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recruited from major military medical installa-
tions, including the Military Severely Injured 
Center, the National Naval Medical Center, Brooke 
Army Medical Center and VA hospitals. Funding – 
about $5,000 per couple – comes from private 
donors and foundations. The programs typically 
run a week in duration. By the end of the third 
day, “they begin to realize their life isn’t over and 

that they are going to be able 
to do this,” says Marc Mast, 
who runs another Sun Valley 
rehabilitative endeavor, the 
Wood River Ability Program.

The results are dramatic.
“You take them up on a ski 

hill, put a set of skis on them, 
and by the end of the week 
they are a different person,” 
says retired Army Col. Ed 
McGowan, one of many 
American Legion members 
who works as a volunteer for 
both programs. “They get the 
benefit of achieving some-
thing they thought they 
would never be able to do.”

“I think the most important 
benefit is the psychological 

lift,” adds Maurice Charlat, commander of Ameri-
can Legion Post 115 in Ketchum, which also 
provides financial support for the Wood River 
Ability Program and Sun Valley Adaptive Sports. 
“In the final analysis, they are looking at them-
selves as whole, competent people, no matter what 
prosthetic device they are wearing.”

ARMY SPC. ERIC JORDAN
Tampa Bay, Fla.

Barely a month before 
23‑year‑old Eric Jordan came to 
Sun Valley, he learned he was 
capable of assisted walking, 
despite a pinched spinal cord 
that limits his motion from the 
chest down. Now he’s learning 
to ski – both downhill and cross 
country – and planning to 
launch himself off the top of a 
10,000‑foot mountain in a 
paraglider.

He did not embark on this 
journey willingly. The executive 
director of Sun Valley Adaptive 
Sports kept calling him, 
encouraging him to come and 
try his hand at a week of every 
kind of winter sport. “I thought, 
‘What is this guy talking about?’ I wasn’t in shape to 
come. My attitude wasn’t right.” 

Then there was his first morning on Dollar Mountain 
in a "bi ski", a lightweight seat attached to a set of skis 
that the user steers by shifting weight and maneuvering 
an outrigger ski held in each hand. It’s akin to kayaking 
down a ski hill.

“This morning, I was a little worried about it,” Jordan 
says as he finishes his lunch and prepares to hit the 
slopes again. “The first time 
was really weird. I was a 
little scared. But then I got it 
down.” Not bad for his first 
time on skis. 

One can’t blame Jordan 
for his initial pessimism. 
VA doctors told him, “This is 
your life. You’ll never walk 
again. Get used to it,” says 
his mother, Carrie Hess‑Jordan. 

Jordan’s body was shattered when he 
manned a Mark 19 grenade launcher from the 
back of a deuce and a half during his first scout 
mission near Ramadi, Iraq, on Nov. 10, 2004. 
He doesn’t remember the IED that crushed his 
right scapula, broke his left, collapsed his lungs, 
broke his neck and back, and left him with a 
traumatic brain injury.

He woke up at Walter Reed Army Medical 
Center. “I didn’t want to talk to anybody,” 
Jordan says. “I was like, ‘I’ll never play basketball 
again.’ I was in a real bad mood.”

Skiing changed that.  “Just the feeling of being on skis, 
going down the hill – it’s like being free again,” he says. 
“It gives meaning to your life. This is way more than I 
ever thought I could do.”

 Army Spc. Eric 
Jordan uses his arms 
to propel a "sit ski" 
along a Nordic 
skiing track, with  
encouragement 
from instructor 
Erik Schultz.

 Jordan studies 
the Nordic 

course that 
stretches out 

before him, on a 
late-winter day 

warm enough 
for short-sleeved 

shirts.
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Part of the healing is about being in motion 
again, especially for servicemembers whose 
mobility is hampered as a result of their wounds.

“When you are on the ski hill, you have free-
dom, speed and motion that you don’t experience 
anywhere else in your life,” Pringle says. “The rest 
of the time you are struggling to get over the curb, 
get up the stairs or just get into the restroom.”

