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Now, with the heightened awareness
that certain populations are more vul-
nerable to the new corona-virus, Dee
Wilder hopes to remind everyone that
there are the "unseen" among us who
live with kidneys, lungs, hearts, livers,
even pancreases that they have re-
ceived to replace their failing ones.

Without these organs, either donat-
ed, or harvested from the deceased,
such people would very likely have suc-
cumbed to their own organ’s failure. But
keeping such a gift healthy, takes ef-
fort—a lifetime of anti-rejection medi-
cation and constant environmental
awareness.

Dee Wilder was born in Iowa, the
only girl among seven brothers, and the
first to graduate from college. Putting
herself through the University of Ten-
nessee, she toyed with becoming a
teacher, then calling on her logical, or-
ganizational skills, got her Masters de-
gree and later her Doctorate in Educa-
tion Administration.

Curriculum development fascinated
her, but later in Florida, she found her
true métier working with Volunteer
Florida. But even then, she had a kind of
secret. 

In 1975, Dee Wilder was diagnosed
with lupus erythematosus—an autoim-
mune illness in which the body’s im-
mune system mistakenly attacks its
own healthy tissue. Symptoms can vary
widely according to where the inflam-
matory reactions are taking place.

In Wilder’s case, it began as a kind of
arthritic pain, affecting her arms and
later other joints. With her husband,
Wilder was proactive in her own health
care, deciding to forego children be-
cause carrying a child to term seemed to
presage kidney involvement and poten-
tial failure. “Ironically, after a tubal liga-
tion, a few years later, I went into kidney
failure anyway,” she said.

And thus, began an excruciatingly
long wait for a new kidney. By this time,
Wilder needed the assistance of a dialy-
sis machine to survive. The kidneys, the
body’s filters that remove excess salts
and other wastes from the blood, were

not functioning as a result of the long-
standing lupus.

Dialysis does the kidney’s work,
cleansing and providing the proper
equilibrium of the blood’s chemicals.
For three hours, three times a week after
work, Wilder would be hooked up to the
machine and her blood cleaned. All the
while, she prayed that an organ donor
would be found.

“I received dialysis for six years,” she
said incredulously. But the reason why
primarily had to do with the scarcity of
kidneys for transplant. At any given
time there are between 90,000 and
100,000 people actively waiting for new
kidneys.

Factors such as weight, blood type,
underlying and additional medical con-
ditions are also weighed. Yet on an af-

ternoon almost 18 years ago, Dee Wilder
received a call from the Mayo Clinic in
Jacksonville. A kidney had become
available.

“The neighbor who drove me over
said it was like I was going to a party… I
couldn’t stop talking and laughing,” says
Wilder now. And afterwards? “Well, I
ate potatoes!” she laughs. Low-potassi-
um diets are helpful for kidney-im-

paired patients, so potatoes were out.
“Suddenly, I could have one every day!”
Her strength returned. Her fatigue dis-
appeared. 

Like all patients with transplanted
organs — and there have been over
750,000 since 1988 — Wilder must take
medications to keep her body from re-
jecting her kidney. “I take three different
medications twice a day… as well as a
steroid.”

Also important, she has maintained
her activity level even as she has gotten
older. But the COVID-19 emergence pre-
sents a problem, not only for Wilder, but
for those in a Transplant Support Group
she helped found.

“Like many other groups, we will sus-
pend our monthly meetings until this
crisis has passed. But our message is
not only to those who live with trans-
planted organs, but also to those in the
community — to be aware that though
someone may look fit and healthy, they
may be extremely vulnerable to any in-
fection, any cough, any unwashed hand
that carries a virus we couldn’t fight off.”

As for her own regimen, Wilder has
settled into staying home more. “I’m do-
ing more sewing and reading, I’m plan-
ning a little birding now that spring is in
the air, and I keep up with about 14 older
neighbors, just to be sure they have ev-
erything they need.”

And she’s also doing a very practical
thing. “I’ve taken this chance to review
my will,” she says. “I already have one,
but I just want to make sure it’s up-to-
date. It’s not morbid, it’s just good to be
prepared.” 

Dee Wilder hopes every Tallahas-
seean will take care of themselves dur-
ing this uncertain period, and also be
aware of others you might not know
need your thoughts. But most practical
of all… wash your hands! There are lots
of organ recipients out there who are
counting on you, says Dee Wilder, and
she’s one of them.

The Transplant Organ Support
Group usually meets once a month on
the first Thursday at the Encompass
Health building, 1675 Riggins Road.
Contact Dee Wilder at 850-322-5930
from 5:45-7 p.m.

Contact Marina Brown at:
mcdb100@comcast.net.
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Dee Wilder walks her dog, Charlie, in her neighborhood Monday, March 16. After
getting a kidney transplant in 2002, Wilder is immunosuppressed and must take
extra precautions amid the COVID-19 pandemic. TORI LYNN SCHNEIDER/TALLAHASSEE
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Every year, Dee Wilder marks the
birthday of her kidney which she
received as a transplant in 2002. TORI

LYNN SCHNEIDER/TALLAHASSEE DEMOCRAT

I’ve taken this chance to

review my will. It’s just good

to be prepared.”

