
John Olivas – Get Centered Podcast 
Wendi Fralick: Hi, all you're listening to the Get Centered podcast presented 
by The Center for Individuals with Physical Challenges in Tulsa, Oklahoma. I'm 
your host, Wendy Fralick, Chief Executive Officer of The Center. My guest 
today is John Olivas. John is a stroke survivor and a member of The Center. 
John, thanks for being here today.  

John Olivas: You're welcome. It’s a pleasure to be here.  

Wendi Fralick: John, you have a fascinating history, partially because you are 
not from Tulsa. 

John Olivas: No.  

Wendi Fralick: You're from California.  

John Olivas: Right.  

Wendi Fralick: Tell me about life in California.  

John Olivas: Well, California, as far as things to do, is exciting because you go 
to the coast 30 minutes from where I live, and you can see everything there. 
Coastal weather, the food is terrific all up and down the coast. And the other 
direction, when you go east, you go up in the mountains, the big redwoods.  

Wendi Fralick: Mm-hmm.  

John Olivas: And it's 30 minutes away there, too. There's a lot to do there. And 
if you travel from one end to the other, that takes days.  

Wendi Fralick: Yeah. It's a bit of a trip. Right! (Laughter) 

John Olivas: But I like the weather. I love the hot weather. We pretty seldom 
got rain, but I was used to heat. Dry heat. Now we're, it's a little different here.  

Wendi Fralick: It's a little wetter heat. (Laughter) You were a firefighter,  

John Olivas: I was.  



Wendi Fralick: … in California. Tell me about that. 

John Olivas: I lived in a small town that I lived in called Lemoore it’s about, at 
the time I was there, like 35,000 people or something like that, small town. I 
was a firefighter engineer. I drove a truck. A ladder truck and operated the 
ladder. My job was I maintain all of the apparatus for the fire department.  

Wendi Fralick: Wow. Sounds like a big job.  

John Olivas: Yeah. The two stations and 12 apparatus. 

Wendi Fralick: Wow.  

John Olivas: Yeah. Testing. I had test pumps, aerial physics and the ladder. I 
had to do all the testing for that. And fixed what I needed fixing. So I was 
maintenance, kind of like for the fire department, too.  

Wendi Fralick: How many years were you a firefighter?  

John Olivas: Over 30. Years. 30, 34, 33, something like that. But more than 30 
years. 

Wendi Fralick: Why did you leave?  

John Olivas: Stroke I had to retire, you know, because after stroke I couldn't 
drive no more and I had to retire. 

Wendi Fralick: What were your symptoms leading up to your stroke? Did you 
have any symptoms, and then after your stroke, what were the symptoms?  

John Olivas: I did, and I had a TIA, you know what that is?  

Wendi Fralick: I do. Can you tell our listeners what that is?  

John Olivas: TIA is like a mini stroke, but it's a warning sign and I ignored it 
because I'm a big fireman. I was and nothing has hurt me. Don't let that fool you 
guys, that will kill you. Don't ignore the small things.  

Wendi Fralick: So what did the mini TIA look like for you?  



John Olivas: Mini TIA just got me disoriented. It got me lightheaded. It put me 
in the hospital and my blood pressure went up and, I don't know, I just felt a lot 
of headaches and stuff like that. My neck and carotid artery were aching. They 
ached.  

Wendi Fralick: They ached.  

John Olivas: I don't know how to say any better.  

Wendi Fralick: Yeah.  

John Olivas: And then, disoriented and my wife said, “What's wrong with 
you?” “I don't know about you. Better take me to the hospital now.” So I went 
and the doctor said, “You should take care of yourself and heed this as a 
warning.” I went back and continued my life as normal.  

Wendi Fralick: What do you think he was saying? Was your doctor a he?  

John Olivas: Yeah.  

Wendi Fralick: What do you think your doctor was saying when he said, you 
should take this as a warning? What do you think he was hoping you would do 
differently?  

John Olivas: Just watch how I take care of my blood pressure, how I eat, 
exercise.  

Wendi Fralick: mm-hmm. 

John Olivas: Take care of my body mostly. 

Wendi Fralick: Mm-hmm.  

John Olivas: I drank a lot of Monster drinks and Coca-Cola and that 
contributed to the stroke. Believe it or not, because at the time, my blood 
pressure was through the roof.  

Wendi Fralick: Mm-hmm.  

John Olivas: And it comes in a second. Your life can change in a second.  



Wendi Fralick: Mm-hmm.  

