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Maria Runyan was the first legally blind
athlete to make a U.S. Olympic team.

Southern California

Disabled Athletes Detefmined to Raise the Bar

b
| By RENEE TAWA
‘ TIMES STAFF WRITER

he treadmill was boring, even for a

} Tbeginner’s 15-minute workout, and

| Ivonne Mosquera was shy about

| having to ask friends to go running with
her. So six months ago, on a blustery, cold
day, the 24-year-old joined a running
group in New York City and jogged: out-
side for the first time.

At. first, Mosquera, who has been com-
pletely blind since she was 13 months old,
was afraid to head out without her cane to
feel out curbs and bumps; she still re-
members what it felt like to run smack
into walls in high school gym classes.
Now, at a brisk pace of 8.5 minutes per

mile, she's in training for a 10K race in a
field of able-bodied and disabled runners.
(She runs side-by-side with a guide who
describes the course.) ~

Runners such as Mosquera say they re-
late more to the average able-bodied run-
ner than to the elite athletes with disabil-
ities who have recently made headlines,
including Marta Runyan, the first legally
blind track athlete to make U.S. Olympic
team. )

All her life, Mosquera has been lithe
and fit, a swimmer, skier and dancer. She
doesn’t want to be confined to easy Braille
trails in parks or competitive events for
the blind. What she wants is to be able to
run outside with everyone else, to have
‘the freedom of movement that most peo-

ple take for granted.

“The whole physics about 1t. the aero-
dynamics of your body, is completely dif-
ferent [outside],” she says. Not that she
wants to break into elite mainstream cir-
cles the way Runyan did.

“] don't see it as such an inspirational
thing for me,” Mosquera said of Runyan's
achievement. “It's great—here’s someone
who's .doing some groundbreaking and
opening the door for other athletes, but
it'’s not like [ strive to run in Maria Run-
yan's footsteps. These Olympic athletes
are exactly that—they're in an elite class.
You never think of the average American
making it to that point.”

These days, groups such as Aclnlles
Track Club, the international nonprofit

Many who favor mamstreammg ]ust want access to what the average competitor—not Olympian—has.

-group that Mosquera joined, are encour-

aging their disabled members—whenever
possible—to participate in the type of
“mainstream” or “integrated” outdoors
events that any athletic amateur might
consider. The battieground, they say, is in
their own communities, not the Olympics
or pro sports. “All the accessibility warri-
ors know what we're really fighting for is
just 1o be folded into the system,” said
Phyllis Cangemi, founder of Whole Access,
a San Francisco Bay Area disabilities rights
group. .
The past few weeks have been full of
news feamring groundbreaking disabled
athletes. On May 29, the U.S. Supreme
Court ruled in favor of Casey Martin, the
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Falk Welhenmayer, 32, holds a rope on hls climb up Mt. Everest, hecoming the first blind man to reach the sumomit, on May 24,

Compete: Disabled Look to Mainstream
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29-year-old disabled golfer who fled suil
1o force the PGA Tour Ine, to waive ils
walking rufe ame et him vide a cart he-
tween the holes. (The decision atso mieans
that disabled athletes ae entitled 0 “rea-
sonable modifications™ ln snme competi-
lion 1ule longg as they would not have
anunlal advant or the competliion
woukl not be ndamentally aliered) On
May 24, Lk Welhenmayer, 32, became
the fitst blind clituber to veach (he sunumit
of M. Lverest, at 29,035 feel.

And though advocates for the disabled
find insphation in these developments,
they've kept their focus on the ordinary--
on helping everyday athletes enter the
mainstreain of track clubs ane hiking
poups - even as they desctibe (heir adini-
1ation for extraodinary achicvements,

Narbara Plerce, director of public edu-
cation for the National Fedeation of the
Blind in Baltimore, which sponsored
Weilienmayer's $250,000 tverest expedi-
tion, said she doesn't tegard s teip as a
way 1o encowape olher disabled people to
chimb the world's highest mountain, n-
stead, said Pieree, “lnik sular
newsworthy demonsieation of the Everest
that blind people climb every day of our
tives.” Just crossing the street alone can be
an ufathomable challenge, she says,
when people fitst tose their sight.

Weihenmayer is an exceptional athlete,
aock aud ice elimber who skydives and
scuba dives, Pierce emphasized, She adds
that the elimber, who lost bis sight at age
13, pulled his own weight as part of the
19-member team that included able-
bodied and disabled members, helping to
setup camp and earry Inads on MU Lver-
est, e made his way up the mountain by
following team members who jingled a
bell iom an ice ax ar ski pole and called
oul ditections

“What we stiive (o do i e fedeta-
ton," Pietee said, i

is 1o establish models
in which evetybody can work (ogether
towand interdependence, where hlind
people are seen as contributing imembers
ol an integrated team or community and
are alloweed to give and expected to give.”

