	

	




Eyes on the prize

By JONATHAN HOUGHTON
jonh@npgco.com
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	Dennis Atkins poses in his St. Joseph home. Mr. Atkins can no longer drive and has difficulty seeing due to an eye disease called retinitis pigmentosa. (JOSH BIGGS/St. Joseph News-Press)
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Dennis Atkins’ goal is in sight, but the closer he gets, the blurrier it becomes. 

When the St. Joseph resident originally decided to attempt jogging 50,000 miles, back in 1978, he was a 22-year-old just starting a daily fitness routine. He says he thought the number sounded challenging, but not unattainable. 

“It was a long-range goal that I knew would take a lot of years,” he says. “I just thought if I could do that, how many other people could?” 

Since he was diagnosed with the degenerative eye disease retinitis pigmentosa in 1979, Atkins’ 50,000-mile goal has taken on much greater relevance. Retinitis pigmentosa, RP for short, is a genetic disease that causes degeneration of the retina, the tissue lining the back of the eye. There’s no cure for RP, which can cause night blindness, lost peripheral vision and loss of the ability to discriminate color. 

Despite the disease, Atkins passed the 40,000-mile mark last month, and he plans to keep jogging as long as his sight holds out. His determination doesn’t surprise longtime friend Maggie Anderson, a worker’s compensation adjuster at American Family Insurance, where Atkins is a district claims manager. 

“He’s a very goal-oriented guy,” she says. “He organizes his steps and follows through until it’s accomplished, and then he sets another goal for himself.” 

For Atkins, night blindness came first. He decided to get his eyes checked out after he began having trouble seeing during night softball games. 

“I was having a hard time playing in the outfield, seeing the ball at night,” he says. “I just thought I needed to get glasses.” 

The original prognosis was gloomy — Atkins was told he’d be blind within two years. Today, more than 20 years later, he’s avoided that, though he’s had to make some adjustments in his lifestyle — for instance, giving up driving in 1998. 

“I’ve been very fortunate,” he says. “Here it is, 2002 — I have obvious limitations, but I’m still working, and I can still do many of the things I used to do.” 

Over the years, though, Atkins’ field of vision has gotten smaller and smaller. His peripheral vision’s gone, and he only sees color when he looks out into the distance. It’s also hard for his eyes to adjust to changes in brightness. 

“It’s like looking through a clouded lens or dirty glasses,” he says. 

Although he’s still able to move around his home and office without assistance, Atkins says crowded places, like shopping malls or restaurants, are much more difficult. 

“Familiarizing myself with my surroundings, if I know them well, I don’t need a lot of vision,” he says. 

Atkins says he got serious about his jogging goal in 1989, when he was disappointed to find he’d only jogged a little more than 9,200 miles in the 11 years since he’d started. Knowing the unpredictable rate of his disease’s progression, he decided to step up his efforts. 

“I could wake up (one morning) and not see,” he says. “It was a natural tendency to push myself, knowing I’m running against a time clock here.” 

Since then, Atkins has been jogging six days a week, an average of eight miles a day. He logs his progress on a calendar at work, keeping a running tally of how many miles he’s jogged that month. 

When jogging, Atkins says he has to account for his disabilities. He jogs the same route through his neighborhood every day, and doesn’t go out if it’s overcast or rainy. He starts out by walking for about a half mile, to give his eyes time to adjust to the outdoor light. 

“By the second lap, my vision’s usually pretty good,” he says. 

He’s had some close calls, though. Several years ago, while living in St. Louis, the weather unexpectedly changed while Atkins was jogging, and he couldn’t see well enough to make it home. He was lost in his own neighborhood until he was able to ask a neighbor for help. 

“That was the scariest thing I can imagine,” he says. “I was a quarter of a mile from my home, but it was overcast, and I couldn’t see to find my way home.” 

By his calculations, Atkins says, he should be able to reach his 50,000-mile goal within four years. After that, he says he might shoot for 60,000. 

“I’m not going to give up,” he says. “You might see me (jogging) with a cane one of these days.”
*This article may also be viewed at the following internet address:

HTTP://www.stjoenews-press.com/main.asp?SectionID=81&SubSectionID=281&ArticleID=29703

