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Jesse Bethel High School graduate Willie “Jojo” Felder outran the competition well into his college track career
until a bullet seemed to shatter his victories -- as well as his Olympic dreams

“I had a lot going for myself schoolwise, but after I got shot, it slowed everything down. They told me I’d never
walk again,” Felder said. “Before I got shot, my hope was to continue my track career and go on to the
Olympics.”

Although Felder still carries the bullet inside his body, he’s come far since the shooting.

With the support of his family and friends, especially Bethel classmate Clifton Hayes, he’s not only relearned
how to walk, but has come full circle and returned to the track.

For the seven-time All-American and Langston University nursing major, none of that seemed possible after July
16, 2010.

Tragic evening

On that night, Felder and three friends were heading to a birthday party in Vacaville’s Markham Heights area
when they stopped at a liquor store on the corner of Brown and Monte Vista. Two girls left the car to enter the
store when two men outside began heckling them, Felder said.

Having forgotten something, they later returned to the store and passed the same two men from the liquor store.
As they drove by, one of them threw a bottle and cracked the windshield, Felder said.

Felder said the two girls coaxed his friend to “do something about it.” Felder advised his friend to “let it slide. But
if you’re going to do something, I got your back.”

Cutting his headlights, his friend drove toward the two men with the passenger side facing the sidewalk.
Vacaville police said that when the group drove up to the two pedestrians on Rocky Hill Road, a short argument
ensued and one of the men fired numerous rounds into the vehicle.

One round went through Felder’s shoulder, pierced his lung and then hit his spinal cord.

“I couldn’t hold myself up; all muscle control was gone,” Felder recalled. “I passed out and woke up in the
hospital two days later.”

(Deandre E. Moore was arrested days later for allegedly shooting Felder, who was 23 at the time. Months later,
a jury acquitted Moore.)

So convinced were paramedics that he had died, Felder said that police treated it like a murder scene when
they airlifted him to UC Davis Medical Center.

“I was dead on arrival,” Felder said. “But somehow they brought me back.”

Aftermath

The night of the shooting, Felder’s mother, Elaine Faucett, answered a knock at the door at her Vallejo home. A
Vallejo police officer told her to call Vacaville police. Thinking her son had merely gotten a ticket, she decided to
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speak with him first before calling police.

Moments later, her home phone rang with the news that Felder had been shot and was in critical condition.

“It was so surreal, I didn’t believe it,” Faucett said. “He was a scholar-athlete who never gave me a day of
trouble in his life.”

Felder’s high school friend, Hayes, and another friend, Nico Vaughn, rode with Felder’s parents to the hospital.
It would become a daily routine.

“We spent a month in there until he was able to sit up, walk and drink,” Hayes said.

When Felder awakened two days after the shooting, Faucett broke the news to her son.

“The doctors said that he was paralyzed and probably won’t walk again,” she said.

“I told him, ‘Right now the doctors said you’re paralyzed, but I don’t believe you’re going to be paralyzed. I
believe you’re going to walk.”

The first goal of rehabilitation was a basic one. The track star had to learn how to walk all over again.

“He had an All-American track body,” Faucett said. “To see him so skinny and just disabled was heart-
wrenching.”

Felder took it hard.

“I couldn’t believe it,” Felder said. “One moment I was running record-breaking times for my school and now I’m
in a wheelchair not able to do basic stuff.”

Rehabilitation

Felder left the hospital weeks before doctors thought it advisable. At first he was unable to move either leg, but
when he left the hospital, he could get in the wheelchair on his own.

The initial prognosis was depressing, but he was encouraged after some feeling returned to the big toe of his
left foot.

“Once I saw there was still hope to live a regular life, it motivated me to keep going,” Felder said. “If I’d seen no
progress, I probably would have given up. The chance to maintain a regular life kept me pushing forward. Every
time I made progress, I would feel better.”

He said that had he not been in such good shape when he was shot he would have died.

“It made me appreciate the talent I had. People who rely on sports better have a back up plan,” Felder said. “It’s
good to have your education at the same time.”

Rehabilitation was like preparing for a big meet.

“Track athletes have to be strict and mentally strong. You have to be focused and can’t let what other people
say or do get to you,” Felder said. “When people say anything negative, take it and push it back out.”

Felder’s family and friends also stuck by him. Hayes was an active participant in his friend’s recovery, often
massaging his friend’s leg while he was bed ridden.

“We all do things and have bad things happen, but it’s about being there for lowest and highest points,” Hayes
said. “We’re going to be friends whether he’s at the bottom of the barrel or the top.”

Felder flew back to Langston shortly after leaving the hospital, despite doctor warnings there was a 50 percent
chance he could die on the flight because of his pierced lung.
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“When I got on (the plane) I was praying. If it was my purpose to go back then I was meant to go there,” Felder
said. “If I ain’t then I’d die on the plane. I was in bad condition. I was thinking that if I do die it can’t get any
worse.”

