stories, right?
Those are the things that drive me—the interactions with
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the other people that I can learn from and use in my life
to make my life better.
Monica: You are certainly making a difference in the
lives of many people, not just people who have FA.
This has been a wonderful interview. Would you mind
closing with your last word?
Kyle: My last word is, things are going to happen to all
of us—bad things. It's just all about how we respond to
those things. I love seeing challenges as an opportunity
to make a positive impact. I think that's how I try to live,
and I think it's important for all of us to think that way in
some way.
Monica: That's a wonderful message. I think it's
important for other people to hear it and to realize that
you can turn your challenges and your adversity into
something positive that others can learn from.
Kyle: Yes. I like it a lot. 
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If the path to success was totally clear,
we all would achieve our goals in record time.
No matter what goal you aim to achieve,
the entire path to reaching that goal is never
one-hundred percent clear. You have to take a
few steps at a time, then based on
where you are at the moment, plan the next steps.
That means having patience and being
willing to make adjustments and corrections
along the way.

Monica Davis

