
Downhill
M aybe you’ve skied before or possibly you’ve 

never even seen snow and fi nd it hard to 

imagine yourself swooshing down a mountain. Many 

of the top Paralympic skiers had similar feelings when 

starting out, so you’re not alone. Alpine (downhill) skiing 

may be one of the most daunting yet amazing challenges 

you’ll ever take on, but pushing the limits will help you 

explore your interests and potential. 

 One of the earliest and most decorated U.S. Disabled Ski 

Team members, Chris Devlin-Young, joined the team after 

sustaining a T12 incomplete spinal-cord injury (SCI) in a U.S. 

Coast Guard plane crash in 1982. 

Devlin-Young had never skied before his SCI but became 

part of the U.S. Paralympic Development Team in 1987, 

only two years after his fi rst ski clinic attendance. He’s been 

a key component of the U.S. Ski Team for 23 years, calling 

his early success a “huge step and confi dence builder.” 

Devlin-Young is the fi rst Paralympic skier to win gold in 

two diff erent disability classes — 4-track and mono-ski 

— and has competed in four winter Paralympics, medal-

ing at all of them. He sees his greatest accomplishment, 

though, as watching some of the athletes he’s coached 

win gold medals.

With an immense list of skiing honors to his name, Dev-

lin-Young is pursuing the 2014 Paralympics in Sochi, Rus-

sia. He also has his sights set on winning the overall Alpine 

World Cup Championship, emphasizing that you have to be 

the best in the world to even compete. He’s well on his way.

As for how he got to the level he has, like most accom-

plished skiers, it’s partly in the gear.
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Whether you’re strapping on your fi rst ski boot or bucket 
or going for the gold at the Paralympic Games, you’ll fi nd 
alpine skiing is a true rush.

Chris Devlin-Young had never skied before his 
SCI but became part of the U.S. Paralympic 

Development Team in 1987, only two years 
after attending his fi rst ski clinic. 
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“Try out equipment,” he insists. “Don’t make any 

choices because you have a good or a bad day.” 

Having founded and coached the New England Dis-

abled Ski Team, Devlin-Young has done as much to 

help develop future Paralympic ski leaders as he has 

for the sport and the U.S.  

All Things Are Possible
One such exceptional student is Laurie Stephens, then 

age 15, who Devlin-Young met during a camp he orga-

nized that had a race component. Shortly after discover-

ing the thrill racing off ered, she made the U.S. Paralympic 

National Team in 2003, taking medal after medal. 

Born with spina bifi da, Stephens was always en-

couraged by her parents to do what she wanted.

“If I was having trouble doing it because of my dis-

ability, I just had to fi nd a diff erent way of accom-

plishing it,” she says. 

This has served her well, 

and she’s never stopped 

going after her goals. And, 

like Devlin-Young, she began 

skiing using the 4-track 

method and then got into 

racing using a mono-ski. Al-

though she was 4-tracking 

since she was 9, she fi rst tried 

mono-skiing at age 12 and 

quickly found the diff erence 

in equipment helped her go 

faster and reach more places. 

“Skiing is skiing,” she adds. 

“I might have to use diff erent 

equipment than the average 

skier, but I am still out there 

doing something I love to do.” 

She is now also focused on 

making the 2014 Paralym-

pic Ski Team and going for 

the gold.

Adaptive skiing is a sport 

where athletes with disabili-

ties can compete side by side 

with others.  

“It is an awesome feeling 

to be able to go out and rip around the mountain 

with family and friends,” Stephens raves. “Skiing re-

ally bridges the gap and levels the playing fi eld for all 

who are involved.”

For those hesitant to hit the slopes for the fi rst 

time, Stephens says not to let that stop you. 

Laurie Stephens, who started mono-skiing when she was 12, became part of the U.S. Paralympic National 
Team in 2003 and has earned many medals. She’s now looking toward the 2014 Paralympic Games.

 Injured in a rock-climbing accident in 2004, Vijay 
Viswanathan struggled through three feet of powder

during a 2006 ski camp. 

U.S. ALPINE PARALYMPIC TEAM
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Getting Equipped

Most skiers begin with the aid of in-

structors, who assist them on the lifts and 

slopes and give lessons. Based on your 

disability, you can master the sport using 

a mono-ski, bi-ski, dual-ski or with a guide. 

