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Note from the
President

Jim Elliott

Dear Friends of Diveheart:

There is definitely something to the old
adage about the importance of being in
the right place at the right time! | was
recently skiing with the American Blind
Skiing Foundation in Colorado, when |
decided to drop in on my old friend
Houston Cowan who founded Challenge
Aspen. This not-for-profit provides
adaptive recreation opportunities for
individuals with disabilities. While
visiting with Cowan, | updated him on
Diveheart, specifically about Diveheart
Military Wounded. He encouraged me to
drop everything in order to attend
Lipscomb University’s Operation Yellow
Ribbon in Nashville the following week.
Please be sure to read the following
article about this amazing event!

As we continue to make peoples’
dreams come true, we have a dream of
our own...a Diveheart facility. Our
dream is to have a site where we can
serve children, adults and veterans with
disabilities through scuba therapy; and
where we can address research,
rehabilitation, education, and vocational
training. I'm excited to tell you that we
are at the very early stages of starting to
make this dream come to fruition. We
are hoping that within the next 120 days
we will have a feasibility study done and
a presentation piece that we can use
with potential funders. A friend of
Diveheart’s has lined up the services of
one of the top architectural firms in the
world to help with the design of this one-
of-a-kind facility, and our amazing
medical advisory team is providing
valuable input.. As a friend of Diveheart,
we hope that you'll reach out to anyone
you know who might be interested in
supporting this project that will change
the lives of so many people with

WWDiveheart

disabilities. We’'ll keep you posted on
our progress with this exciting endeavor.

| hope to see you all at our Spring Fling
Fundraiser on April 18" 1t promises to
be a lot of fun for the entire family. The
proceeds from the event make it
possible for us to continue providing
scuba opportunities for individuals with
disabilities.

Thank you for your continued friendship
and support!

Jim Elliott
Founder and president of Diveheart A\

Blind Veteran
Making Waves

Despite dire predictions to the contrary,
the list of things he cannot do is much
shorter than the list of things he can.
What he can’t do is see. What he can
and does in fact do includes but is not
limited to adventurous under-takings
such as scuba diving, surfing, skiing,
fishing, kayaking, bicycling and golfing.
“I don’'t set limits on myself. If | find
something | can’t do, | try to find a way
to do it,” said Rick Olson of South
Holland, lllinois.

A veteran of the Vietnam War era, Rick
lost his sight without warning in 2003,
due to ischemic optic neuropathy. “It's
like a stroke in the optic nerve,” he said.
What vision remains he said, is a little bit
of light perception “which to the average

Continued on Page 2
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person is nothing but to someone with
total darkness, means that | have a lot.”

Rick started scuba diving with Diveheart
about a year and a half-ago at the
encouragement of Jerry Schutter of the
Hines VA Blind Center. “He asked if I'd
give it a try and let the other vets know
what it's like. | do a lot of things to
motivate the vets so | agreed. | just fell
in love with it,” Rick said. “It's just the
freedom of being down there, something
that | never thought I'd be able to do.”
Since he started diving, Rick has gone
on trips with Diveheart to the Florida
Keys and to Cozumel.

Rick recruited four fellow-veterans for
the trip this past winter to Cozumel.
“One dove all of his life all over the
world. He had never gotten his
certification and when he started losing
his vision he was sure his diving days
were over. | told him | scuba dive. | got
him involved and now he’s got his
certification. It was a dream he thought
would never come true,” said Rick.

Rick has also recruited his girlfriend
Ericka to scuba dive with him. Theirs is
a special romance. Rick met Ericka
shortly after losing his sight, while
attending a special camp in Dixon,
Illinois, sponsored by Chicago
Lighthouse. Ericka, who lives in
Jacksonville, lllinois, is deaf and blind.
“She motivated me. I'm only blind,” Rick
said. “She taught me sign language, and
when | learned enough, | asked her out
and she said, ‘ok’.” They’'ve been dating
ever since. Ericka also traveled on the
Diveheart trip to Cozumel. While diving,
Jim Elliott and Rick both wore full face
masks so they could talk back and forth.
Rick held Ericka’s hand and signed to
her. “Jim would tell me what he was
showing us and I'd sign it to Ericka,” he
said. She loved the experience and Rick
said that they will plan future dives
together as time and finances allow.

Scuba diving with Diveheart has “given
me and the other challenged individuals
a much-needed sense of belonging and
some confidence to be accepted by
others in spite of his/her disabilities. Jim
Elliott and his volunteers, with their
compassion for scuba diving, have
helped bring a piece of true love and
humanity into this world,” said Rick.

Rick’s a busy man even when he’s not
under water. He is the president of the
Hines VA Blind Center Alumni, secretary
of lllinois Regional Group of the Blinded
Veterans Association, and a volunteer
three days weekly at two area VA
hospitals. He also patrticipates in the VA
National Games.

