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Winter Sports for the Amputee Athlete

by Doug Pringle

Organized participation in winter sports by
people with disabilities has a relatively short
history. It began in the early 1950s when am-
putee veterans of World War II began to exper-
iment with skiing despite the loss of limbs. The
West Germans are credited with the invention
of the outrigger, a crutch with ski tips attached,
which are used as balance assistors. This in-
vention helped popularize the sport and several
amputee ski clubs were formed in the United
States.

During the late 50s and early 60s, amputee
skiing was the mainstay of the sport. It was
during the late sixties and early seventies that
others with one ‘‘bad’’ leg, such as polio
victims, began to ski using the technique devel-
oped for amputees. It was also during this time
that amputees began experimenting with skiing
with a prosthesis.

Simultaneously, visually impaired people
began to participate and the sport began to in-
clude more than amputees. In the late 70s, the
major innovation was development of the
“‘Four-Track’’ technique, which allowed many
types of severely disabled people to ski.

The 1980s have contributed the technique
known as ‘sit skiing.” This technique allows
people who are wheelchair bound to participate
in the sport.

The benefits of participation in skiing are nu-
merous. Physically the participant develops
stamina, strength, balance, and coordination.
These are all valuable physical traits for a
person trying to compensate for a physical
problem.

Psychologically, participants begin to de-
velop a positive self-image and a ‘‘can do’’ at-
titude. This positive thought cycle carries over
into other aspects of life such as education and
employment.
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Skiing offers a unique opportunity as a sport
that can be done with family and friends in a
facility open to the public. In that sense it is a
mainstreamed activity done with everyone else
rather than in a special facility.

Finally, there is something wonderful and
invigorating about the freedom of movement,
speed, risk, and the natural environment of
skiing. All these add to the experience.

Skiing is the only winter sport offered to
people with disabilities through formal pro-
grams. These programs offer adaptive equip-
ment, qualified instruction and a competition
system. Participation in other winter sports is
not extensive.

Downhill Skiing
Alpine Skiing

Alpine (or downhill) skiing is the most pop-
ular winter sport of people with disabilities in
the United States. There are approximately
10,000 disabled skiers. The sport offers unique
benefits to participants who are mobility im-
paired, not the least of which is that gravity
supplies the means for movement.

The development of adaptive equipment and
techniques has made it possible for even the se-
verely disabled to participate. Adaptive skiing
is divided into five major categories or tech-
niques:

Three track skiing

Four track skiing

Blind skiing

Sit skiing

Other adaptive techniques
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