When you are fi rst learning to ski using 

adaptive equipment, if you have upper-

body limitations you will usually have an 

instructor with you and will likely be teth-

ered. The tether is a rope or webbing 

(usually two lines) that attaches to your 

equipment with a carabiner and lets the 

instructor help control your speed, di-

rection and turns. This also allows the in-

structor to pull you through the lift lines 

or along stretches of fl at ground and can 

be an aid if you become fatigued or need 

help getting up after a fall (yes, you will 

fall!). Other gear such as grasping cuff s 

help those with limited grip hold the out-

riggers, and chest straps or shoulder har-

nesses are available for skiers who have 

less trunk stability.

Whether they are standing or sitting, 

most disabled skiers use outriggers. These 

are a type of forearm crutch with a ski 

tip on one end and jagged ridges on the 

other. The skier can raise the outrigger, 

digging the jagged end into the snow to 

use it like a brake or for holding position. 

In the down position the outriggers are 

the other “tracks.” Outriggers help with 

balance, stability and turning and are also 

used for braking and standing.  

One-track skiing is for amputees using 

only one regular ski and who can use two 

regular poles, while 2-track is similar but 

for those who use two regular skis and 

don’t need outriggers. Three-track in-

volves one regular ski and two hand-held 

outriggers, while 4-track is for skiers using 

two regular skis and two outriggers or an 

attached “walker.”

In all upright skiing, other adaptive gear 

such as tethers, space bars, ski bras or slant 

boards can help give added support or to 

adjust for leg strength or length issues.

Most people with disabilities will need 

additional skis to help with balance and 

can use a mono-ski, bi-ski or dual-ski (the 

latter is the least common). These involve 

the individual sitting in a 

“bucket,” which is a shell 

(usually fi berglass) they are 

strapped into. The bucket 

is mounted on a hydrau-

lic or mechanical spring at-

tached to one (mono-ski) 

or two skis (bi-ski or dual-

ski), depending on the per-

son’s balance and upper-

body strength. 

While mono-skiing al-

lows for the highest level of 

performance and maneu-

verability, it also requires 

more balance, coordina-

tion and strength than the 

dual or bi-ski. 

The main diff erence be-

tween the bi-ski and dual-

ski is the bi-ski sits lower to 

the ground and has wider 

and shorter skis under the 

bucket, allowing for more 

stability. The bi-ski does not 

have a suspension system 

like the mono-ski but can 

still be used independently. 

It can also be adapted with 

a handlebar, fi xed outrig-

gers and/or a tether when 

aided by an instructor (the 

instructor skis behind the 

bucket). The dual ski is con-

sidered an intermediate 

step between the mono- 

and bi-ski but is not as com-

mon as the other sit skis.
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The bi-ski (shown here) does not have a suspension system like the mono-ski but can still be used independently. It 
can also be adapted with a handlebar, fi xed outriggers and/or a tether when aided by an instructor. 
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“If you can go out and ski, imagine what else you 

could do in your everyday life that you didn’t think 

possible because your disability always held you 

back,” she says.

No Holding Back
U.S. Ski team member Danelle Umstead, an ever-en-

thusiastic Paralympic Alpine ski medalist who has a vi-

sual impairment, was born with macular degeneration 

and retinitis pigmentosa. Visually impaired (VI) skiers 

are totally blind or have a reduced visual fi eld or acuity. 

Umstead skis with no central vision, black spots, 

loss of peripheral vision and now sees only about 

four feet in front of her. Yet she’s been clocked sheer-

ing down the mountain at an astounding speed of 60 

mph, along with Rob, her guide turned husband, and 

teammate in every sense of the word.

Skiing since age 13, Umstead is now tackling the 

slopes with more than near blindness: She was also 

recently diagnosed with multiple sclerosis (MS). This 

is another challenge that surely won’t hold her back, 

as she strongly believes “the moment you give in, 

you give up.” She knows one day there will be “dark-

ness,” referring to her visual decline, but insists she 

will only continue to make skiing adapt to her. 

Many VI skiers learn and sometimes ski “attached” 

to their guide by a tether, pole or rope. Umstead 

never skied attached, saying if she had she would 

not have felt the freedom she feels and continues to 

thrive on each time she straps on her skis and heads 

for another run. 

“I can overcome anything that gets in my way,” 

she says.

Almost laughing at the new medical challenges 

she’s facing on her road to the 2014 Games, Um-

Danelle and Rob Umstead use high-end Bluetooth technology to communicate with each other during training and competition.
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stead insists, “I’m not adapting anymore — I’m tak-

ing over and in control!” 