Rick said that he is only able to do all
that he accomplishes because of the
presence of another important lady in
his life, his guide dog Verna. “If it was
not for Verna | would not be the person
that | am. She and | have been a great
team and companions through the many
different things we do. The only thing
she lets me do by myself is scuba dive
and then she lies like a lady and waits
for me to return to the surface. Getting
her was the best thing | have done after
losing my vision,” Rick said.

Rick advises others that there is in fact
life after blindness. “lI feel blessed.
When | lost my vision | was able to retire
early. I'm blessed to be able to do all the
things I'm doing and to motivate other
people to do these things,” he said.

“I've always said the sky’s the limit.

That's next. I'm looking for someone to

go sky diving with,” Rick said. A\

Operation  Yellow

Ribbon

Late last month, Jim Elliott was invited to
attend Operation Yellow Ribbon in
Nashville. The symposium, which was
co-sponsored by Lipscomb University
and Challenge America, was designed
to facilitate discussion of ways to ease
the transition of our service people “from
the battlefield to home front.” It was a
veritable Who’s Who of experts in the
field, with sessions moderated by
specialists from the Veterans
Administration, Military Family Research
Institute, Challenge Aspen Military
Operations, Shepherd Center and more.
The final evening was hosted by
(Retired) General Tommy Franks, Amy
Grant and Charlie Daniels.

Operation Yellow Ribbon was
extraordinary in that it effectively brought
together distinguished organizations

working with the common vision of

helping veterans who are impaired.
Together, we will all be more powerful in
creating synergies to help our wounded

warriors.

Jim reflected that we are fortunate to be
living in a time that is much kinder to our
veterans. “Hopefully we are providing
these deserving individuals with support
and resources that have been so lacking
in our history. | am so grateful to be part
of the generation making sure that we
take care of our service personnel as

they so richly deserve,” said Jim. A\

Shop for Diveheart
Merchandise

There are a variety of retailers that
of fer items feat

distinctive logo. These include T-shirts,

sweatshirts, and outerwear. Blankets
and jewelry! Please check the
Diveheart Store at www.diveheart.org.
Proceeds from the sales of this
merchandise benefit Diveheart.
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Diveheart Training

Last month Diveheart traveled to
California to work with the Shriners
Hospital for Children in Sacramento.
There, a team comprised of physicians,
nurses, physical therapists and
recreational therapists were trained to
provide scuba therapy for children with
spinal cord injuries and burns. Imagine
how the lives of these children will be
transformed by the adventure of scubal!

We have started coordinating training
plans with the Veterans Home in Napa.
They work with returning service
personnel dealing with PTSD and TBI. It
is estimated that more than 20% of vets
returning from lrag and Afghanistan
suffer from PTSD. We were told that 24
returning vets had committed suicide
during the month of February. This
reinforces how very important our work
is with our wounded veterans! \?

Second Annual
Spring Fling
Fundraiser

MARK YOUR CALENDARS

Di v e h eSpring &ling Fundraiser!

The annual family-event will be held at
Ballydoyle Irish Pub and Restaurant,
5157 Main Street in Downers Grove on
April 18 from noon-4 p.m.

Join us for food, games, prizes, live
entertainment, a silent auction and
drawing. Tickets are $25/person in
advance, $30/person at the door, kids
ages 12 and under free. Admission
includes a T-shirt, appetizers from

1-2:30 p.m. and live entertainment.
Especially for the kids there will be
games, a magician, a clown, and more.

A drawing at the fundraiser will be
held for the following:
1 1st Place-$1000 Visa Gift Card
1 2" Place-$500 Best Buy Gift Card
1 3" Place-$300 Visa Gift Card

Drawing tickets are available for $5/each
of 5 for $20. Please contact the
Diveheart office for information about
purchasing tickets. Winners need not
be present.

If you are able to help out with
donations of auction items or
sponsorships, please contact Janice
at Janice.s@diveheart.org or call 630-
964-1983 A\ 4

Thank-you!

Diveheart is the lucky beneficiary of a
gently used Chevy Tahoe, donated by-
David Sheriff from Visual Training
Solutions, Inc. doing business as Visual
Training Business Training Solutions.

We thank David and Visual Training
Solutions for their generosity!!

ShapeCo

Upcoming Events
(Cntrl and click at dates for further
information)
Volunteer Committee Meeting:
First Wednesday of every month

Open Discover Scuba Program:
April 7

Diveheart Military Wounded Dive
Program:_April 11

Oak Lawn Discover Scuba
Program: April 11

Diveheart Disabled Dive Training:
April 11 and 12

Diveheart Military Wounded-Great
Lakes: April 14

DIVEHEART Spring Fundraiser:
April 18

Chicago Park District Discover
Scuba Program: April 24

SEASPAR Discover Scuba
Program: April 27

For more events and further
information, visit:
www.diveheart.org

Newsletter editor: Wendy Foster
fozstock@comcast.net \\’
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