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Sold iers To The Summit

IN OCTOBER 2010, 11 DISABLED VETERANS     AND 10 EXPERIENCED EVEREST CLIMBERS



embarked on a 20-day journey to reach the summit of Lobouche 
East, a 20,075-foot-high peak just 8.7 miles from the summit of 
Mount Everest in Nepal. Some of the injured soldiers (veterans 
from the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan) were skilled climbers, but 
most were not. Still, these brave men and women – some am-
putees, some with traumatic brain injuries, others with spine 
and nerve damage – put their trust and their lives in each other’s 
hands, much as they had in recent years during combat. 

This expedition was organized and led by Erik Weihen-
mayer, who in May 2001 became the only blind person in his-
tory to reach the summit of the world’s highest peak – Mount 
Everest. You may recall that Erik was a keynote speaker at the 
2010 AKFCF Convention in Las Vegas. More than one year 
ago, Erik started to think about how he would commemorate 
the 10th anniversary of his historic trek. He states in his blog 
(www.touchthetop.com/blog) that the brainstorming with his 
Everest teammate, Jeff Evans, quickly morphed into a much 
bigger idea than a personal celebration:

In 2001, I came home from Everest a hero who was met in 
the airport by a gaggle of reporters and featured on the cover of 
magazines. It seemed like a more innocent time. However, a few 
months after our success, the events of 9-11 changed our whole 
country and radically affected so many of our men and women 
in uniform. Without question, these valiant people served their 
country, often enduring horrific circumstances that are hard to 
imagine, and there was no heroic homecoming for them – no 
magazine covers. Just hospital beds and long, arduous roads 
ahead. So as Jeff and I discussed how to celebrate, an auspicious 
collision of events, circumstances, teams, and personalities fell 
into place.

Thus was born Soldiers To The Summit, which in partnership 
with the World TEAM Sports organization (www.worldteam-
sports.org), was developed to demonstrate to everyone that great 
things can be achieved no matter how high the obstacles. With 
just a year to plan the trip, secure funding and sponsorships, and 
find a group of veterans willing to undergo the ultimate endur-
ance challenge, Erik and his team faced a mighty test just to get 
started. But with Erik’s reputation as a climber, author, motiva-
tional speaker and experienced guide, corporate sponsors – in-
cluding the AKFCF & KFCC – did not need much convincing. 
And in return for their support, sponsors were paired with one of 
the 11 veterans whose journey they could closely follow via online 
updates and webinars. The KFC family’s sponsored veteran was 
26-year-old Chad Jukes from Salt Lake City. This is his story. 

In December 2006, while running convoy security outside 
Camp Speicher in Iraq, Chad’s truck hit an anti-tank mine. He 
shattered the heel bone and broke the femur of his right leg. Chad, 
the truck commander, was the only soldier in his vehicle with a 
serious injury; his two companions – the driver and the gunner 
– were okay. This was Chad’s second tour of duty (He spent eight 
months in Afghanistan in 2003.), and it would be his last. 
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After four surgeries and months of painful medical 
treatment in Iraq, Germany and finally at William Beau-
mont Army Medical Center in El Paso, Texas, Chad ended 
up with an infection in his heel bone. He was told that if 
he opted for continued treatment he would be in pain for 
the rest of his life; he would never be able to run again, 
and he would have to endure several surgeries to try and 
repair his leg and foot. His doctors gave him two choices: 
he could continue with treatments that may or may not 
work, or he could opt to have his leg amputated below the 
knee. He did a lot of his own research into climbers who 
perform with prosthetic limbs and realized that he would 
be able to do the same. 

“I made the decision that I would rather be an amputee 
than a cripple,” Chad said. “I wanted to continue climbing 
and leading an active lifestyle. And I realized that with the 
[broken and infected] foot that I had there wasn’t going to be 
much of a prospect for that.” Through his determination and 
indissoluble resolve, Chad was climbing again just six weeks 
after his amputation surgery; with his first prosthesis, he as-
cended a gym rock wall. Soon after that, he was back to taking 
on mountain terrain, including Mount Rainier in Washing-
ton (14,411 feet) and Moose’s Tooth in Alaska (a 10,335-foot 
ice climb). 

Today, Chad looks every bit the part of an outdoorsman 
with his long, strawberry-blonde hair and a beard to match. 
Born in Sacramento, Calif., Chad moved with his family to 
Utah when he was 12. He quickly gained an appreciation for 
the outdoors, going on frequent hiking and camping trips. 
As a teenager, Chad started mountain biking, and that activ-
ity completely occupied his life for a number of years – until 
he discovered climbing. Toward the end of his high school 
days, climbing became his outdoor passion. However, his rec-
reational pursuits would be put on hold once he joined the 
Army Reserves. Chad’s intent was to use the G.I. Bill to get a 
music degree – he’s a trumpet player – but those plans would 
have to wait. Duty called.