Langston tradition

Felder’s mother’s family, the Faucetts, have a long athletic history in Vallejo. His uncle Rod Faucett coached the
St. Patrick-St. Vincent girls basketball team to a state title in 2008, and his grandfather Fred Faucett coached at
Vallejo High for nearly 30 years.

Langston University has also become a family tradition. Felder is the third generation to attend Langston after
his mother Elaine and uncles Rod and Spencer all attended.

He also had a small group of Bethel friends that followed him to Langston including Hayes, a football and track
teammate.

“Back then (at Bethel) JoJo was up and coming; he didn’t really like track and focused on basketball,” Hayes
said. “In 12th grade he started getting good at track and continued that going to college.”

Faucett called Langston “the yard” because there was nothing there to distract Felder from track and his
studies. “Had he been at a gigantic school, (Jojo) would have gotten overlooked and ignored,” Faucett said. “At
a small community school they took care of him. When he came back on braces, everybody made concessions
for him.”

Langston track coach Jim Hilliard was a classmate of Felder’s mom and uncle. Hilliard said that Felder had a
bumpy start at Langston, but earned All-American track honors by the end of his freshman season. His
sophomore year, Felder helped set a school record in the 4-by-400 meter relay team and made All-American in
the indoor and outdoor long jump.

“He was a great athlete and person. We’re a small school and a lot of kids don’t develop out until halfway
through their second year,” Hilliard said. “He wasn’t satisfied being average. He wanted to win national titles.”

Back on track

Felder’s roommate, Hayes, attends Langston on a football scholarship. He spent most mornings helping his
friend get ready for classes, including preparing meals for him.

Hayes saw Felder’s recovery first hand.

“It started with him being In bed, then holding on the wall to get to the bathroom. When school started, he could
limp to the bathroom,” he said. “One day he started using crutches. Then he started walking with a hard limp.”

Getting to class often took an hour or more. Not until January 2011, was Felder able to walk to class, then with a
pronounced limp.

“It felt good, things started to come along,” Felder said. “I thought the limp would be there for the rest of my life.”

It took about six months before Felder was able to hit the weight room. Hayes was Felder’s workout partner
throughout high school, and that continued at Langston.

It started with light band and resistance work. When Felder was strong enough to jog they began taking four
mile runs every morning six days a week.

“Running was weird because he was carrying one leg. It was more a stuttering sort of run,” Hayes said. “Even
now he’s still pushing off one leg because the strength isn’t all the way back yet.”

Eventually, Felder ran again. He said it was an “ugly run,” but to him there was no doubt he’d be back on the
track in the spring.
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“After I got to a small jog, I knew right then it was time to push it to the next level,” he said.

By last November, Felder was cleared to compete. His return had an impact on those who knew him at
Langston. “Some people called me Superman,” Felder said. “They thought it was a miracle when I got back.
Some thought I would never walk again. It had a big effect on people.”

His first track meet since the injury was the Kansas State All-Comers last December and would run a leg on the
4-by-400 yard relay team. The team did not qualify for the meet final.

“I was nervous. I didn’t know how my body would react,” Felder said. “I was worried my leg would give out, but
once I got the baton everything went well.”

Felder made the most of his last year of eligibility, competing in many of his old events, including the long jump
along with the 60 and 200 meter runs. He said his performance didn’t measure up to his standards.

“You get used to winning and being one of the top athletes,” Felder said. “I got depressed because I’m not
getting usual results.”

Hilliard said that it was a drop of “3.5 to 4 seconds” from his best, but the fact that he took to the track again
helped the team. “He’s an inspiration for the other kids,” Hilliard said. “You can’t be whining and complaining
about what’s hurting. (Willie) has got a bullet in him and he’s still working hard.”

Full circle

With the injury fully behind him and the track season over, Felder went to South Africa this summer, visiting
Gambia and Senegal.

“Coming back from Africa taught me how to respect culture,” Felder said. “It made me realize the stuff that
matters isn’t material. It’s wisdom, knowledge, caring and love.”

To those who know him best, Felder came away from the experience a different person.

“He seems so much more even grounded than before, so much more in the moment,” Faucett said. “When he
hugs me, I can tell he really appreciates his life and doesn’t joke around with anything anymore.”

Caption: Photo: JoJo Felder is shown after his return from a trip to Africa earlier this year. (Courtesy photo)
Photo: Photo: Jesse Bethel High graduate JoJo Felder of Vallejo has come back from a gunshot wound that
threatened to paralyze him to continue running track. Felder currently attends college at Langston University in
Oklahoma. (The inset photo shows Felder during high school.) (Chris Riley/Times-Herald photo illustration)
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