John Olivas: And you don't get that back. 

Wendi Fralick: Yeah.  

John Olivas: You don't get any of that back. 

Wendi Fralick: As you know very well. 

John Olivas: What you have to do is start from scratch and put on a new one. I 
didn't realize that then. I was just mad and upset and, oh God, how can you let 
this happen to me? But it's my fault. It's all. I ignored the warning signs.  

Wendi Fralick: How long from when you had your TIA to when you had your 
full stroke? 

John Olivas: Six months.  

Wendi Fralick: Six months?  

John Olivas: Yes. Almost to the day.  

Wendi Fralick: And you were working when you had your stroke?  

John Olivas: Yes, I was working, I was on the job. I was maintaining trucks, so 
I got in one of the ladder trucks to go get fuel. I started it and I held on the 
steering wheel to get in to pull myself up and my hand gave out and I fell to the 
floor and I couldn't walk, couldn't move. Everything else, I was paralyzed. I 
could barely talk. I managed to get to my phone, call the wife and the Chief, and 
that's why they found me. And whenever they took me to the hospital, I spent a 
couple of weeks in bed, not being up or moved at all.  

Wendi Fralick: Because your right side was paralyzed… 

John Olivas: Completely from head to toe. 

Wendi Fralick: So legs are not working?  

John Olivas: Nope.  



Wendi Fralick: Arms not working. 

John Olivas: Speech?  

Wendi Fralick: Mm-hmm.  

John Olivas: Nope. Nope.  

Wendi Fralick: So for two weeks you lay in bed.  

John Olivas: I laid in the hospital with this.  

Wendi Fralick: And what happened at the end of those two weeks?  

John Olivas: One of the fire friends of mine came and he was a therapist. He 
was walking me around, I said, “Wow, I can actually take a step with somebody 
helping me.” Then I went to therapy and I took my first step and it was about 
six weeks after this hospital, on my own. Walking on my own, one step, then I 
had to sit down. 

Wendi Fralick: Wow.  

John Olivas: And from there, I took in and counted every day more. And now I 
walk around. 

Wendi Fralick: Now you walk around?  

John Olivas: Yeah.  

Wendi Fralick: And what about your hands? 

John Olivas: My hand is another thing. I worked it a lot. I couldn't barely move 
it. And so now again, I can pick things up, I can grab things, hold it. It's more of 
a helping hand instead of my dominant hand.  

Wendi Fralick: But it was your dominant hand…  

John Olivas: Yeah.  

Wendi Fralick: before the stroke, right?  



John Olivas: Yes.  

Wendi Fralick: You were right-handed.  

John Olivas: Yeah. And I, when I come to The Center here, when I found The 
Center, Lisa. The art teacher taught me how to use my non-dominant hand. She 
taught me most skills by drawing and from there I can use it now for everything, 
even writing.  

Wendi Fralick: So I recall the story, John, and you correct me if I'm wrong, 
that someone said you should try the art class at The Center.  

John Olivas: That was Lisa.  

Wendi Fralick: Finish telling that story because it's a great story. 

John Olivas: I'm not an artist. I'm a, I was a fireman 

Wendi Fralick: And you said, “I can't even use my right hand.”  

John Olivas: Yeah, I can't use it no more. I don't have any use of it. This thing 
here. Is just to hold me up when I get off balance, 

Wendi Fralick: So when he says this thing here, he is showing his left hand, it 
really has no real value other than providing assistance. 

John Olivas: It wasn't developed then yet.  

Wendi Fralick: And I heard that Lisa then said to you, “Let's see what you can 
do with your left hand.” 

John Olivas: She's told me. “Come in, I will teach you how to use it.” And she 
did.  

Wendi Fralick: And so let's back up a little bit here, because now we've gone 
from California into Tulsa.  

John Olivas: Yeah.  

Wendi Fralick: Let's tell folks how you got from California to Tulsa. 



John Olivas: One day, my wife and I said, “We're tired. We can't even buy a 
house. Things cost way too much, doctors, medication, everything is up.” So we 
researched it, and my daughter moved here with her grandkids, and my wife's 
daughter, my stepdaughter, moved with her to take care of her. I said, “Let's go 
to Oklahoma.” And so we did, we decided to do it because we had nothing. All 
our parents were already deceased. 

Wendi Fralick: Mm-hmm.  

John Olivas: Except my dad. And we opened it and packed it up and moved up 
here, and we bought a house, qualified, bought a house in Sapulpa. And I've 
been there ever since.  

