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Sold iers To The Summit

MEET THOMAS CARROLL
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In December, a 12-man Soldiers To The 
Summit (“S2S”) team will attempt to 
climb Cotopaxi, a 19,347-foot peak in 

Ecuador. Thomas Carroll, a 46-year-old 
former soldier from Point Pleasant, N.J., 
will be among the dozen brave souls mak-
ing that climb. This is his story.

Born from the mind of blind climber and adventurer Erik 
Weihenmayer, Soldiers To The Summit, in partnership with 
the World TEAM Sports organization (www.worldteams 
ports.org), was developed to demonstrate to everyone that 
great things can be achieved no matter how high the obsta-
cles. In 2010, this group embarked on its first expedition – the 
summit of Lobouche East, a 20,075-foot-high peak just 8.7 
miles from the summit of Mount Everest in Nepal – which 
AKFCF Quarterly profiled in the Winter 2010 issue. For that 
expedition, and for this upcoming excursion to Cotopaxi, the 
AKFCF and KFCC are lending their support. And in return 
for that support, we were paired with one of the 12 veterans 
currently training for this arduous journey.

Currently residing in Boulder, Colo., Thomas Carroll is 
an honorably discharged Army veteran and above-knee am-
putee. Carroll is a biomedical engineer; he designs artificial 
limbs. In fact, he designed his own prosthetic leg. He refers 
to himself as “a glorified mechanic,” but he’s much more than 
that. Carroll is an experienced mountaineer and outdoor en-
thusiast. Having missed his chance to climb Lobouche East 
with S2S in 2010, Carroll – who said he wasn’t up for the 
physical challenges of Nepal two years ago – is definitely ready 
for the challenges of Cotopaxi. He’s been training as much as 
possible.

“Well, right now I’ve got the boots on that I will be wearing 
up that mountain, with five pounds on each leg. And if you 
ever want to see a pendulum and how it swings, watch me 
walk,” he joked. 

In addition to adjusting to his footwear, Carroll has been 
road biking up to 50 miles per day, hiking as much as he can, 
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working out at the gym, and practicing at the climbing gym. He also climbed 
Mount Washington for 9/11 with Veteran’s Expeditions. (At 6,289 feet, it is the 
highest peak in the Northeastern United States.) 

Moreover, Carroll is a ski instructor at Outdoor Colorado, so his volunteer ef-
forts there provide exercise and cardio training as well. He has been an instructor 
there for eight years, teaching other amputees and people with lower-limb dis-
abilities how to ski. “My every-day life is training,” he said. “Physically, I’m in great 
shape.” 

Carroll climbed his first mountain seven years ago as part of a fund raising effort for 
cancer research. The trek was organized through a group called Paradox Sports (www.
paradoxsports.org) whose mission is to provide “inspiration, opportunities and adap-
tive equipment to the disabled community, empowering their pursuit of a life of excel-
lence through human-powered outdoor sports.” He heard about the climb through a 
random, chance encounter and has been hooked on conquering mountains ever since. 
Getting exposed to Paradox Sports and seeing that there were other amputees summit-
ing mountains, Tom said he just had to do it. 

“People would tell me I couldn’t do things, and I’m definitely the wrong person 
to tell that I can’t do something,” he said. “There’s more than one way to get to a 
[climbing] spot.” Carroll just figured out how to do it his way. 
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“Mountaineering is different from climbing. You say climbing, 
and I think of going straight up.” In contrast, mountaineering 

is about taking the longer path, winding around the mountain, 
he says. Think of it as extreme or intense hiking. Cotopaxi is 
a big climb, he said. It’s going to be 15 days of climbing. “You 

can’t let your mind beat you, and that’s a big, big battle.” 

“I have a massive drive to show the public and to show somebody else who’s 
caught in this situation that disability is a choice,” he continued. Carroll’s mantra 
is reflected in his work, in his volunteerism, in his off-duty activities, and in a new 
blog he developed, www.disabilityisachoice.com. 

For this new climb, Carroll is the only above-knee amputee. There is another 
solider missing part of one leg – Chad Stone. Stone was on the S2S climb two years 
ago. So because of their mountain experience, many of the other soldiers may 
be looking to Carroll and Stone for guidance as they train. When asked if he has 
become a group leader because of his climbing experience, Carroll says he doesn’t 
think so, but he does admit that the group seems to feel his energy and see his 
drive. “They all realize I’m the one missing a leg and I’m going after it [the moun-
tain]. I think they learn a lot from that.” 

He relishes the task of taking on new physical activities and passing along that 
knowledge to others. “I love the challenge. That excites me. That’s what life is [for 
me]. That’s why I design artificial limbs; that’s why I teach skiing; that’s why I teach 
climbing.” 

THOMAS CARROLL
ON MOUNTAINEERING:  
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Another reason for all of his sports activities – it’s the only 
time he feels he is able to concentrate fully on just one thing. 
Most of the time, he says, “I bounce all over the place; my 
brain is everywhere.” You see, in addition to losing his leg, 
Carroll also suffers from the effects of a traumatic brain inju-
ry (TBI) and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). He never 
served in a combat zone; his military service was all stateside 
(from 1985 through 1987). Nevertheless, his life changed dra-
matically in July 1990 when he crashed his motorcycle. 

