
connecting with comrades.
going for gold. 

36th annual national Veterans wheelchair games

T he batter surveys the bases, all loaded. When  
the pitch comes in, he swings, cracks the ball 
with his bat and glides to first base just as his 

teammate, a fellow veteran, rolls across home plate. 
This a competition on wheels – the largest annual 

wheelchair sporting event in the world. The 36th 
annual National Veterans Wheelchair Games brought 
together more than 600 men and women to compete 
in events ranging from softball to basketball to 
bobsledding. They came from all 50 states and the 
District of Columbia and as far away as Great Britain, 
Guam and Puerto Rico.

The Auxiliary was a sponsor for this year’s games  
in Salt Lake City, Utah. 

“I believe the VFW Auxiliary should be involved 
in events (like this) because these are our veterans 
and they need and deserve our respect, love, 
encouragement and support,” said Auxiliary Past 
National President Francisca Guilford. “We are here 
for ALL veterans. It is our duty to help them and  
their families integrate back into society.

“We owe it to them to do the right thing and 
stand by them. They have given so much; their lives 
have been forever changed due to the injuries they 
sustained and it is our duty to make sure that we do 
everything in our power to assist them in attaining  
the goals they have to improve their lives.”

The Games, a rehabilitation and wheelchair sports 
program, empowers male and female veterans with 
spinal cord injuries, multiple sclerosis, amputations 
and other neurological injuries to live more active 
and healthy lives through recreation. The event also 
fosters friendships among veterans who face similar 
life circumstances and it allows caregivers and family 
members to meet and support one another. 

Army veteran Dane Smith gold medaled for 
the fourth consecutive year in weightlifting, bench 
pressing 380 pounds in Utah. He also competed in 
basketball, track and field and softball.

He said he loves participating in the sports, and  
“I like to come and see old friends that are like family.”

Diana Wood, a third-time Games participant,  
said it’s like therapy. 

“It’s good to see others who are going through 
what you are and it’s good to be with them,” she said.

Her daughter, Anyia, loves to cheer her mom on 
at track and field, softball and powerlifting events.

“The first time I came to the Wheelchair Games I 
fell in love with it because it gave me a chance to be 
competitive and compete with people in real sports,” 
said Joey Avellone, a U.S. Marine Corps veteran who 
was paralyzed in action just shy of his 25th birthday. 
“I played a lot of sports as a kid, and playing in these 
games gave me that part of my life back.”

He comes back to compete year after year because 
of the camaraderie, and because the events let him 
mentor other veterans and share his love of the 
Games. 

“The Wheelchair Games aren’t about winning or 
losing,” he said. “All veterans who come to the Games 
are aces in my book because they’ve dealt with 
adversity and are here to be the best they can be.” 

Judith Ruiz’ first Wheelchair Games was 11 years 
ago. For the peer counselor at the Edward Hines 
Junior Veterans Administration Hospital in Illinois, 
it’s an annual goal to be healthy and compete and 
mentor fellow athletes.

“The Games gave me my life back,” she said.  
“It helped me focus on my abilities, not my 
disabilities.”       AC

Opposite Page, clockwise: Veterans compete in archery. Robert Stone of West Virginia aims for a strike. Wheelchair 
Games quad rugby. A game of softball. VFW Auxiliary Past National President Francisca Guilford cheers on  
Joe Velasquez, a VFW member from the Department of California.
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