
Record-Journal 

Last updated: Friday, November 18, 2005

                 About Us | Contact Us | To Subscribe | Archives | Write the Editor | Newsstand/Single Copy Sales 

More Top Jobs

●     JOBS
●     CARS
●     HOMES
●     PERSONALS 
●     ALL ADS 

Search Classifieds

    
 

View our photo 
gallery.
Click here
to order
photo reprints 

 

For an opportunity 
to express your 
opinion on any 
topic click here.

 

This man has a Hart (Walker) for those with cerebral palsy
By Mary Ellen Godin, Record-
Journal Business Editor
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Zakary  Mahoney, 5, of  Cheshire, who has
cerebral palsy, uses a special inv ention, 
the MK II Walker, to help him mov e 
independently. (Dav e Zajac / Record-
Journal) 
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“There’s nothing like this out there,” Christine Olin said. “It makes such a 
profound difference in their lives.”
 
In two years, the couple has placed 17 children in Hart Walkers 
throughout Connecticut and the Northeast. John Olin visits each child 
every three months, to adjust the walker as the child grows. He also gives 
in-service clinics to parents, and physical therapists twice a month to help 
children get the most of the walker. One child has begun taking his first 
steps independently. 

The Hart Walker is relatively new. It was first developed by bio-engineer 
David Hart in England during the mid-1980s to address the needs of 
children who can’t move independently. The latest model is an upgrade 
from the original.

The walker has three components: it combines a bracing system to align 
the body with a walking base. Bungee cords are added to enhance hip 
movements forward and behind. These can also be adjusted to address 
unbalanced muscle abilities. The base has four wheels to begin, but can 
be changed to a two-wheeled base or no base as balance and functioning 
improve. It also comes with special shoes that are aligned specially for the 
child.

“The idea is to simulate the normal bio-mechanics in walking,” John Olin 
said.

The “big thing”

As each child has varying degrees of limitation, so too is the amount of 
therapeutic benefit. But what attracts the Olins to market the walker, is 
that it helps children participate in more activities with their peers and 
family, thus helping them grow socially, intellectually and emotionally.

“We want them to be healthy adults,” Christine Olin said.

There are also important physical benefits to the child for being more 
mobile. The children are getting exercise to aid their cardio-vascular 
systems, their digestive and bowel systems function better and even their 
speech improves because they’re upright, instead of in a wheelchair, 
Christine Olin said.

David Goodwin is a physical therapist at Connecticut Physical Therapy 
Center in Naugatuck, where Zakary Mahoney goes for treatment. Zakary 
is the only patient at the center with a Hart Walker.

Goodwin said the apparatus allows the child to have both hands free while 
walking, to allow them to participate in everyday activities.

“I think it’s wonderful,” Goodwin said. “It really helps their ability to walk. I 
would recommend this product.”

The walker has 18 different growth adjustments so the parents need to 
only purchase one walker to take the child to a certain height, a selling 
point that the Olins have to keep pitching to insurance companies. He’s 
reluctant to say how much each walker costs, because of fluctuations 
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among insurance carriers that make out-of-pocket payments different for 
everyone. He also discounts the cost for those who have no insurance or 
whose policy won’t cover the walker.
 
To get an idea of the market, a check of less sophisticated walkers from  
Planet Mobility with no support system range from $798 to $2,399 for an 
electric model.

To help get more walkers to more children, some friends of the Olins have 
set up a foundation called Walk With Pride to help parents who could not 
otherwise afford to purchase one. They’re waiting for the paperwork to 
clear.

“I know there’s thousands of children without health insurance,” Christine 
Olin said. “Every child should have the right to get one of these.”

She also handles the marketing, on their Web site — which has attracted 
interest from England and in the West, at professional association 
meetings and through word of mouth via doctors. She also handles the 
business and billing side of the business. When John Olin was first 
certified, there were only six distributors in the U.S. The Olins are the only 
certified distributors of the walker from Florida to Canada.

Christine Olin also maintains a social roundup on the Web site for the 
children and their parents. There are pictures of the children engaged in 
favorite activities, such as bowling, shooting pool and playing outside with 
friends. Two children have walked down the aisles in weddings.

John Olin has only ruled out two candidates for the walker and they were 
mainly for behavioral reasons. To determine if a child can use the walker, 
he has the parents hold the child up for support and checks to see if the 
child can hip flex. If so, he or she will likely benefit from the walker.

Olin first met the Mahoney’s through a doctor who recommended the 
walker for Zakary. Linda Mahoney lays the plucky 5-year-old down, puts 
the shoes on him and buckles him in. Then she stands him up. He stays 
in the walker while in his half-day kindergarten class at Darcy School and 
during therapy twice a week.

“He gets very proud,” Mahoney said as she watches her son bowl down 
some pins, with some coaching from John Olin. “Our big thing is to have 
him walk, but the thing is for him to get him through life. To be the best he 
can be.”

Mahoney surprised her family when Zakary first got the walker by hosting 
a bowling party. Next May, her sister-in-law is getting married and Zakary 
is predicted to steal the show, when he joins the wedding party as it 
marches down the aisle.

mgodin@record-journal.com

(203) 317-2455
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