Following his first tour of duty (Afghanistan), which 
in hindsight seems relatively uneventful, Chad started 
mountain climbing more often and taking his passion to 
areas outside of Utah. He went on climbing expeditions 
all over the United States, including Colorado, Idaho, 
Washington, Alaska, and Kentucky. At first he was perus-
ing what is known as sport climbing as well as traditional 
climbing (see the sidebar for definitions). Eventually, he 
was introduced to ice climbing. “I immediately fell in love 
with it,” he said. 

Two years ago, that love took him to Bridal Veil Falls, 
Colo., the tallest freefalling waterfall in the state, which 
has long been a favored ice climbing spot in the winter 
months. “It is a very technically challenging climb, but 
fun,” Chad said. For this event, he was asked to make 
the climb with Erik, who was raising awareness of fund-
raising efforts for the Trust for Public Lands. This was 
the pair’s first meeting, but would not be their last. “This 
[past] spring, I ran into Erik again [near] Salt Lake City 
on a frozen waterfall. And as we were climbing along and 
talking, he asked me if I would be interesting in joining 
him on a Himalayan expedition.” 

What were Chad’s expectations from this trip? “When 
I go out to do things like this, I keep my expectations 
fairly loose and open, because I’ve learned by now that 
things [that occur] generally aren’t what you expect. … 
One thing that I was really looking forward to was being 
exposed to the culture [of Nepal]. The Sherpa culture is 
something that I’ve been fascinated with. … I was expect-
ing that we would have a really amazing time … and that 
I would make great friends and have a good time with 
that group of people.” 

Speaking of the Soldiers To The Summit group, which 
consisted of 33 people – from the veterans and experienced 
climbers to the trekkers, guides, and the film crew – Chad 
said you couldn’t ever expect to put a group like that together. 
“Everybody meshed. Everybody got along really well, and we 
really came together as a very incredible team and worked 
together every step of the way.” This was fortunate for the 
climbers, but not surprising given their similar combat expe-
riences. Any veteran will tell you that war creates unbreakable 
bonds among soldiers, and the brave men and women on this 
trip understand that. (To learn more about all the veterans 
who took part in this expedition, go to http://soldierstothe-
summit.org.) 

While the team meshed well, any trip like this – no 
matter how skilled the climbers – is not without its risks 
and unexpected occurrences. Nothing ever really goes as 
planned, Chad would say. And if the group’s first unex-
pected occurrence didn’t shake their spirit, nothing would. 
From their first camp before trekking up the mountain, 
they spoke with a group of climbers making their way 
down who were unable to summit because of the weath-
er. “They were talking about … avalanche danger,” Chad 
said. “And there were signs of a previous avalanche; there 
was a debris path, which to me is a good sign normally. 
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“Thank you so much 
for the support on this 
climb. We wouldn’t be 
able to do this without 
the generosity of people 
like you. If there had 
been a way that I could 
have eaten a bucket 
of fried chicken on 
top of that mountain I 
definitely would have.”  

–Chad Jukes
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LOBOUCHE EAST

Lobuche (also spelled Lobuje) is a Nepalese 
mountain that lies close to the Khumbu 
Glacier. There are two main peaks, Lobuche 
Far East and Lobuche East (often mistaken for 
Lobuche West which is a separate mountain 
farther west). At 20,161 feet, Lobuche East is 
85 feet higher. Between the two peaks is a 
long, deeply notched ridge. The first recorded 
ascent of Lobuche East was made by 
Laurence Nielson and Sherpa Ang Gyalzen 
on April 25, 1984. 

Source: http://soldierstothesummit.org 



A debris path means something is already released, and 
what it leaves behind is more stable and consolidated.” 

His worry at that point was not the weather, but if or when 
the team would be trekking up the mountain. He was ready 
to go. The rest of the team was too, so everyone moved on. 
This wouldn’t be the group’s only scare during their 20-day 
journey up Lobouche East, but thankfully everyone made it 
back down the mountain and back home to their families. Of 
course, it wasn’t easy.

More than halfway through the ascent, at high camp 
– the group’s last place of rest before the summit – one 
soldier was struck with altitude sickness. “It wasn’t to the 
point where she needed to get off the mountain,” Chad 
said, but she wasn’t able to climb. “There was a signifi-
cant chance that if she did go higher, she would develop 
worsening symptoms and need to be evacuated off the 
mountain.” 

Additionally, there was a soldier who developed a case of 
cerebral edema (an accumulation of excessive fluid in the 
substance of the brain) during the group’s descent. They were 
able to get him down the mountain and the expedition’s doc-
tor treated the soldier successfully. 

