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Dennis Leonard needs some 
help tying up his shortened pant 
legs with cording. He is planning 
to have a wild time on the snow 
tube at Seven Springs Mountain 

Resort in Somerset County, and he wants to make 
sure that cold snow doesn’t enter inside his pants 
where his legs used to be. 

Dennis’s lower legs may have been lost in an IED 
explosion in Iraq, but that doesn’t stop this wounded 
warrior from living large and moving fast. 

“That split second of weightlessness, when I feel 
my body rising up” is what delights him the most 
about snow tubing. Today, he can make that happen 
with a little help from his friends at the Wounded 
Warrior Patrol.

 For the past five years, this nonprofit group has 
provided wounded warriors and their families a ski 
vacation at Seven Springs Mountain Resort in the 
Laurel Highlands. The goal is to help these veterans 
and their families reconnect and heal relationships, 
which are often badly damaged by the stress that 
can come from multiple deployments.

For this trip, 11 families have come to Seven Springs 

Ski 
Therapy 

Program puts 
wounded veterans 
 on the slopes with 

their families
Text and photographs by Cindy Ross 

 

Navigating and  

controlling the sit ski 

involves balancing 

above two small skis 

and using the outrig-

gers to stay upright. 

A professional ski 

instructor from Three 

Rivers Adaptive Sports 

(which supplied some 

of the gear) follows be-

hind with two 15-foot-

long tethers and plays 

the role of brake, guide 

and cheerleader. 
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(above) With a ski patrol-

ler guiding the toboggan, 

Dennis Leonard enjoys 

a ride down the slope. 

(below)  A wounded 

veteran’s family is 

included in the event. 

Participants are outfit-

ted with skis, donated 

clothing and lessons. 

for five days and nights, all expenses paid, to enjoy 
skiing, snowboarding, tubing, bowling and indoor 
miniature golf. The excursion also includes spa 
treatments for the spouses, crafts for the children 
and babysitting so that couples can spend time 
reconnecting. Even the snow clothing is donated, 
and the participants are allowed to keep the items 
at the end of the week. For many families, this trip 
marks the first time they have been on a vacation 
since the injury.

A Planned Program

The concept of retired Army Major Chris Raup 
of Carlisle, the Wounded Warrior Patrol was 

formed on the slopes of Ski Roundtop Resort in the 
Cumberland Valley where Raup is a member of the 
National Ski Patrol. Many of his comrades serving on 
the patrol are also veterans, and when a few of them 
traveled to Breckenridge, Col., to volunteer on a ski 
week for Coloradoan Wounded Warriors, they came 
home asking, why don’t we do the same thing here 
in Pennsylvania? The resulting organization, which is 
made up entirely of nonsalaried volunteers, receives 
no government funding and relies solely on donations.

The program targets families of wounded warriors, 
preferably those who live within driving distance of 
Seven Springs. To ensure that the veterans’ goal for the 
week is in line with the organization’s, applicants must 
write a short essay on what they hope the experience 
will accomplish for them and their family.

At the welcome orientation the first day, the veterans 
look a little tense. Many have been deployed multiple 
times and may suffer from post-traumatic stress disorder. 
Each family has been trying to adjust to the veteran’s 
transition home, and in some cases, this is the first time 
their veteran has left the house in a month. 

Upon entering the room, the veterans take a seat 

with their backs to the wall, so they can watch the 
exits and keep other people at a distance. But as 
the week goes by and they meet more veterans, any 
anxiety they may have felt begins to ease up. One 
wounded warrior reports that he arrived at the resort 
literally twitching, but being in the company of other 
vets helped him begin to relax. 

Board members of the Wounded Warrior Patrol 
understand how these veterans feel since many of 
them suffered struggles upon their own return from 
combat. For example, after coming home from 
Iraq in 2006, Raup says that he spent the next two 
years reintegrating into society and dealing with his 
combat experiences.  His catharsis came when he 
began refocusing that energy to helping wounded 
warriors experience new opportunities. Raup’s co-
founder and vice chairman, Bob Hall, continues to 
work on his own healing decades after service in the 
Vietnam War. 

At the opening dinner, the vet-
erans are given a goal for the week: 

“We challenge you to learn something 
new, share your story, rebuild your 
relationships, rekindle your love and, 
I promise you, you won’t learn less.” 
And so the healing and the fun begin. 

Inspiring Images

Leonard came to Seven Springs for the first time 
last winter. This year, he returns as a mentor, in-

spiring other warriors with his enthusiasm and desire 
to live life to the fullest. He explains to me how the 
ski slope is never fast enough and the jumps not quite 
high enough for him.

“Anytime I can go fast, I’m all over it,” he says. At 
home, he races on his four-wheeler and hoists his 
body onto a tube on a lake so he can become airborne 
behind a motorboat. “The first thing I always want 
to do is find out how fast I can go,” he says. 

Wounded Warrior Patrol members place him in 
his tube and pull him to the top of the hill behind a 
snowmobile. I am planning to ride down the hill with 
him, when he offers to connect his tube to mine so 
that I can snap photos. When instructions are given 
on how to use one’s feet to slow down at the end to 

(above) Volunteers  

are innovative in how 

they help the veterans 

ride ski lifts or ascend 

the slopes with  

snowmobiles.  

(above left) Instructors 

teach young members 

of the veteran’s family 

how to ski or snow-

board. 

 “The first thing I always want to 
do is find out how fast I can go.”  

