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Paralyzed Veterans

to Handcycle 200 Miles 

in Seattle to Portland Bicycle Classic

Seattle -- Fifteen veterans with physical disabilities will participate in this year’s Seattle to Portland Bicycle Classic (STP)- produced by Cascade Bicycle Club.  The Spinal Cord Injury Unit and Rehabilitation Care Service of the Veterans Affairs (VA) Puget Sound Health Care System is coordinating a team of spinal cord and mobility impaired veterans along with staff members to form a cycling team.  

Through cycling, Team No-Limits, co-sponsored by Northwest Paralyzed Veterans of America, is  empowering veterans with disabilities to live more active and healthier lives, while educating the community as to the strengths of persons with disabilities.  The team consists of twelve Washington veterans and three riders from Oregon.   


Despite their physical challenges, Team No-Limits members set individual goals for riding the 200 miles from Seattle to Portland.  The VA outfits each patient with a custom handcycle, allowing them to “pedal” by hand.  The average rider can maintain a 10 - 12 mile per hour pace, while the top riders - such as Gerard Ahfook of Bellevue, WA - can cover 15 miles per hour and more.

The veterans have been training since April of this year.  On Sunday, June 24, they will participate in the Flying Wheels Summer Century in Redmond, Washington, as a pre-STP training event.   “By riding, the individuals learn to focus on abilities and opportunities rather than limitations and barriers,” said Dave Tostenrude, chief of recreation therapy at VA Puget Sound Health Care System. 
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To accommodate the riders, Cascade Bicycle Club events director David Douglas ensures that each of the Official Food Stops has ADA-accessible portable toilets.  In addition, the VA provides three of its own support vehicles - as well as a 1:1 ratio of staff/volunteer support riders - including physicians, nurses, administrative staff and VA Puget Sound Health Care System's CEO, Timothy B. Williams.  Williams states, “This is an exciting and challenging ride, it's wonderful to see the bonds of staff and patients through creation of such a unique team.  This enhanced teamwork results in better health care to veterans.”

The experience received from cycling transcends physical abilities.  While practicing for the Seattle to Portland ride in the community,  Robert White of Tacoma, WA, “I was asked about the handcycles by other STP riders.  I realized, they didn't know I was disabled.  This was the first time I felt I was viewed as an individual, rather than a "disabled" person.  It felt great!"


This is the second year the VA has fielded a patient squad in the STP.   For 2002, in addition to doubling his number of participants, Tostenrude hopes to include veterans from the Blind Rehabilitation program on the VA team. 


The 2001 STP is presented by 710 NewsRadio KIRO and ZNETIX.  Other supporting sponsors include AARP, Clif Bar, Cold Fusion Foods, KISN, Millstone Coffee, Nantucket Nectars, Nextel, ROSIE 105 FM, REI, Subaru of America Western Region, SportsRack, and Talking Rain.

About VA Puget Sound Health Care System

The Department of Veterans Affairs Health Care System is the largest integrated health care system in the United States. VA Puget Sound Health Care System, with divisions in Seattle and Tacoma, is part of a Network of VA health care providing primary and specialty care to veterans in the Pacific Northwest - including Alaska, Idaho, Oregon and Washington.  The Spinal Cord Injury and Rehabilitation programs at VA Puget Sound Health Care System have received the Spinal Cord Injury Center of Excellence Award four years running.

About Cascade Bicycle Club

Cascade Bicycle Club is one of the nation’s largest bicycle clubs with over 4,000 members in Greater Seattle.  Cascade produces eight annual events, including three marquee events:  Seattle International Bicycle Expo, Bike to Work Day and Seattle To Portland Bicycle Classic.  CBC promotes bicycling for transportation, recreation and health - providing over 1,000 recreational rides annually.  Cascade is a non-profit organization, directed by a board of eleven elected volunteer directors and seven professional staff.  The Cascade Bicycle Club Education Foundation, a 501(c3) organization, promotes bicycling safety and skills throughout Washington State.
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