The relationship between VI skiers and their guides 

is paramount, as is their communication. Always fi nd-

ing the humor in life, Umstead now laughs about her 

fi rst guide, who couldn’t see out of one eye: “Literally 

like the blind leading the blind.” 

A true team player, Umstead couldn’t have 

reached the Paralympic podium alone. Truly a part-

ner in life and on the slopes, Rob had no experience 

as a guide and had never even seen VI skiers before 

he met Danelle. Five years later they were racing 

with their sights set on the Paralympics. 

Although unfamiliar initially with how to guide, 

Rob had an impressive background as a ski racer and 

coach, something he uses to this day in training and 

winning with Danelle. 

“There’s no book on this or an exact formula for ski-

ers racing with an athlete/guide team,” he emphasizes.  

He developed his winning style by asking, “What 

do I like as feedback as an athlete?” 

Rob wears a bright orange vest to give Danelle 

something to track visually and skis only about ten 

feet in front of her.

The Umsteads didn’t use headsets early on but 

transitioned to the high-end Bluetooth technology 

they use now. This allows Rob to provide information 

to Danelle about rapidly approaching changes about 

the course, turns, and terrain.

Having skied since age 5 and raced since 16, Rob has 

found the entire Paralympic experience has been a life-

time highlight. Never having dreamed of being on the 

medal podium representing his country, he says that 

through the Paralympics, “their goals came together.” 

Learning Curve
To fi nd adaptive skiing programs in 

your area, start by calling the local slopes. 

Many downhill ski areas and resorts off er 

adaptive skiing. If you don’t need an in-

structor, you can ski at most facilities even 

if they are not listed as “adaptive.” 

Many ski schools and camps are avail-

able for people with disabilities across 

the U.S. and elsewhere. Disabled Sports 

USA’s (DSUSA) Hartford Ski Spectacu-

lar, held each December in Breckenridge, 

Colo., is one of the largest events in the 

country. For those wanting introductory 

lessons, an initial ski racing experience, 

or to learn about various equipment op-

tions for recreational skiing, the Spectac-

ular is highly regarded (skispec.org).    

A few other options include:

• Challenge Aspen off ers great 

winter ski programs for new to ad-

vanced skiers as well as ski clin-

ics specialized for military veterans 

(challengeaspen.org).

• In the Northeast, the New Hamp-

shire-based New England Handi-

capped Sports Association (NEHSA) 

also has a busy calendar for beginner 

to advanced skiers (nehsa.org).

• The Breckenridge Outdoor Edu-

cation Center (BOEC) off ers ski les-

sons and equipment rentals from 

November through April in Brecken-

ridge, Colo. (www.boec.org).

For a listing of more organizations, 

go to dsusa.org.
The Hartford Ski Spectacular celebrated its 25th anniversary in December in Breckenridge, Colo.
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Mind Over Matter
Skiing since age 3, Muff y Davis has made the U.S. 

Development Ski Team twice: as a Junior Olympic Ski 

Team member and as a Paralympic Ski Team member. 

Alpine racing since the age of 7, Davis and 

Olympic medalist Picabo Street were child-

hood rivals, always challenging each 

other on the mountains and on the medal 

stands. By age 14, Davis had progressed 

to the Olympic Development Team, 

but at 16 on a training run on her home 

mountain in Idaho she took a turn at 50 

mph and ran into a tree, causing a T5–6 

complete SCI. 

Her fi rst reaction? “It was too hard to imagine 

doing it any other way,” she explains, referring to 

able-bodied skiing. 

Just three years post-injury, she was back to com-

petitive racing, this time strapped into a mono-ski, 

soon after medaling in her fi rst of several Paralympics. 

With uncountable athletic accolades to her name, Da-

vis’s biggest accomplishment was the 2002 Paralympic 

downhill because, as she refl ected on the downhill race 

that led to her injury, “Downhill didn’t win.” 

She conquered the mountain just like she’s 

conquered so many other life challenges, 

bringing home three medals that year from 

Salt Lake City.

Skiers with various disabilities can con-

quer the slopes. The only limit is taking that 

fi rst step on the snow and fi nding their inner 

mogul. 

“I have seen people with disabilities do some amaz-

ing things. Mind over matter,” adds Devlin-Young.  
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After being part of the Junior Olympic 
Ski Team, Muffy Davis went on to win 

three Paralympic medals at the 
2002 Salt Lake City Games. 
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