Dee Wilder

Spidery shadows of cattle yawn
across green pastures in the Wheelchair
Highwaymen’s photograph “Dali Cows.”
“Blue Cross Roads” reveals Florida wa-
terways’ icy azure veins and “Santa Fe
Blush” cruises over reddened fall leaves.

Highwayman J.R. Harding relishes
these quiet moments he co-captures
with his “brothers” and fellow Wheel-
chair Highwaymen and Florida State
alumni Gordon Palmer and Max Lee. 

Their “Beloved Florida” exhibition at
the Tallahassee Museum welcomes vis-
itors to experience the state’s natural
beauty from new heights as they merge
drone technology with the environ-
ment. Each photograph’s painterly
quality portrays stunning landscapes

that are awash in every
imaginable hue. 

“Photography is yet
another way I can give
back and express my ap-
preciation to the commu-
nity,” says Harding, a
quadriplegic, faculty
member at FSU’s College

of Business, and author. “This town and
the state of Florida has enabled me to be
unshackled from the perceived bondage
of paralysis and be free to live to explore
life’s endless possibilities without fear.” 

Harding has been asked to speak and
testify for the United States Congress
and the Florida Legislature for persons
with disabilities, making significant
contributions to shaping public policy.
As he straps on a headset, he soars high
above local parks as the drone becomes
both his legs and lens.

Photography is yet another platform
for Harding to share his perspective and
advocate for the disability community’s
inclusion in outdoor recreation. It was
through meeting and learning from Lee
that Harding found a love for drone pho-
tography. 

At the beginning, Harding says they
were simply “boys being boys playing
with toys.” But soon, they sought to
share their experiences and adopted
their moniker, the Wheelchair Highway-
men after the Florida Highwaymen — a
collective of 26 African American land-
scape artists who persevered in the face
of great racial adversity during the civil
rights era. 

“The disability community learned
from women and people of color on how
to fight for your rights, tear down barri-
ers and express yourself,” says Harding.
“We use technology as an equalizing
tool in this form of expression and civil
rights. We want to remind people that

everybody is not treated equally in all
aspects of life.” 

For Harding and the Wheelchair
Highwaymen, this means bringing
awareness to how local and state parks
must either maintain or provide acces-
sible pathways in outdoor facilities and
nature trails. 

Not only does drone photography be-
come a tool that he uses to explore natu-
ral surroundings on hikes locally, but it
also makes his world accessible in new
ways. Though he did not receive formal
training, Harding says he has always ap-
preciated pictures’ abilities to capture
moments in time and hopes his land-
scape photography will achieve that and
more. 

“It’s a way to bring the outdoors to
those who are sitting on the sidelines
wanting to see some of the things we see
and how we see them,” says Harding. 

As a young Eagle Scout, Harding re-
calls coming home from school on Fri-
days, grabbing his hiking gear and head-
ing out into the woods for the weekend.
He loved disappearing into the outdoors
to journey into new worlds. Now, when
he is “flying,” he regains this mobility,

taking screenshots using his headset at
the sight of every new color and per-
spective. His stomach drops with every
dip and dive as he seeks to bring this
three-dimensional experience to life. 

The Wheelchair Highwaymen had
their first exhibition one year ago in
Gainesville. 

Harding says they shared 200 pieces
of artwork and sold over half as 500
people came out to see and support
their work. He was in awe of the re-
sponse and how so many continue to be

touched by the beauty of Florida. 
For the Tallahassee Museum exhibi-

tion, Harding is grateful to curator Su-
san Baldino, a representative with
Arts4All Florida, an organization that
provides opportunities for all abilities in
the arts.

With every photograph, Harding also
hopes to continue cultivating a respect
for mother nature — holding true to his
Eagle Scout pledge to “leave things bet-
ter than you found them” — while reach-
ing out into the disability community
and inspiring individuals to visit city,
state and national parks. 

“The community as a whole has been
incredibly generous to me as a person
and any way I can give back to them is
my obligation and privilege,” says Har-
ding. “Part of giving back to me is trying
to represent the many different abilities
found within our community so that all
of us can have fun together. I always felt
no matter what, art is a way I could do
that and contribute.” 

Amanda Sieradzki is the feature
writer for the Council on Culture & Arts.
COCA is the capital area’s umbrella
agency for arts and culture (www.talla-
hasseearts.org).

Wheelchair Highwaymen soar with drone photos
Amanda Sieradzki
Council on Culture & Arts

Florida Risen is among the photos at “Beloved Florida” exhibit at Tallahassee Museum. JR HARDING

Deep Blue Down is part of the
“Beloved Florida” exhibit at
Tallahassee Museum. JR HARDING

Cholupaha Siempre is part of Their “Beloved Florida” exhibition at the
Tallahassee Museum. JR HARDING

JR Harding

If you go
What: Beloved Florida: Photographs of
the Wheelchair Highwaymen 

When: 9 a.m.-5 p.m. daily through May
31 

Where: Tallahassee Museum, 3945
Museum Drive 

Cost: $12 Adults, $11.50 Seniors and
Students, $9 Children (4-15), Free for
Members and children under 3 

Contact: For more information, visit
tallahasseemuseum.org.