The Soldiers To The Summit team was well informed 
and educated about all of the potential hazards and dif-and educated about all of the potential hazards and dif-and educated about all of the potential hazards and dif
ficulties of the climb. They were as prepared as could 
be expected. They started training together as a group 
last summer in Colorado. Much of the team had never 
climbed on snow and ice, and none of the soldiers had 
ever been to the Himalayas, so they learned how to ice 
climb in the Rockies. As an experienced climber, Chad 
had all the technical skills, so he concentrated on his 
physical health. “For me, I try to implement training into 
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THE FILM

The Soldiers To The Summit film is more than 
a documentation of incredible achievement; 
this is a story of recovery. Coming home 
from a war zone isn’t easy, and many of our 
country’s veterans bring home injuries that 
seem insurmountable. This team set out to 
prove that “insurmountable” doesn’t exist. By 
facing this Himalayan challenge, together, 
these soldiers took what many people call 
their weaknesses, and turned them into their 
greatest strengths. The documentary was 
developed and produced by Michael Brown, 
president of Serac Adventure Films, and Mike 
Herbener, producer, Serac Adventure Films. 
This film is currently seeking a title sponsor. 
For more information, or to make a donation, 
Serac Adventure Films may be reached at 
www.seracfilms.com, or at 303-440-8101. For 
a preview, visit http://soldierstothesummit.org/
the-film/. 



my daily life,” he says. “Going to the gym isn’t a very ex-
citing thing for me. So I try and spend as much time as 
possible getting out and hiking with my girlfriend and my 
dog, riding bikes and climbing. As a matter of fact, just a 
couple of weeks before we left for the Himalayas, I was up 
on the Grand Teton in Wyoming climbing some ice.” 

All of the training and preparation – as well as the team-
work – paid off on the morning of Wednesday, Oct. 13, the 
day the group reached the top of Lobouche East. Fortune 
smiled on the expedition, as the weather was perfect – 32 de-
grees Fahrenheit and sunny. Here’s Chad’s recollection:

Summiting was amazing; it usually is. It’s different with ev-
ery mountain though, and that’s part of the reason it never gets 
old. With this summit, it was about the group for me. Standing 
on top was amazing, and I was proud to be there, but I was es-
pecially proud and happy to be surrounded by such great people. 
We had an amazing team, with veterans who have overcome 
very great obstacles in order to succeed. Also we had the Everest 
climbers who have already achieved so much and have contin-
ued to use their accomplishments and abilities to shape their 
lives in a positive way. Also, there were the tireless sherpas up 
there with us who had helped us in our success.

“The team spirit was amazing,” Chad continued. “There 
was a lot of smiling, hugging, and crying. We laughed and 
joked and talked about how great it was to be up there. The 
energy up there was amazing!”

So what is next for Chad? How does one top that ex-
perience, so to speak? He’s not sure that he can, but he’s 
going to try. He wants to get back to Nepal to climb Ama 
Dablam, a Himalayan peak in Eastern Nepal that stands 
at more than 22,000 feet. “A lot of people consider it to 
be the most beautiful mountain in the world,” Chad said. 
“And it’s an extremely technical mountain.” First, he is 
moving to Ouray, Colo., at the beginning of the year. The 
small, mountain town of about 800 people is known as 
the “Mecca of ice climbing” and also is coined the “Swit-
zerland of America.” 

From his new outpost, Chad is looking to become a 
climbing guide, perhaps working with Outward Bound 
and other organizations. He will continue to volunteer 
with Paradox Sports, an organization that helps dis-
abled athletes experience the outdoors. Chad says of the 
group: “It’s a great group, and I’m looking forward to 
continued involvement so I can help other people with 
disabilities experience the same thing. Getting into the 
outdoors is a great confidence builder for anyone with 
a disability. It helps to restore self-confidence, pride and 
independence.” 

Though his music degree still is on hold for the time 
being, Chad hasn’t neglected his trumpet. He keeps his 
skills polished, playing and recording with local musi-
cians, including a heavy metal band. Clearly, Chad is a 
guy who marches to his own beat. Nothing gets in the 
way of what Chad wants to do in life. Life seems to bend 
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to his will, not the other way around. He has the attitude 
of a champion and the heart of a hero, as do all the vet-
erans who participated in Erik’s Soldiers To The Summit 
Expedition. And for their part in helping Chad and the 
entire expedition team to reach the top of Lobouche East, 
especially the KFC family, he has a few final words.

“Thank you so much for the support on this climb. We 
wouldn’t be able to do this without the generosity of people 
like you. If there had been a way that I could have eaten a 
bucket of fried chicken on top of that mountain I definitely 
would have.” 

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. “A mix of everything,” Chad says. 

Mountaineering—Climbing mountain peaks 
using both rock and ice climbing skills.

Source: About.com