Wendi Fralick: And how did you find The Center?  

John Olivas: I was on Facebook in California, believe it or not. And the only 
lifeline they had was Facebook friends, stroke survivors. One of them was 
Sherri Watson. And I this, I talked back and forth with her from time to time. It 
was my way of reaching out and visiting people because I couldn't get out 
myself. 

So when I got here, to my surprise, she was here and in this area. So I said, 
“Wow, we're gonna have to meet.” She said, “Come to The Center. We are 
having a stroke survivors meeting this day.” So I came here to meet Sherri and 
to join the stroke survivors. My wife and I thought, “Wow, that would be 
awesome.” 

Wendi Fralick: Mm-hmm.  

John Olivas: So we come here and during the time we're here, Vickie gave us a 
tour of everything. And one place was the art room. And. Man, I was amazed. It 
was big. It was awesome. And I thought I never did art. I said, “I drew maps, 
but with my right hand, but that's drafting.” She said, “Come in and I will teach 
you how to use your left hand.” And I was intrigued. 

Wendi Fralick: What year was that?  

John Olivas: Oh my God. I am not very good with numbers.  

Wendi Fralick: Mm-hmm.  

John Olivas: But it was, um, eight or nine years ago.  



Wendi Fralick: Mm-hmm.  

John Olivas: Something like that.  

Wendi Fralick: Mm-hmm.  

John Olivas: I'm not real good with dates and numbers.  

Wendi Fralick: Yeah. Yeah. And now, when I started here five years ago, you 
were, the art room was really the place for you. 

John Olivas: Yeah.  

Wendi Fralick: If I was gonna go find John, I would find you in the art room. 

John Olivas: Yes.  

Wendi Fralick: You've diversified since then. Talk about things that you're 
doing now.  

John Olivas: Now, I don't spend as much time as I used to for various reasons, 
but one thing I concentrate on is painting more slowly. Not trying to get one 
done fast, just developing the paintings more. I don't know how to put it. Get, 
make 'em better.  

Wendi Fralick: Yeah. Yeah.  

John Olivas: You know,  

Wendi Fralick: Really focus on just…  

John Olivas: Yeah.  

Wendi Fralick: Focus on one.  

John Olivas: Yeah.  

Wendi Fralick: To really make it the best you possibly can.  

John Olivas: Yes. And I've gone from there, from painting. I do art at home, 
and I build Legos for art. I built canes and lamps and things. I built steampunk 



lamps in the art room a few years back. I for a short time, I joined the poetry 
class. I love that. That really intrigued me and I was pretty good at it. I am now 
in the photography class. I love it. Hope it stays. I would really love that. I 
paint. Clay sculpture. Cardboard sculpture. We do all kinds of stuff now.  

Wendi Fralick: Yeah,  

John Olivas: So I'm into everything here, but my main thing here is speech. 
Speech class is they've taught me how to speak because when I first got here, 
you could not understand a word that I said. It is still a little difficult, and I had 
to slow down and get a good pronunciation, but that's what they teach here. And 
without that man, I don't know where I'd be.  

Wendi Fralick: Yeah, life is tough when you can't communicate, right? 

John Olivas: Yeah. Yeah. I really enjoy the paintings. We get to market them 
here in the yearly Holiday Mart in December, and I sold quite a few paintings. 
My last painting I sold went to New York City.  

Wendi Fralick: And you were commissioned  

John Olivas: Yes.  

Wendi Fralick: To do that painting.  

John Olivas: Yes. And now I'm commissioned to do another one. Remember 
last year, the Touch the Art? 

Wendi Fralick: Mm-hmm.  

John Olivas: I did a white one.  

Wendi Fralick: Mm-hmm.   

John Olivas: A lady wants me to do one like that, but a new one.  

Wendi Fralick: Nice.  

John Olivas: And I'm commissioned to do that one now. 

Wendi Fralick: You're a remarkable artist.  



John Olivas: Thank you.  

Wendi Fralick: And I remember, again, just my stories with you. One of the 
ones I remember is I said, “Were you an artist before you came here?” 

John Olivas: No.  

Wendi Fralick: And that was your response, you said? “No.” No other 
explanation. You said no. And then you came in about a week later with the 
drawings of the streets and houses and..  

John Olivas: Right.  

Wendi Fralick: The fire hydrants that you had done in California, and you said 
you said, “Maybe, I actually was an artist, I just didn't know.” 

John Olivas: Yes.  

Wendi Fralick: And you had an entire book!  

