CHALLENGE ASPEN – TAKING THE “DIS” OUT OF DISABILITY IN SOUTH AMERICA

Special to the Aspen Times

Challenge Aspen extends a helping hand by making possibilities for disabilities in Aspen’s sister city, Bariloche, Argentina and Portillo, Chile.

When does ability far surpass disability?  This is a story of global outreach.  A story filled with irony, courage, and faith, giving and believing in what’s possible.  

I begin with the miraculous conclusion to our venture to South America.  This is the irony of the story… of a man once inspired to learn how to guide and instruct the blind how to ski, who co-founded Challenge Aspen and made helping the disabled his life work… and who almost became partially blind himself.  What are the odds?

Houston Cowan, CEO and co-founder of Challenge Aspen recently returned from South America counting his blessing for his vision.  With his colleague and co-founder, Amanda Boxtel in tow, the two were truly a sight for sore eyes.  Amanda in a wheelchair as a result of a skiing accident 11 years ago, and Houston with minimal vision, pupil’s dilated and a patch over one eye.  The two moseyed up to the American Airlines counter in Santiago, Chile praying for an upgrade.  No luck - row thirty-something with a 300 lb man overflowing into my seat and a screaming baby behind us made us ache for the comforts of home even more. We were exhausted from a couple of weeks of traveling, teaching skiing to the disabled but mostly from a freak emergency surgery had by Houston.  Ironically he had a detached retina and for a week had been losing his vision in his right eye.  

With a window of light and partial sight in the upper corner of his right eye, his vision was rapidly fading.  My colleague had been guiding blind skiers in Portillo, Chile with one eye for a week without telling a soul.  The importance of fulfilling our mission of giving to the disabled and teaching them how to ski unselfishly outweighed his own health concerns and deteriorating loss of sight.  Mission accomplished and our trip drawing to a close, Houston came clean.  Emergency surgery in Santiago necessitated reattaching his retina with laser treatment and inserting a silicon oil bubble to hold the retina in place.  Had he waited one more day, the retinal specialist said there was a 98% chance Houston would have total loss of vision in the right eye as the fluid was dangerously close to the center of the macular.   God was on his side and we hope he will have a full recovery.  Houston now proudly owns a part of the Clinica Alemana hospital in Santiago (on two credit-cards). 

The real purpose behind our trip.

“Grande café con leche, por favor.”  Caffeine is by far the world’s most popular drug and although this morning, lunch and evening comfort kept our motors going, the real buzz came from the purpose of our daily work – bringing smiles to the faces of disabled children and adults who never dreamed it possible to ski.  When I lay my head on the pillow at night, my body weary and gloriously horizontal, I couldn’t help but notice every cell in my body overflowing with gratitude for the gifts we received in the day.  It was gratitude that became our drug of choice, our giving almost selfish for the high that we received in return.

Skiing for the disabled has become a common sight on the slopes of Aspen and Snowmass thanks to local nonprofit organization, Challenge Aspen. It has been said that "Challenge Aspen gives our community soul," and a sense of what matters in life, proving that life is worth living despite adversity.  And living life to the fullest becomes paramount with Challenge Aspen.

Challenge Aspen has become internationally recognized as a model program for providing recreational opportunities and life experiences for those with disabilities. The bottom line becomes the participant, the blind child or the quadriplegic son, each making a life change regardless of their disability.


In Bariloche, Argentina, we received support from delegates from Sister Cities, the Mayor of Bariloche – Mayor Alberto Icare, the various ski schools at Cathedral Ski Area and an enthusiastic group of volunteers and instructors turned out to learn the intricacies of adaptive skiing for the disabled.  The same level of acceptance and enthusiasm was seen again on the slopes in Portillo, Chile.  Challenge Aspen was proudly represented by an additional two Global Instructors (PSIA Level III) Bobby Palm and Kees Ronde.  Bobby and Kees brought new elements of adaptive snowboarding and other creative forms of adaptive skiing to the program.  Almost two thirds of the ski school trained in our clinics along with thirteen new volunteers.  

It was the children and youth who radiated the most – amputees, blind, cerebral palsy, spina bifida, spinal cord injuries and mentally challenged - their smiles beaming as they linked turns, sometimes falling, sometimes with grace, but always with joy.  For us, seeing the fruits of our labor pay off, the newly trained instructors and volunteers teaching the disabled participants for the first time… completing the circle of giving and receiving.

Reflections from the trip.

Ellen Purcell of Portillo wrote, “Henry, Miguel and I all want to thank you for all you’ve done for Portillo.  It’s not just the training of the ski school and volunteers, it’s also the example you set for all of us – your generosity, your always positive and enthusiastic outlooks, your love of people, your basic joy.”  She continued… “We love you both and look forward to an on-going friendship and cooperation on the development of the programs in Aspen and in Portillo.”

 
John Collins, a local paraplegic from Glenwood Springs who joined us for a summer ski vacation in Portillo recollects, “The image that I’ll never forget is when blind Paulina took a head-face-first-dive into the snow, did the splits, skis popped off yet she was all smiles.”  “I was expecting her to come up squeelin’ but she didn’t.  It made me feel like I was pretty fortunate – it humbled me!”


My fondest memory is when a nine-year old boy without arms stood on a chair in front of fifty people and gave thanks for his opportunity to learn how to snowboard, ending with thanking God for the gift.

These international trips are powerful beyond measure.  As founders of Challenge Aspen, we see the challenges of new programs growing and developing, of seeking relationships with sponsors, participants, volunteers, instructors and ski-schools.  We see people curiously filled with wonder about what we do.  They have to see it to believe in the possibilities, they are incredibly receptive and want to learn, and they are giving in every way imaginable.  Through sponsorship and no money changing hands between us, the instructors and the disabled participants, our trips become a cycle of giving.  We give; they receive and give back to us with smiles of joy.  With restored confidence, we see that our efforts to introduce adaptive skiing and spread our knowledge globally are making an impact.  The circle is complete and will only manifest in an upward spiral with continued training, education and practice.

Sponsorship is our key to opening the door for global outreach.  This trip would not have been possible without the support of the following entities… Harold Grinspoon and Richard and Audrey Haisfield who provided international tickets for instructors; Delta Airlines for one international ticket & waiving excess baggage fees; local United Express Airlines for waiving excess baggage fees; Boogies Diner and Snowmass General Store who provided gifts for the children; Sister Cities in Bariloche for being our gracious host; Bariloche’s Hotel Nahuel Haupi for accommodations; Bariloche’s ski area for lift tickets; Portillo Ski Resort for accommodations, lift tickets and meals for four instructors; and individual monetary donations from guests we met in Portillo to help fund extraneous expenses.

Houston can empathize like no other when it comes to guiding the blind… the irony of our trip!  His partial loss of vision - a taste of what could’ve have drastically been - and the God send for a miraculous surgery and his sight hopefully restored.  We are grateful for all that we have and the disabled children and adults who skied like champions despite adversity leave imprints in our hearts.  We are all transformed… the feeling of flying on the snow has settled into our bones, our souls are free to sing, our bodies soar and our spirits are renewed.

Written by Amanda Boxtel, Co-founder and Special Projects Director, Challenge Aspen