—Dennis Leonard
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(above) The group that 

attended the weekend–

veterans, their families, 

volunteers including ski 

patrol members–pose for 

a photo at Seven Springs  

Mountain Resort.   

(above right)  
Jeff Hemminger (with 

red cap) assembles his 

ski bike that he uses to 

glide down the slopes. 

He can reach speeds as 

high as 50 to 60 mph and 

travels with his bike to 

festivals in Colorado. 

prevent a collision with the fence, Leonard turns to 
me and says, “You’re going to have to cover that part.” 

I laugh and reply, “No problem.” We will work 
as a team. 

He prefers to slide down the slope backwards 
so that he can’t see the bumps that will send him 
flying into the air. He likes living on the edge that 
way. The scene of Leonard flying down the hills in 
a tube is one of a number of many inspiring images 
I experience at Seven Springs this week. 

Among the many machines used to take physically 
and mentally challenged veterans down the snow 
slopes is one called a ski bike. The bike, which weighs 
a heavy 30 pounds, looks like a mountain bike in 
the frame, but where tires would normally be, two 
skis are attached.

Ski biking is a fairly new sport in America, com-
pared to Europe where it is quite popular. Jeff Hem-
minger travels to Telluride and Durango in Colorado 
for ski bike festivals and is very active in the sport. 
For Hemminger, the ski bike may be the way to reach 
new speeds that he can’t attain in his wheelchair. 
Jeff, who lost his leg in a Humvee accident from an 
IED explosion in Iraq, attaches a prosthesis to his 
missing limb so he can stand up on the bike pegs. 

Like Leonard, Hemminger is all about speed. He 
can hit 50 to 60 miles per hour on his ski bike. An 

app on his phone in his pocket records his speed. 
The ski patrol has to reprimand him to slow down. 
Careening out of control, he and his ski bike go flying 
over a snow bank, and he wrecks as his prosthesis 
gets caught in the pedal. When his friends call to 
him to see if he is okay, he replies, laughing, “Yep, 
I’m still in two pieces!”

Another amazing contraption put to good use this 
week is the sit ski, which allows veterans with lim-
ited mobility to ski down the slope. The wounded 
warrior sits in a bucket seat suspended over a ski 
and leans into turns by using his or her upper body 
and two outriggers for balance. A physically chal-
lenged person who has the use of arms will strap 
two short skis to his or her forearms to function 
as outriggers. A skier following behind the sit ski 
holds two 15-foot nylon-webbed straps as a tether 
to the device. 

This week, the sit ski is here courtesy of Three 
Rivers Adaptive Sports from Pittsburgh.

Committed Volunteers 

Watching the use of the specialized ski equip-
ment gives one a better appreciation of the 

work and commitment required of adaptive ski 
instructors to move the immobile folks up the hill 
and then speed down the slope with them. Around 

60 volunteers are needed to successfully pull off this 
week-long event. 

Ski patrol members at both Ski Roundtop and Seven 
Springs donate a thousand-plus hours to keep skiers 
safe. To attend this event, many are using a week’s 
vacation time from work, but they don’t mind. The 
joy they feel from helping the wounded warriors and 
their family members during this extraordinary week 
is well worth it, they tell me. 

The next day, Leonard is loaded once more onto a 
rescue toboggan pulled by a snowmobile, and he is 
taken to the top of the ski slope. From there, he rides 
down the mountain sitting upright on the toboggan as 
a skier from the patrol leads him in front with two long 
rigid poles, while another member skis from behind and 
keeps the toboggan tethered by a rope so that Leonard 
doesn’t run over his lead skier. Other skiers stop and 
stare as the three roar past. 

Leonard is not the kind to whine about his missing legs. 
“Stuff happens in your life, and you deal with it,” he says. 

While it can be tough for some veterans to deal with 
the difficult circumstances they have been dealt because 
of events that occurred during their service to our 
country, Leonard’s positive attitude keeps him strong 
in the face of adversity. 

“I accepted my missing legs from the very beginning,” 
he says. “I can look at something and think, ‘This is going 

to be a problem,’ and then figure out how to solve it.”   
Anytime the question is raised as to whether an ac-

tivity will be safe for him, he simply looks crookedly at 
the person who made the remark and replies, “What 
am I going to do—hurt myself? I’ll slow down when 
I’m buried.”

As the week draws to a close, nearly everyone appears 
transformed—the volunteers, the warriors and their 
family members. A sense of peace and contentment 
has settled over the wounded veterans. The new skills 
they learned this week on the slopes have filled them 
with confidence. Families have grown closer, and lasting 
friendships have been forged. 

Sylvie Moyer is the daughter of wounded warrior 
Steve Moyer. “Last night,” she relates, “I saw my mom 
and dad laugh and giggle and share stories like I haven’t 
seen in 20 years.”  

It is exactly this reaction to a week on the slopes with 
loved ones that the Wounded Warrior Patrol works so 
hard to make happen. Mission accomplished.  

—Cindy Ross of New Ringgold, Pa., is a regular contributor.

More InforMaTIon
The Wounded Warrior Patrol will hold this year’s event February 
21–25 at the Seven Springs Mountain Resort in Somerset County.  
The resort is open to the public during this time. For more information 
on the Wounded Warrior Patrol, go to wounded warriorpatrol.org.

(above) Dennis Leon-

ard travels fast on his 

tube while a member 

of the ski patrol leads 

the way downhill. 

Somerset County