John Olivas: That's called a water book. In my city, before GPS was a big 
thing. We had manual maps, and so I took all the maps, put it in a book on the 
front page, you find the address, and you can find the neighborhood real quick, 
and it shows what the fire hydrants, electric stop, gas, stop, everything. So 
before you even get there, you know it. And those books were used for testing 
the engineers.  

Wendi Fralick: They were remarkable.  

John Olivas: Yeah,  

Wendi Fralick: So detailed.  

John Olivas: It was a lot involved, took me a year to put that book together 
from scratch.  

Wendi Fralick: I never considered… come on John! If I were to do that book, 
I'd have lines and X’s. (Laughter) Yeah, here's a road, here's a house! 
(Laughter) 



John Olivas: Yeah. The police department had one, the ambulance service had 
one, and you know everybody wanted my book, so I made copies for all them 
and each truck had a copy.  

Wendi Fralick: So it was in you, you just had never really….  

John Olivas: I believe so, yes.  

Wendi Fralick: Flourished it. Tell me about your house. Because it is your 
house now? Or just an art masterpiece itself.  

John Olivas: Pretty much even outside, we have recently painted the garage 
door black. Chalkboard black and the kids get out there with chalk and draw 
whatever they feel. It rains, it comes off, they do it all over again. And the 
walls, they paint, they have handprints even on the floor, we pulled the carpet 
up. We're gonna let them paint the floor.  

Wendi Fralick: Who are these kids?  

John Olivas: My grandkids.  

Wendi Fralick: Your grandkids?  

John Olivas: You know what, Wendi? Maverick, I've been with him since he 
was born. We took care of him every day. We watched him grow up, like he 
was one of ours. He is one of ours. But we had him while his parents worked. 
He was most of my inspiration for recovery. I recovered so I can teach him how 
to paint, how to solder, how to build things, how to glue Legos together and 
make things. I love that kid. Now, he's eight. He teaches me stuff.  

Wendi Fralick: I love that. I love that. That's your why, right? I think someone 
asked me this weekend about something: “What's your why?” And I find that 
for you, your why was Maverick.  

John Olivas: Yeah. Family. Yes. Yeah.  

Wendi Fralick: To make an impact.  

John Olivas: Mainly Maverick because I wanted to. When I went out in the 
front yard and I would mow the grass, he had a toy lawnmower, he was 
following me. Just be like Papa!  



Wendi Fralick: That's so sweet.  

John Olivas: So I wanted to get better so I can be like Maverick. 

Wendi Fralick: That's really sweet.  

John Olivas: I wanted to be like him 'cause the kid's sharp.  

Wendi Fralick: And so how many grandkids do you have?  

John Olivas: Nine.  

Wendi Fralick: You got a full house.  

John Olivas: Yeah. One of them passed away at crib death, but I have nine 
alive.  

Wendi Fralick: Wow. And you show me pictures relatively frequently of just 
all sorts of activities of painting and what's going on and that life that you're 
able to share with your grandkids because of what you really built here, right? 

John Olivas: Yeah. Yes. We have painting sessions at home where, every now 
and then, all the grandkids would get together. I would give 'em a canvas and 
paint and they would paint whatever they felt like. Maverick is the most creative 
artist. He painted some incredible stuff.  

Wendi Fralick: That's amazing.  

John Olivas: He painted a painting he called the Red Panda. It's abstract, of 
course. And we framed it. He put in an art exhibit in Sapulpa for the Sapulpa 
Art Guild, and over my paintings, he took first place!!!! I took second.  

Wendi Fralick: (Laughter) That's pretty. That's pretty nice. Come on. Grandpa 
and grandson take first and second place! 

John Olivas: Seven years old.  

Wendi Fralick: That's awesome. That's amazing.  

John Olivas: So he's doing pretty good that way.  



Wendi Fralick: For someone who is a new stroke survivor. What? What do 
you wish someone had told you when you were in the hospital for those two 
weeks? What do you wish someone had told you about what your future might 
look like or what the possibilities still are? 

John Olivas: Don't give up. Keep trying. I hear so many stroke victims tend to 
give up, and they sit in the chair and fade away, or is it so harsh that their 
caregivers can't handle them. 

Wendi Fralick: Mm-hmm.  

John Olivas: Determination or the want to have to want… I was the worst 
stroke survivor my wife could ever imagine. She is my rock. She's my peace. 
She had so much patience, but then I realized what I was doing to her after a 
while, so I made myself change that attitude. I had to deliberately work on that 
attitude. And now I do things for her. All the time, like a lot of the housework, 
yard work, stuff like that. Cooking. 