In his words, the accident was bad, really bad. In addi-
tion to nearly destroying his left arm, losing his left leg, 
and fracturing his neck, Carroll had severe head trauma, 
which left him in a coma for three months. He remained 
in a hospital for just over one year. He still has issues with 
memory loss today, but he uses physical activities to cope 
with his disabilities. This is why he climbs, he says. “My 
memory is in my hands; my memory is physical. … I can 
watch someone move and I’ll know exactly what to do. I 
might not know the proper words, but I‘ll know exactly 
what they did and how to do it.”

Making this trip to Cotopaxi with wartime vets, Car-
roll says he sometimes feels wrong for participating, but his 
friends and family usually bring him to his senses. “I say that 
to other people and they say, ‘What are you talking about? 
You’ve been through all of this. You are a vet; it’s not your 
fault there wasn’t a war going on. You did serve.’” 

His friends also remind him that during the past several 
years he has volunteered thousands of hours to programs for 
veterans and others with disabilities. 

And speaking of his fellow S2S climbers, the veterans gath-
ered for the first time as a whole in October to scale a glacier as 
part of their final training. The program this Cotopaxi group 
is going through is amazing, Carroll says. “It not only teaches 
you how to climb, but what they’re really doing is teaching life 
skills, teaching these guys how to deal with society,” he said. 
They learn that they can depend on other people – they’re 
not alone. They learn that their disabilities won’t stop them 
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S2S’s Next Adventure
Next year a four-man S2S team will participate in a 200-mile adventure race to 
the South Pole. Applications are being taken for that program, which will require 
participants to pull 150-pound sleds in temperatures expected to reach 45 degrees 
below zero. There they will race veterans’ teams from the United Kingdom and the 
British Commonwealth (Canada, Australia and New Zealand).



from achieving their goals and dreams – only their attitudes 
can hinder their progress and dash their hopes. The program 
is brilliant, he said. 

“At [training] camp, they send us out to do an obstacle 
course. We have to depend on each person [to complete 
it]. The course made some of us really upset and angry … 
and that’s where the mentors came in and said: ‘This is 
all part of it. You’re going to be climbing 19,000 feet, on 
the ice, in the cold. You’re going to be exhausted; you’re 
not going to want to finish. You’re going to want to turn 
around, but you can’t. … If you stop, the soldier behind 
you is going to have to stop.’” 

Carroll knows this trip is going to change lives. He has wit-
nessed how it has changed the lives of his friends who took 
the S2S journey in 2010. “I knew those people before they 
ever did that climb,” he said. “And to watch the changes that 
happened in them from before the climb to after the climb – 
who they are today, how they live life today – is amazing! I’m 
not saying it’s better; all I’m saying is there are changes that 
come because of [the climb].” 

What he is talking about is his friends’ attitudes, and how 
they decide to live their lives. Remember Carroll’s mantra? 
Disability is a choice. “Every single one of us has our own 
disabilities, whether they’re physical, whether they’re mental, 
or whatever, everyone has their own disabilities. How we get 
through those is choice,” he says. 

It’s also a choice how we treat disabled veterans, Carroll 
says. “You know, these guys coming back [from war] are so, 
so, so hurt. The biggest problem is that they don’t look it,” he 
said, referring to PTSD. “That’s why I’m doing this climb. It 
pulls me out of my head. I’m able to focus in on one thing and 
one thing only.”

One advantage – if you can call it that – that Carroll has 
over the other 11 climbers is that he has been living with his 
disabilities for 22 years. “I have a lot to offer that way to these 
guys,” he said. But one thing they’re all lacking to complete 
this life-changing expedition is funding. 

There’s a lot more money needed from the individuals for 
this climb than many expected. Money is needed for items 
such as clothing, sleeping bags and other equipment. None of 
that is provided for these soldiers for the climb. “A lot of these 
guys aren’t climbers, so crampons and ice picks, and the cor-
rect clothing to be at 19,000 feet, a lot of us don’t have,” Car-
roll said. He and many of the other climbers have to find the 
money to buy these items. At press time, Tom was scheduled 
to speak with representatives from KFCC about the climb. 
And he was hopeful the company might be able to help him 
with some of these expenses. 

Additionally, he’s optimistic that amputees and people 
with other disabilities will hear or read about this climb and 
be encouraged to achieve their own dreams. “Whether that’s 
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Types of Climbing
Sport climbing – Using 
permanent anchors placed 
in rock, is a climbing style 
that emphasizes gymnastic 
movement, difficulty and 
safety.
Traditional climbing – The art 
of ascending rock walls that 
are protected with gear that is 
both placed and removed by 
the climbing party.
Ice climbing – Scaling frozen 
waterfalls and icy gullies 
using crampons and ice tools.
Alpine climbing – Climbing 
remote ice and rock routes. 
Referred to as a mix of 
everything.
Mountaineering – Climbing 
mountain peaks using both 
rock and ice climbing skills.

Source: About.com

climb a mountain or just get up and go to work,” he said. “I’m 
a huge advocate of outdoor activities as rehab.” 

“I think it’s phenomenal that it’s KFC [and the AKFCF] 
sponsoring me,” he added. “I want to get that word out as 
well, that this organization … is for people. They want to do 
what’s best for everybody out there. 

“I can’t thank KFC enough for this. I hope that we can 
work together and really make big changes, not only in the 
disabled world, but in the able-bodied world as well.” 

A full report on the Cotopaxi climb will be featured in the  
Winter 2012 issue of AKFCF Quarterly.


