
 

Surfing brings healing for wounded US
veterans

June 6 2019

Wounded US veterans are taking part in an unusual kind of offensive
this week dubbed "Operation Surf," which is aimed at offering them a
form of therapy and some healing.

More than two dozens vets, some who have lost limbs during warfare,
and active-duty military personnel have signed up for the annual
weeklong program in Huntington Beach, south of Los Angeles.

"It's very therapeutic and much needed," said Jordan Sisco, who lost both
legs after stepping on a mine while deployed in Afghanistan in 2014.

"You know, being trapped in your head all the time, it's nice just to
come out here and just kind of focus on one thing. That thing is just
enjoying yourself," he added, sporting a broad smile after surfing a few
dozen meters on his own.

The free event is sponsored by Amazing Surf Adventure, which
launched "Operation Surf" 10 years ago after helping a wounded veteran
learn to surf to overcome the pain and mental trauma of war.

"A lot of our military heroes are trained not to surrender, and the very
first thing that we tell them is: 'You have to surrender to the elements,
you have to trust me as a surf instructor, I've got your back'," said Danny
Nichols, one of the instructors and a former professional surfer.

Participants, who receive food, hotel accommodations and travel
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assistance, begin the program on shore by going through the security
basics and learning how to ride a wave and maintain balance.

After that, everyone goes into the water, with some carried on the backs
of instructors and others wheeled onto the beach.

Each veteran is paired with an individual instructor and a volunteer.

Lifeguards on jet skis also keep a close watch and help the veterans
manoeuver over the waves.

'Get a clear mind'

"The beautiful thing about surfing is that you can do it standing up, you
can do it sitting down, you can do it laying down," said Nichols. "There
is no right or wrong way to do it.

"You're riding a wave and it really comes down to the person that's
having the most fun is winning."

Eric Ellis, a burly veteran who lost a leg after being wounded, says the
program offers a respite from the realities of daily life.

"I'm here just to get away from life, for real," he said, hopping on one
leg towards the sea. "That's what it is. Get things out of your mind, get a
clear mind. That is what all this is for."

Thanks to the program, some 500 wounded veterans or active-duty
military members have benefited from "Operation Surf" since it was
launched in 2009.

The US Marine Corps also offers "ocean therapy" to help soldiers
overcome post-traumatic stress disorder and depression.
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The American Navy meanwhile has invested $1 million to study how
beneficial surfing can be.

According to Kristen Walter, a clinical research psychologist from the
Naval Health Research Center in San Diego, research has shown that
there are immediate benefits of surf therapy on mental health.

"The state of science suggests that there are psychological benefits that
improve over time," Walter said at a conference on the subject. "It's
possible that surf therapy can complement traditional treatment."
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