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Shawn O’Neill — Moving Forward

Life can throw a person unexpected changes, and sometimes
while doing what you enjoy the most. Shawn O’Neill, 26, was riding dirt bikes with friends near his home in Chagrin
Falls, Ohio, while he was on leave from Germany. “l came up short on a jump,” O’Neill said. The devastating dirt bike
accident left him with a broken jaw and a severed spinal chord, leaving him a paraplegic. “| had a hard time accepting
what had happened,” he said. “Other than my immediate family, | didn’t want to see anyone.”

Serving as a loadmaster in charge of “loading everything from cargo to people” aboard the C130 cargo
planes, O’Neill traveled extensively. “I was all over,” he said. “Iraq, Afghanistan, Africa, Turkey — | went just about
everywhere.” After leaving active duty in 2005, O’Neill continued to serve his country in the Reserves, although he is
currently on medical leave awaiting discharge. His military dedication is deeply rooted. “My father was in the military
and so was my grandfather,” O’Neill explained. “We are a military family.”

After months of rehabilitation, including both physical and recreation therapy at the Department of Veterans
Affairs Medical Center in Cleveland, O’Neill began the long process of re-learning how to do things, or finding new
ways to do them differently. Deciding that he needed to get active again, he started playing wheelchair basketball
with the Cleveland Cavaliers, a local wheelchair basketball team. “That really got my attitude turned around,” he said.
“It was so good to be active again and around other guys dealing with the same things. One of my best experiences
since my injury is being on the team.”

It was a recommendation by a Cavaliers teammate and further encouragement from his VA recreation
therapist that got O’Neill to participate in the National Disabled Veterans Winter Sports Clinic in Snowmass Village,
Colorado this past April. “l used to race snowboards for about five years,” he said. “The Winter Sports Clinic was
such a great experience. | learned so, so much.” He used the Clinic to expand his winter sports repertoire to include
mono-skiing and snowmobiling.

“I like learning and trying new experiences,” O’Neill said, intending to do just that when he participates in
archery, air guns and basketball at his first National Veterans Wheelchair Games in Omaha, Nebraska this July. That
only touches on his reasons for competing in the Games, however. ‘I really look forward to the atmosphere of
meeting new people” he said. “Of course it’s also nice to get away from home for a week.”

In the months since he was injured, O’Neill has decided to get active again and continue to move forward. “It
really proves that there are tons of things out there that you can still do — really, everything you did before. You just
need to keep on doing them.”
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