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Neil Heritage

Summiting Matterhorn as a Double Amputee

For a double amputee army veteran who was told 
he would never walk again, even the idea of a short 
hike should have been impossible. But Neil Heritage 
had his sights set on a bigger challenge – the 4,478m 
summit of the Matterhorn. Taking on the endeavour 
with two specially designed prosthetic limbs, Neil set 
about training for the gargantuan feat which involved 
treacherous climbs up sheer cliff faces and perilous 
trails. After two initial attempts were curtailed by 
weather, it was third time lucky as Neil became the 
first below knee amputee to reach the Mountain's peak.

TRAINING

I really enjoy training and keep myself fairly fit, but I started 
dedicated training 3 months before tackling the Matterhorn. 

There are lots of variables I can’t control but fitness isn’t one 
of them. I trained 5 days per week with 2 rest days, walking 
up hills and climbing. I set small goals and find it helpful to 
decrease the intensity 2 weeks prior to departure.

Rather than a full dry run, I try to recreate small parts of 
the expedition, whether that’s early mornings, longer training 
sessions to build stamina or routines which cover trekking
up step gradients.

LIFESTYLE

My biggest sacrifice was spending time away from home 
while training. Family is really important to me so I try to be 
with them, and my friends whenever I’m having down-time.

Diet was also really important, as I have to make sure my 
prosthetics fit to my residual limb. I’ve a low tolerance for 
weight fluctuation before the fitting becomes affected. I also 
regularly ate the food I was going to consume on the climb – 
including dehydrated meals. I usually drink 3-4 litres per day 
plus a litre per hour of exercise.

Amputees struggle to regulate body temperature and I 
definitely sweat a lot more than I did previously so feel like I 
need it. On the Matterhorn I consumed about 8 litres per day.

PLANNING

Time spent planning depends on the type 
of event but for the big challenges planning 
often starts a year or more in advance – 
which was the case with the Matterhorn.

I started with the big aspects then worked on 
the smaller details near the event. I’m always 
looking at ways to improve kit, especially 
anything related to prosthetics and adapted 
equipment. Speaking to experts in advance 
can also be really useful - it helped me pick 
what time of year to do it.

THE EXTRA 1%

I like to break down the challenge into small manageable 
chunks in my mind – getting to the next ledge for example. 
I give myself little rewards when I get to certain points, like 
a gel bar. Training in prosthetics is tough and can lead to 
sores which I had to overcome. Very painful.

I also try to involve my friends and family in training: my 
daughter loves to come climbing. Having company really helps; 
most of my challenges are done with other people on the 
team and I will also train as much as possible with them.
Having my previous two attempts curtailed by weather 
only made me more determined.

GAME-ON

The night before the event I make sure to check all my kit, 
the route and itinerary. I always call my children and try 
to get some sleep.

The Matterhorn was a dangerous challenge so speaking to 
my family before was important. In the morning I had a good 
breakfast ready and made sure to take on plenty of fluids. 
This part is crucial for mentally setting me up for the first 
phase of the challenge before we even start.