Iraq and Afghanistan war veterans 
also benefit from impressive develop-
ments in sports equipment. During the 
Vietnam era, for example, Pringle was 
outfitted with the equivalent of a “peg 
leg,” he says, and there was no way to 
accommodate people who used wheel-
chairs. Today, microprocessors and 
high-tech materials have led to prosthet-
ics that come closer to matching the 
abilities of natural limbs. And “sit skis” 
allow paraplegics to both downhill and 
cross-country ski. 

Such equipment enabled Army 
Spc. Andy Soule to learn Nordic skiing 

through the Wood River Ability Program in 2006 
and earn a spot on the U.S. Disabled Cross Country 
Ski Team with his impressive performance at the 
2007 World Cup races.

In the end, however, the camaraderie today’s 
wounded warriors find on Sun Valley’s ski slopes 
is as important as any other element. “These 
groups of veterans help each other,” Mast says. 
“They realize they aren’t alone in the world.” 

Ken Olsen is a freelance writer from Spokane, Wash.

ARMY SGT. TED WADE
Undergoing therapy in 
Chapel Hill, N.C.

Army Sgt. Ted Wade quietly 
says he’s proven all of the doctors 
wrong as he wraps up a morning 
of skiing on Sun Valley’s Bald 
Mountain.

That’s a considerable 
understatement from a soldier 
who was unconscious for two and 
a half months, a 29‑year‑old 
veteran of Afghanistan and Iraq 
wars whom many doctors gave up 
on, a man who is walking, talking 
and skiing again despite almost 
every expert prediction to the 
contrary. He is fortunate, he adds 
with an easy smile, that his wife 
Sarah – swooshing down the ski 
run 100 yards behind him – is a 
savvy and tireless advocate for his care.

Wade was born in Portland, Ore., and moved around 
the United States with his family before graduating as 
the valedictorian of his high school in Delaware. He was 
learning the chef’s trade when he decided to join the 
Army in 1999. 

He is the sort of individual who gives credence to the 
notion of reincarnation. He was blown out of the back of 
a Humvee near Fallujah on Valentine’s Day 2004 by an IED 
fashioned from seven 115mm artillery 
shells. All that was left of his helmet 
was the chinstrap. 

Wade didn’t fare much better. 
Shrapnel lodged in the back of his skull. 
He suffered multiple brain lacerations. 
His shredded right arm had to be 
amputated. His right leg was broken. 
His wife was told that her husband 
would, at best, always be in a coma. 

His remarkable recovery has 
occasionally faltered. Wade 
mysteriously developed Type I diabetes 
after he was wounded. Learning to 
speak again has been arduous. Soon 
after regaining the ability to walk, he 
fell, broke his nose and needed stitches 
in his face. “The tricky part about recovery and 
disability is that it is a long mind game,” Wade says. “It’s 
not physical.”

Wade is gaining more than self-confidence on the 
Sun Valley slopes. “The sports and skiing helps build 
my cognitive experiences,” he explains. “That adds to 
my mental capabilities and my physical capabilities. 
It helps with my skills and speech. This is a great and 
wonderful thing.”

He slides up to the chair-lift line, assesses the nearly 
10,000-foot ski-run studded peak before him and sums it 
all up in two simple words: “We’re living.”

 Ted Wade zips toward the ski lodge 
after an exhilarating run down Mount 
Baldy. Doctors told Wade’s wife he 
would never come out of a coma after 
he was injured by a roadside bomb in 
Iraq. He’s been defying expectations 
ever since.



It took just one visit to Walter Reed Army Medical Center 
in Washington for Army Reserve Lt. Col. Steve Udovich of 
Newark, Del., to start thinking of ways to boost the morale 
of soldiers facing long, tedious months of recovery.

Udovich launched Warrior Weekend last January, just a 
month after his visit to Walter 
Reed, with the goal of providing 
soldiers and their families 
all-expenses-paid escapes to 
places such as New York City, 
Philadelphia and beach resorts in 
Delaware. The program gives 
wounded veterans an 
opportunity to relax away from 
the hospital.

