Turning tragedy to inspiration
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Five years ago, Will Hitchcock was an avid soccer player getting ready to start playing on a local travel league.

His plans changed in a matter of seconds on May 26, 2000.

The 13-year-old Kennedy Middle School student and two of his friends were riding their bikes along Greater Mack near 13 Mile on that clear spring Friday morning when a pick-up truck approached. After honking her horn in an effort to get Hitchcock to move, the driver sped up and attempted to go around the youths.

Hitchcock said he doesn’t remember what actually took place after that, but he learned a lot about it during the months that followed.

“She hit me … I flew 30 feet into the air and landed on my head,” said Hitchcock, now an 18-year-old senior at Lake Shore High School. “I was dead on the street.”

Because of the extent of his injuries, Hitchcock said two emergency crews that came to his aid were unable to resuscitate him, though he later learned that that they did inflate his left lung, which had collapsed. Hitchcock was transported to Children’s Hospital in Detroit for surgery and was placed in a drug-induced coma.

“I had a blood clot in my head … the social and emotional part of the brain, they had to remove that,” said Hitchcock, following a recent speech he gave to his peers about his ordeal. 

“They told my parents that I had no chance without surgery and a 20 percent chance with surgery.”
Hitchcock takes pride in the fact that he beat the odds.

After more than a month in a coma, and after Hitchcock was able to breathe on his own, he was revived, and doctors inserted a shunt to stabilize his brain. 

“I had seven tubes in me. They put what’s called a ‘shunt’ in my head. But I couldn’t eat or move, or talk,” he said.

“A big thing was, before the accident, I weighed 169 pounds,” said Hitchcock. “After the accident, I weighed 62 pounds.”

Though Hitchcock was revived, he had many more months of fighting ahead of him.

Hitchcock was released from the hospital that September and he began months of physical and occupational therapy. 

He said that six months later, he returned to school at Warren Woods Middle School as an eighth-grader and was enrolled in special education classes. 

“I missed so much school,” he said. Hitchcock said school officials recommended he continue with special education into high school. It was something he vehemently refused.

“I wanted a normal life like how I had before,” said Hitchcock. “I wasn’t going to do it that way. I didn’t want to take short cuts. I want to do the right thing.”

Hitchcock eventually returned to the Lake Shore district and has since developed a passion for stocks and finance and will be graduating in June with all A’s and B’s. He plans to study finance at Macomb Community College next fall.

“He’s really a natural at it,” said business and finance teacher John Daly. “He even gives tips to teachers. And then there are some kids who ask his advice.”

His new love of finance helps him deal with the fact that because he lost peripheral vision in his left eye he is unable to play the sports he use to love, nor is he able to ever obtain a driver’s license. Hitchcock said the female driver of the truck, a 23-year-old Madison Heights resident, later agreed to a $75,000 settlement with Hitchcock’s family, though she was never cited for the accident.

It’s not a subject he is very comfortable discussing, and it’s obvious that he would rather look at the positive aspects of the incident.

Daly said that Hitchcock’s attitude has been infectious around the school.

“Will’s making a difference; he’s doing stuff with his life and he’s helping propel me,” said Daly. “He’s making me want to be better. Be a better husband, father, teacher. And that’s the kind of message I want my kids to have.” 

Hitchcock, who will turn 19 on Christmas Eve, said he has been finding additional therapy through speaking.

“They don’t know what I went through; they don’t know my story,” he said. “They just think I was born this way and they don’t want to have anything to do with me. Getting my story out shows that miracles do happen. Be thankful with what you have. You’re not invincible.”
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