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Un-Limb-Ited Ski Camp focuses on abilities 
It lets teens hit the slopes, bond with others like them 
By Jane Grau 

January 29, 2007

PARK CITY - It was a normal January day on the ski slope: A teenager with a ponytail struggled to get up after a fall, a kid in a jazzy helmet schussed to a perfect stop in front of the lodge, and a girl in a fur-trimmed parka practiced her "toe-sides" on her snowboard. 

    What was slightly unusual? The teens were at Park City Mountain Resort as part of Shriners Hospital for Children's third annual Un-Limb-Ited Ski Camp, which means the faller, the schusser and the boarder were probably missing arms or legs. Not that you'd notice. 

    The camp is hosted by the National Ability Center - emphasis on ability. The teens, helped by adaptive equipment, were no more or less able to have fun on the mountain than those with all their arms and legs. 

    The dozen teens at camp last week, ages 13-16, were from Utah, Colorado, Arizona, Nevada, New Mexico and Idaho. All had been patients at Salt Lake's Shriners Hospital; all were missing limbs or parts of limbs. 

    Some were born without limbs; others lost arms or legs to accidents or infection. Some wore prostheses, some didn't. Some were there for the first time, others were old hands. 

    Sam Blakely, for instance, is a 13-year-old from Henefer, a "BK" - he lost a leg below the knee - and a downhill racer with lots of medals. He wants to compete in the Olympics. 

    "If you have a goal, you can reach it, if you put your mind to it," he asserted. 

    But Un-Limb-Ited Ski Camp isn't just about sports. 

    What the teens said they liked best wasn't the indoor rock climbing, the scrapbooking, the "star gazing" at Sundance, the food or the goofy counselors. It was meeting other people who are missing limbs, so they could talk about stuff, like how they feel when people stare at them. 

    Said one counselor, "It's about everything but skiing - it's just being together." 

    "It's one of the many opportunities we give them to 'normalize,' " said Mike Babcock, director of public relations at Shriners. "Sometimes, their parents shelter them. Some of them have never met another amputee. So their social skills may not be great. But by the end of the week, year after year, they've come out of their shells." 

    Un-Limb-Ited Ski Camp started when organizers realized older kids would benefit from a support and social group of peer-level advisors, such as Paralympic athletes and counselors who are also missing limbs, during what may be a difficult time in their lives. 

    So co-director Laura Lewis, working with recreational and physical therapists, and orthotics and prosthetic specialists, put together a fun program to teach Shriners alums new skills and boost their self-esteem. 

    Shriners staff members rotate through the week as counselors. A nurse is on call to dispense aspirin and bandages. 

    "Kids succeed when they feel safe," said Babcock. "But parents are also very concerned that their kids don't get hurt, so our No. 1 priority is a safe environment." 

    To ensure safety, the kids hit the slopes with their own private NAC instructors after being fitted for boots, skis and boards, goggles, helmets and "outriggers" - forearm crutches with ski tips mounted on the bottom that stabilize one-legged skiers, especially when turning. 

    They're one example of the "adaptive" equipment NAC provides for outdoor athletes, including those with sight and hearing impairments. 

    Scott Hosie, a prosthetist at Shriners, finds teaching the campers "rewarding and exciting." "These kids are the same cross-section as any others. They have a definite drive and ambition." 

    Julian Pratt, born without hands, lower arms or elbows, plays soccer and basketball at home in South Jordan. 

    At 16, he's learned to take care of himself for most things, but knows his limitations. He can get dressed and eat lunch, for instance, but he asked for help with the buckles on his boots. 

    "I'm proud to be this way," he said. "I like challenges because I don't give up and I learn from my mistakes. I like to push myself over the limit." 

    At home in Ridgeway, Colo., 16-year-old Heidi Duce climbs, hunts, hikes, runs, rides snowmobiles and plays volleyball. Her BK amputation was due to missing ankle and foot bones at birth. Her goal at this year's camp was to improve her snowboarding skills, and maybe jump. 

    "This is the coolest experience ever," she said. 

    Lizbeth Rodriguez, a 15-year-old AK (amputation above the knee) has only lived in Providence for eight months, but was eager to learn to ski because there was no snow where she previously lived in Peru. 

    Knowing that "it's important to learn," combined with her confidence in her instructors, she overcame a slight case of nerves. They started her off with the No. 1 lesson for all snow bunnies: how to fall and get back up. 

    From there, it was a short trip to the lift and, if Shriners Hospital has anything to say about it, a happy, active future. 

    --- 
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