Having earned a Bronze Star 
and Combat Infantry Badge during a tour in Iraq, Udovich 
understands and appreciates the combat experience.  He 
recently spoke with The American Legion Magazine. 

Q: How does the Warrior Weekend work?
A: It’s a simple formula: take a small group of wounded 
soldiers and their wives, children or significant others out for 
an all-expenses-paid weekend of R&R. It gets them out of 
the hospital and gets them enjoying things they might not 
otherwise experience.

Q: How structured are the weekends?
A: We offer some organized things, but if a guy and his wife 
just want to hang out or stroll on the beach, that’s fine.

Q: Describe the veterans who participate in the program.
A: They run the full spectrum of soldiers who have served in 
Iraq and Afghanistan. Their injuries include everything from 

traumatic brain injury to bone damage, loss of eyes and ears 
and limbs and other wounds. 
Q: How are participants selected?
A: The program is open to all soldiers who are in recovery 
status at Walter Reed. They are given the opportunity to do 
the trips by their commanders at the hospital.
Q: What’s the cost to the soldier or the family?
A: Nothing. They can literally show up with an overnight 
bag, and I’ll make sure they have a good time. I supply them 
with whatever they need, from sneakers to a haircut, beach 
towels to swimsuits. 
Q: How has The American Legion been involved?
A: American Legion Post 28 in Oak Orchard, Del., has 
provided a tremendous amount of financial support and has 
agreed to distribute information. American Legion Post 150 
in Kingston, N.Y., has contributed more than $7,000 and  
continues to hold fund-raising events. And The American 
Legion Department of Delaware has initiated a fund-raising 
effort that includes all 33 of the state’s Legion posts. 
Q: Why is Warrior Weekend connected to Walter Reed?
A: Hundreds of wounded soldiers at Walter Reed Army 
Medical Center need a break, and that number isn’t 
expected to decline any time soon. Walter Reed is close – 
about two hours from my home. It’s within striking distance 
of many destinations, such as Philadelphia, Baltimore and 
the beaches. 
Q: How do you see the program growing?
A: We are talking to an airline about becoming involved. I’d 
like to see us taking trips to places like Tampa, Chicago and 
Miami Beach by this time next year.
www.warriorweekend.com

COMBAT VETERAN GIVES WOUNDED WARRIORS WEEKEND BREAK FROM HOSPITAL LIFE

SPC. KRIS ATHERTON
Caldwell, Idaho

Kris Atherton drove an M‑1 tank into Iraq in March 2003 
and left by medevac four months later. Minutes after 
meeting him, one forgets this matter-of-fact soldier lost his 

left arm to a 120mm artillery 
round rigged as an IED. He’s 
simply focused on going forward.

Atherton was traveling 
through a marketplace near Abu 
Ghraib on July 26, 2003. His unit’s 
mission: track down and recover 
a 9mm pistol an Iraqi man had 
stolen from their unit and sold on 
the black market. Atherton was 

driving, his left arm resting on the door, when the IED 
exploded. 

“I remember the flash more than anything,” Atherton says. 
And a blizzard of shrapnel. The tires were flattened, the 
radio went dead, and the gunner dropped inside the vehicle, 
screaming that his eye was on fire. Atherton pulled his 

bleeding arm inside and 
kept driving until he 
reached a field hospital.  
“I told the major at the 
hospital I hadn’t seen my 
daughter yet – and not 
to lose my wallet. Then I 

passed out. When I woke up they were putting me on a 
Black Hawk. I looked down, and my arm wasn’t there.”

Atherton grew up in Buckley, Wash. He moved to 
Caldwell, Idaho, after spending five months at Walter Reed 
Army Medical Center. 

He immediately taught himself to snowboard, which he 
prefers to enjoy among his fellow veterans. “Being here 
helps me because it gives me more motivation,” he says.

 A sunny afternoon on 
Dollar Mountain is the 
perfect setting for Kris 
Atherton to practice his 
snowboarding technique.

Donna Murray
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