Wendi Fralick: Just trying to come back to more equals.  

John Olivas: I try to be above the equal.  

Wendi Fralick: Yeah.  

John Olivas: I try to outdo her doings.  

Wendi Fralick: Mm-hmm.  

John Olivas: Do you understand?  

Wendi Fralick: Yeah. Yeah. That she's done a lot. Then so now….  

John Olivas: More than enough. I will tell her sometimes. “Just relax, I got 
this.”  

Wendi Fralick: Mm-hmm. What do you hope for your future?  

John Olivas: My future for me personally is to, of course, work on my 
paintings more because I consider myself a novice. (Laughter) I like to be a 
little bit more than that. I'm getting my name out there, but my physical body 
and getting things fixed that need to be fixed. I got a lot of doctor's 



appointments. I'm going to now, eating proper, proper care, taking my 
medication on time, not overdoing it outside. When the heat is on, the cold is 
on, especially the heat, I get up early and do my yard for an hour. It's too hot, I 
come back in.  

Wendi Fralick: Yeah.  

John Olivas: Drink more water.  

Wendi Fralick: Mm-hmm.  

John Olivas: Mostly taking care of myself so I am able to take care of the ones 
I love.  

Wendi Fralick: Mm-hmm.  

John Olivas: Because if you overdo it, you think you're Superman. You're not. 
Yeah. I'm not a fireman no more.  

Wendi Fralick: Yeah.  

John Olivas: In my heart, I am, physically, I'm not.  

Wendi Fralick: Yeah. And I would imagine that took a mental change.  

John Olivas: Yeah. That will never allow me to drive. I had my license 
changed to an ID card. So I will never be able to drive again. Because of, not 
because I can't, I can think I can one hand to drive, the reaction time of my legs 
don’t have it. 

Wendi Fralick: Mm-hmm. Got it.  

John Olivas: So I totally rely on. my wife for that purpose.  

Wendi Fralick: Mm-hmm.  

John Olivas: Yeah. But I'm totally behind her and try to make that a lot more 
comfortable  

Wendi Fralick: mm-hmm.  



John Olivas: For her to take on.  

Wendi Fralick: Yeah. Yeah.  

John Olivas: Things like that. My future, I don't know. I can't really say what 
my future is gonna be, but. If it's anything like what's happened already, it's 
gotta be awesome in the future. Gotta be better  

Wendi Fralick: Because I think what you're saying is even after the stroke, 
you've had a really good life.  

John Olivas: I have a better life now that I'm retired and able to do things than I 
had before when I worked.  

Wendi Fralick: And I think you just appreciate it more, too.  

John Olivas: Yes.  I've slowed down to enjoy life more now.  

Wendi Fralick: That's really sweet. That's really sweet. We end every podcast 
with the same question for all of our guests. I know we've talked about this a bit, 
but I am going to ask you as well, how do you Get Centered at The Center? 

John Olivas: I come, I'm here. When I'm here, I'm part of a group of people 
they are like families. They're strangers. I am not from this state. These people 
here, like brothers and sisters. We’re happy, we're loving, we're everything like 
a family. And that's what makes sense to me the most is just being around them 
because they help me, and one of The Center members that I admire the most is 
Tempus. So happy. She's also a stroke survivor. She's so happy and joyful and 
careless. She don't care what, she doesn't think of stroke anymore, and that's 
mostly why she brings me happiness and purpose. Being around people there, 
and especially you guys, the staff, you guys have been amazing. We don't 
always agree on things. 

Wendi Fralick: Mm-hmm.  

John Olivas: And we're not.  

Wendi Fralick: Mm-hmm.  

John Olivas: We're different people, but we're adaptable too.  



Wendi Fralick: Yeah.  

John Olivas: Yeah. If I can use that word, adaptable.  

Wendi Fralick: Absolutely. (Laughter) Yeah. You have full authority to use 
that word!  

John Olivas: Anyway. That's how I Get Centered from the people that are here 
and coming.  

Wendi Fralick: John, I appreciate you being with us today. I appreciate you 
sharing your story. I appreciate your insightfulness. I think that you bring a lot 
to not only what we were talking about today, but just here in general. You just 
bring a lot of insightfulness.  

John Olivas: Oh, thank you.  

Wendi Fralick: And I appreciate you for all that you are. So thank you for 
being with us today. 

John Olivas: You're welcome. 


