Prosthetics blur line between
disabled and able-bodied
athletes

By Alexander Wolff, Sports Illustrated

Examine what military tacticians call the tip of the spear—the
leading force in combat—-and you’'re liable to find 1lst Lieut.
Melissa Stockwell, U.S. Army (ret.). It’'’s a role she has
embraced since April 2004, when a roadside bomb in Baghdad
blasted off all but six inches of her left leg and made her
the first female American amputee of the Iraq war. Four years
later, as a swimmer, she became the first veteran of that
conflict to qualify for the Paralympic Games. Now, having just
passed her board exams to become a certified prosthetist, she
figures to be a very busy woman, spearheading yet another
movement.

Stockwell leads a generation of disabled veterans of the
Afghanistan and Iraq wars who are becoming elite athletes. The
combined number of vets on the U.S. teams at the 2008 Summer
and '10 Winter Paralympics jumped to 21 from a total of seven
at the previous Games, in Athens and Turin. At next year’s
London Paralympics, U.S. officials estimate that 20% of Team
USA will be composed of veterans. That infusion has helped the
U.S. creep up in the medal count, from fifth to fourth to
third, over the last three Summer Paralympics.

Stockwell’s cohort stands poised to deliver more than medals,
however. It’s the vanguard of a revolution in attitudes toward
people with disabilities. “My prosthetic is definitely a badge
of honor,” says Stockwell. “I’ll walk around in shorts and
flip-flops.” At the same time, tens of millions of dollars
from the departments of Defense and Veterans Affairs are
funding advances in prosthetic technology so profound that
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they raise essential questions about what it means to be
human.

To meet the growing demand from wounded warriors, the U.S.
Olympic Committee is disbursing $7.5 million donated by the VA
to help not only veterans but also active-duty soldiers. Since
2004 U.S. Paralympics has been hosting military sports camps
to enhance the rehabilitation of veterans and active service
members with disabilities. Meanwhile the USOC and the DOD are
ramping up events such as the Warrior Games, which were staged
for the second time, in May, in Colorado Springs, with 200
physically impaired vets and soldiers competing in seven
sports.

People who work with them agree that soldiers are athletes to
begin with, and injured ones are like any jock aching to get
off the DL. “It’s amazing how many say to me, ‘I'm going to be
your best patient,'” says Peter Harsch, director of
prosthetics at the San Diego Naval Medical Center. “Their
driving force 1is, Number 1, to get back to their division or
squad. But then, this is a military where everyone had a
choice whether to go into it.” (As many as 18 percent of
amputees return to active duty, most of them to noncombat
jobs.)

When Stockwell arrived at Walter Reed Army Medical Center in
Washington, D.C., her very survival still hung in the balance.
After 15 operations, 20 blood transfusions and a series of
infections, she was turned over to Walter Reed’s therapists.
“I looked around and saw people missing two, three and four
limbs, people with traumatic brain injury and lost eyesight,”
says Stockwell, who had been a rower and diver at Colorado.
“It motivates and inspires.” After one year at Walter Reed and
two more dedicated to swimming, she was still a long shot at
the 2008 U.S. Paralympic trials, yet she lopped a staggering
17 seconds off her previous best in the 400-meter freestyle to
make the team. (She did not medal in Beijing but carried the
U.S. flag at the closing ceremonies.) Now a paratriathlete,



Stockwell won gold in the severe leg impairment category last
September at the world championships in Budapest. “I’ve done
more with one leg,” she says, “than I ever would have done
with two.”
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