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uring the second battle 
of Fallujah, in 2004, 
then-Lieutenant D. J. 
Skelton was blinded 
in one eye and lost 
the use of one arm, 
but he wasn’t ready 
to give up on living an 

active, adventurous life. His desire 
to get back on his feet—literally and 
figuratively—led to his partnership 
with professional climber Timmy 
O’Neill and the founding of Paradox 
Sports, which specializes in adaptive 
rock climbing and other outdoor 
activities for the physically disabled.

Paradox got started in 2007, while 
Skelton was undergoing outpatient 
treatment at Walter Reed Army Med-
ical Center. The idea of rock climbing 
despite his new disabilities had made 
perfect sense to Skelton. He tells us, 
“Service members, to some degree, 
are addicted to adrenaline, but when 

they go to the hospital, we only 
teach them how to stand and walk 
again. After I got injured, I learned to 
rock climb again around my limi ta-
tions. That did more for me men tally 
and psycho logically—and I think 
accelerated my physi cal reha bil ita-
tion—than any of the mundane things 
I did while I was at the hospital.”

When one of Skelton’s fellow 
patients asked him to take him climb-
ing, Skelton wondered, How the fuck 
does a guy with no legs rock climb? 
“But I didn’t want to tell him no,” he 
says. Skelton called O’Neill, who had 
been working with adaptive climbers 
for years—primarily his own brother, 
Sean, a renowned paraplegic athlete.

“We did this clinic with people 
who had bilateral amputations, poly-
trauma, complete blindness, no light 
perception, prosthetic eyes, limbs 
that had been blown away, and we 
climbed,” O’Neill explains. “And it 

wasn’t really about the climbing as 
much as it was about health and well-
being and integration. Climbing is a 
vehicle for that, and it fits perfectly 
with working with people with 
physical and emotional disabilities.”

Chad Jukes, who works as an 
ambassador and instructor with 
Par a dox Sports, agrees that the 
organization’s climbing events do 
more than help disabled vets get 
back on their feet. “Returning to what 
I love and realizing that I could still 
do it was very empowering,” he says. 
“And for a lot of people, it provides 
them with the strength and ability to 
overcome obstacles in their everyday 
lives.” Jukes speaks from experience. 
He joined Paradox during its early 
days in 2007, after having his right 
leg amputated below the knee due to 
complications from surgery to repair a 
shattered heel and broken femur after 
his truck hit an antitank mine in Iraq. 
Less than a month after receiving his 
first prosthesis, Jukes was mountain 
climbing with Paradox Sports.

While getting back on his feet was 
a moment of great empowerment and 
excitement for Jukes, there are other 
perks of climbing. One of the most 
important for veterans, Jukes says, is 
being part of a team again. “Vets miss 
the sense of purpose, teamwork, and 
camaraderie that they had before, 
and climbing restores that for them.”

And these vets aren’t climbing 
walls at the local gym. In September 
2013, Skelton and O’Neill took a group 
of 15 veterans to Yosemite National 
Park to scale El Capitan, a 3,000-foot 
vertical rock formation, while this past 
winter, Jukes and other members of 
Paradox went ice climbing in Telluride, 
Colorado, tackling the 365-foot 
ascent of Bridal Veil Falls.

“Most able-bodied people are too 
scared to go rock climbing, or are 
too self-defeating to even try to do 
it,” says volunteer Reid Olmstead. 
“But if you’ve got somebody who’s 
an amputee, and they’re climbing up 
ropes or going up a plastic wall or real 
rock, you can follow them through 
that process and eventually they’ll say, 
‘If I can do this, the future’s limitless.’ ”

To ensure participants experience 

[warrior wire]

Wounded veterans experience post-traumatic growth—and 
adventure—with the help of Paradox Sports’ unique approach to 
adaptive mountain climbing.
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that, everyone gets a complete climb-
ing education. “We don’t want them 
to feel dependent on us,” Skelton says. 
“We give them every thing they need 
to do it on their own.” That includes 
con fi dence. “We offer an environment 
where we don’t sugarcoat things or 
cut you any slack. If you participate, 
it’s because you have the drive and 
desire. We don’t care about your 
problems. Get off your ass, get out-
side, and get over your issues so you 
can figure out what you can do.”

“Even if 50 percent of your body’s 
not working, you’re still 100 percent 
you,” O’Neill says. “The number-one 
ingredient of adaptive climbing is 
courage. The climbing itself is easy. If 
you’re blind, use your hands more. If 
you’re missing a leg, use your stump 
or your prosthesis. The biggest thing 
is demystifying the disability.”

While new skills and the renewed 
sense of self the participants receive 

are huge, they aren’t the only reasons 
vets return to Paradox Sports year 
after year. Most important to the 
members is the sense of community 
that comes with the adventure. “Some 
participants maybe don’t think they 
can do what they did before,” says 
Jukes. “And some of them are angry 
that they’re injured, angry that they’re 
missing something. But generally, by 
the end of a weekend as part of the 
Paradox Sports community, they are 
visibly happier, visibly less distressed 
by their injuries, and they’ve begun to 
realize that it’s not the end.”

Skelton discovered the importance 
of being part of a team again himself 
when, after he’d been making excuses 
to stay hidden from his old friends, 
some buddies dragged him out for 
a hike—out of his house, and out of 
his bad mood. “It reminded me that 
there’s more to being friends than 
Facebook posts and text mes sages,” 

"IF YOU'VE GOT SOMEBODY WHO'S AN AMPUTEE‚, AND THEY'RE CLIMBING UP ROPES 
OR GOING UP A PLASTIC WALL OR REAL ROCK‚ YOU CAN FOLLOW THEM THROUGH THAT 
PROCESS AND EVENTUALLY THEY'LL SAY‚ 'IF I CAN DO THIS‚, THE FUTURE'S LIMITLESS.'  "”

Skelton says. “That day did more for 
me than any formal rehab.”

“I think people come to us because 
they want to belong,” O’Neill explains. 
That may seem oddly emotional for 
an extreme-sports organization, but 
it doesn’t take away from Paradox’s 
badass street cred. As proof, in 2011, 
Skelton—who’s now a major—became 
the Army’s most seriously wounded 
commander to return to combat, 
while Jukes is working on becoming 
the first amputee ice-climbing guide.

“Paradox brings together a lot of 
badass individuals, and they look 
beyond themselves,” Jukes tells us. 
“They stop focusing on their own 
desires and endeavors to help other 
people reach a level of badassitude in 
the mountains.”

Paradox Sports events are open to 
vets and civilians of all abilities. For 
information, visit ParadoxSports.org.

Military veteran Andrew Sullens 
climbing Yosemite’s Half Dome 

during a September 2013 ascent


