My mother lived the past several years battling a number of breakdowns in her health and finally and mercifully passed at 12:17 AM on April 19, 2009.  She was 75.  As we get older it is inevitable that we lose friends and family but this lady will be greatly missed by the pole vault family in particular.  Not only did she take the field and clipboard to officiate meets when no one else wanted to, she brought an extra ice chest to every meet so our teammates and the other vaulters had drinks too.  She sported a long scar on the side of her leg where she slipped climbing a fence on Thanksgiving Day, her 40th birthday, to go video our practice vaults in a locked up high school where the pits were left out.  On summer trips around Texas she climbed in the windows of the car because we had poles strapped to both sides.  On Spring Break, Easter, Thanksgiving and Christmas our house was full of “orphans” from college that had no place to go because she didn’t want them to be alone for the holidays.  She made sure they knew they were a part of our family. They even had presents under the tree.  My mother’s concern for others was far greater than that for herself and she was always available by phone.  Many friends from high school and college still drop by to see her.  
Closer to home she taught me that most issues in life can be fixed with hard work for the right reasons.  That life and competition is unfair and your attitude determines your long term success.  You weren’t always going to win nor were you going to be the best. Your competition is who you learn from by being friends and helping each other. It’s not how many times you get knocked down but how many you get up.
Barbara Sparks refused to lose the joy of life and learning.  She still expects a call and meet T-Shirt from every place I go.  She was fascinated by Alan Launder’s, “Beginner to Bubka”, which he so nicely penned a tribute to her in his signing.  She spent hours with Jan Johnson’s and Russ Versteeg’s “History of the Pole Vault”.

When I said goodbye to her in the wee hours of this morning, I smiled and thanked God for this wonderful spirit and what she had done her entire life for me and everyone she came in contact with.  This is not a sad day but a liberating day for her.  She’s now at peace and free of the pain of her long illness and can now sit back and enjoy a great seat for the 100th Drake Relays.  I too am ever grateful to get to participate in that event, and she shared my excitement.

If you have a family member or friend who supports our sport in any way, let them know how much you appreciate them.  It could be a mother or father who puts up the bar on Saturdays, or brings the treats to the Halloween Vault, or simply sees the value in the brotherhood and sisterhood of the pole vault.  Even getting the kids to practice regularly presents a recurring challenge.  We are nothing without these supporters and their unconditional love for us.  All the best.  Bubba

PS – Coach Dueitt, I’ll be at practice with you today.  That’s the way she would want it.

“Life’s a lesson, you learn it when you’re through” – Limp Bizkit
UPDATE – NOVEMBER 27, 2009

Today is mom’s birthday and she would have been 76.  I still feel her with me near daily so I don’t miss her as much as I would have expected.  She was so miserable in those last years that I had little problem grieving her loss because I felt it would be selfish of me to still want her here in that condition.

After I won the World Masters Games someone asked me if I wished my mom were still here to see it.  My response?  Oh she saw it.  I felt her with me and it’s a very comforting feeling.  We enjoyed it together in spirit.

Today I was thinking back to looking down at her lifeless body for the last time, completely by myself.  I kissed her on the head and said, GREAT JOB!!  She did everything she could do to the best of her ability and taught me to do the same.  We may not be the best or the most talented but we have to give it everything.  Here’s to the best “coach” I ever had!!  Happy birthday mom!!  Bubba

PS – Each birthday (hers and mine) and Mother’s Day I will update this file with my latest thoughts of her and our relationship.  It will be interesting to see how it plays out 20-30 years from now.  It can’t hurt to see.

