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yan Newell looked up at the instructors and 

said he was ready to go. He had been fit-

ted for his equipment and kept gazing out 

the window. It was a sparkling March day at 

Bretton Woods. He wanted out!

With that, they headed to the lift at the be-

ginner hill, grabbing the first empty chair.

At the top, off the lift, they paused before 

heading down. This new sport seemed 

strange to Newell at first, but he managed 

to get to the bottom of the hill with the com-

pliments of the teaching staff. Up they went 

for a second run.

A bystander commented on Newell’s 

work ethic. His wife, Carrie, chimed in that 

her husband, “doesn’t know how to fail.”

She added, “With what he’s been through, 

there’s no way he can.”

Flash back to the previous January. This 

23-year-old Kansan US Army Sergeant was 

the gunner in a Humvee on patrol in Afghani-

stan. Newell is quick to say nothing in Af-

ghanistan is ever routine, but so far the trip 

was without incident.

Suddenly, there was an explosion from 

below. The vehicle had run over a home-

made bomb. It’s the last thing Newell re-

members until he woke up at Walter Reed 

Medical Center in Washington D.C. with his 

wife, dad, and brother looking down at him.

The medical staff explained the explo-

sion had severely damaged both legs and 
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Cris Criswell (seated right) 
heads the Bretton Woods 

Adaptive program. Like 
adaptive programs at many 
resorts, the Bretton Woods 
program consists of many 

volunteers who give of their 
time generously. 

Sergeant Nick Firth takes 
the hill! He looks pretty good 
for a former “snowboarder!”

Soon he will join his buddy 
Ryan for some more runs

on the slope.

While at Walter Reed Hospital 
Nick and Krystal met Ryan 

and Carrie Newell. 

When the Newells mentioned 
they were headed to 

New Hampshire to ski, 
so were the Firths.

“They just told us that WE 
were going!” Krystal said.

Sgt. Nick Firth and his wife 
Krystal during lunch. 

 Nick’s leg was ravaged 
when a bomb went off 
underneath his vehicle

Sergeant Ryan Newell checks 
out his next run with adaptive 

instructor, Lennie Fillius. 
He and Nick Firth were among 
the many veterans to take part 
in the Wounded Warrior Project 

at Bretton Woods, NH 
last March.

By Chris Dehnel 
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of the New England Adaptive Sports Coalition, which includes Bretton Woods 

Adaptive, Inc., AbilityPLUS (Waterville Valley), and White Mountain Adaptive 

Snowsports School (Loon Mt.). Volunteers from each program worked togeth-

er at this event at Bretton Woods. Each adaptive center features a full line of 

equipment and a full roster of instructors.

“We try our best to give our adaptive skiers the whole experience,” said Cris 

Criswell, President of the Board of Trustees, Bretton Woods Adaptive, Inc.. “It’s 

an honor to host the Wounded Warriors. Considering what many of these peo-

ple have gone through, it’s the least we can do.”

Criswell is as good an adaptive skier as they come. In his mono-ski, he can 

cruise at high speeds, turn on a dime, and he’s been known to do a few spins 

with the International Ski Dancing Association. His van is a virtual workshop. 

Yes, he maintains his own stuff.

So everyone listened when Cris said Newell and Firth had what it takes to 

learn the sport.

“Tough guys with a good work ethic,” he said. “That goes a long way.”

At a barbecue lunch, Sgt. Firth said he had snowboarded once, in Germany. 

Sgt. Newell and his wife may live in the flatlands of Kansas, but they have made 

regular trips to Colorado. She skis and he rides.

So, being on top of a mono-ski for the first time was quite a bit different from 

a snowboard for both sergeants. 

After three runs, the instructors thought it time for Ryan try one by himself.

“Where’s Ryan?” his wife asked as she went inside for lunch.

“He’s still out there,” someone told her.

With that she went to the window and saw Ryan cruise by through the trees.

“Is he by himself?”

“Yeah, fourth run.”

“Didn’t I tell you he was going to be good at this,” she said.

At lunch, Ryan Newell was all smiles. He was supposed to be back at the 

hospital for a prosthesis fitting. Instead, he was skiing.

“It feels very good to be here,” he said.

After lunch, Newell was back in his sled, strapped in, ready to go.

“So you’re going to stay with this?” he was asked.

“Yes,” he said, looking his inquisitor straight in the eye. “This is something I 

want to do with my kids.”

After a trip to Waterville Valley later that week, Newell was back at Reed get-

ting fitted for his legs.

When asked if a mono-ski would find its way onto his wish list, he just grinned.

Ryan didn’t have to elaborate. It was obvious that this warrior, like many others 

in the program, had become a skier. 

For information on the Wounded Warrior Project, please visit: www.woundedwarriorproject.org
For information on Bretton Woods Adaptive, please visit www.mountwashingtonresort.com 
or call (603) 278-3398.

a helicopter could not pick him up at the 

battleground because the area had be-

come too “hot.” He had to be driven 40 ki-

lometers to a field hospital and was given 

14 units of blood.

“They told me I was dead for four-and-a-

half minutes,” Ryan said. “So now when 

someone came up to me and said that I 

could go skiing, I just said, ‘OK.’”

He was speaking while gesturing toward 

his lower extremities. Doctors had to am-

putate both legs, one above and one be-

low the knee. But Sergeant Newell is first 

to say he was the lucky one. One buddy 

never made it out of the vehicle and an-

other died on the way to the hospital.

Meanwhile, all Ryan’s wife knew was that 

there had been an accident.

“I was getting out of the car when my 

phone rang,” she said. “All I was told was 

that Ryan was seriously hurt and that he 

was in a hospital.”

She had to tell the four kids and family 

what happened. Then, without hesitation, 

she said she still believed in the mission.

“Do I believe in the cause? Absolutely,” she said. “Ever since that day in 

New York, there has been a need to keep the world safe.”

She was off to Washington to meet up with her wounded husband. At 

Walter Reed, the Newells met Nick and Krystal Firth of Charlotte, N.C. Also 

a sergeant, Nick’s leg was ravaged when a bomb went off underneath the 

vehicle he was in, a wheeled tank called a M-1117 ASU.

When the Newells mentioned they were headed to New Hampshire to ski, 

so were the Firths.

“They just told us that WE were going!” Krystal said.

“Yeah, we just like to drag our best friends around everywhere we go,” 

said Carrie

Nick’s start was a little rockier than Ryan’s. At first, he did not like the ski at 

the bottom of the sled and a pole misalignment caused a capsize.

“Yeah, I leaned over and there was nothing there,” he said with a chuckle. 

“Not exactly the way I wanted to start.”

But in a short time, Nick was skiing down the hill, adjacent to his friend.

“It was tough but a lot of fun,” Nick said.

The soldiers came to Bretton Woods at Mount Washington Resort in New 

Hampshire courtesy of the Wounded Warrior Project, a nonprofit organiza-

tion based in Jacksonville, FL. The Project’s goal is to assist our injured 

soldiers in the transition from hospital bed to living a productive and com-

fortable life. The service men and women getting assistance have been se-

verely wounded and forced to retire from military service after seeing action 

in Iraq and Afghanistan. Athletics are a big part of the project.

The Wounded Warrior Project came to Bretton Woods through the efforts 
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US Army Sergeant Nick Firth of Charlotte, North Carolina, gets prepared for his day 
by Bretton Woods adaptive program instructors

Photos top to bottom:

Top – Sergeant Ryan Newell is off the lift

 Center – Ryan is steadied for his first run of the day

Bottom – The first of his many “solo” runs. 
Check the determination on his face.