The primany goal of the climb, aceord
iup o the Tedevation's misslon statement,
was “not (o put a blind climber on the
summit at any cost, but to place a hue
team of climbers, one of whom happens
1o be blind, on topof the world,”

The team reflected “the mainstreaming
effect is reaching inlo extieme
sports,” Pierce said. But “Erik is not poivg
1o stanCan avalanehe [ there's a parade, 1t
was already going o™

Last year, for Instance, 222 Achilles, ath-
lete ed by 500 volunteer goides,
ticipated in the New York City Marathon's
main fickl. (1he wheelchair division in-
cluced 103 other Achilles menibers.)

In this year's Los Angeles Marathon, 25
Achilles members partfcipated in the main
ot wheelchair divisions, said Jon Ross; the
gronp’s local coordinator for 13 years,
Group members, who run abont ane loeat
mainsteany taee a month and bain-every
Sunday morning, are so aceepted that the
medin ng Tonger wiites about them.
They'te like, “Well, when aembere] <tart

ascending Lvercst without oxygen, let us
know," " Ross saidd. “In a way, that's peat.
1U's sort of proving that people with dis
abilities are already in (he mainstream,"

Impact of
Tederal Law

Malsticaining efforts have Intensilled
In the past 15 yews or so, parily because
of the passage of the Amerlcans Wilh Dis-
abilities Act in 1990, Under the \aw, il is
iliegal to discriminnte against people with
physical or mental disabilities ln “places
of publle accommadations,” such as res-
tanrants, olfices ad sports stadivems, The
ADA doesn’t speclfically addiess athletes.
But some see the spirit of the law extend-
ing 1o sports, disabllity rights advocates
said,

Psychological barriers have fallen, (oo,
as athletes continue to expaid the notion
ol what's possible. Diana Golden, wha lost
a leg 10 cancer at 12, becaine the first dis-
abled skier fo compete regulaily in non-
disabled events. In 1980, the .S Olympic
Committee named her Female Skler of the
Year, AL 29, mountaineer Mak Wellman
hecame the first paraplegic to ascend Yo-
semite’s famously brulal Bl Capitan in July
1989, using only his arms (o pull himsell
up the 3,200-fool sheer granite face, " The
challenges have beeome bigger and big-
per, and the adventures bolder and
bolder,” sald Douy Pringle, exeentive di
rector of Disabled Sports USA-Far West in
Citus Heights, Calil

Still, the disabled community vsually is
realistic ahout where to draw the line, said
Pringle, an mnputee who skis on one leg
“Ihe ongoing hattle is 1o be included in
the mainstream as much as possible in ev-
ery kind of sport and reereation pursuit,”
he said.

“However, we do have to recopiize
there are diiferences in how people are
able Lo function. Itinay be biomechanical-
ly impossible for a disabled peison to per-
Torm the same kind of movement patierns
in a sport... 1 don't think it's realistic 10
say a quadriplegic in a mototized wheet-
chair should be able (o play on a foothall
team.” )

The way Mingle sees it, mainstreaming
duesn’t mean that a disabled person must
ski on the same team as an able-bodied
skier, The idea, he said, Is that everyone
should be on the smne slope, that the dis-
abled skier should not he relegated o spe-
cially designated arcas. Using special
cquipment, people with disabilities should
he able to foinstheir able-hodied Tiiends
and Fnnily members on rivers and trails

Tackling a '
Tough Trail

Last Avgust, in New llampshire, a
group of 22 hikers, including three in
wheelchaiis and two on crutches, Tought
to make that point on a rough, 4 6-mile
hail i the White Mountains, The hike was
mginlzed by the University of New
Mampshite’s Northeast Passage gioup,
which provides spotls and recreational
oannorbinytice for in

disabllitics. Organizers spent nearly a year
planning the tip o a 10-hed bt that had
been rebuilt by the Appalachian Mountain
Club 1o comply with federal accessibillly
niles for new hulldings

Whal a waste, ctitics chaiged, to pay an
extia $30,000 (0 $530,000 Tor wodilicatlons
Including a wheelchaiv camp, wlder doo
ways nnd pab bars by blpger tofler statls,
Critics polated 1o the renovations as an
example of the Americans With Disabil-
Hles Act gone awry, saying no disabled
person would ever make it up the trail
Northeast Passage members proved them
wiong

Usingrropes, polleys and special equip
ment, the team reached the hut in abomt
12 hows. (An aveiage able-hodicd hiker
could make the hike in about four to five
hours.) “We didn't take ellte athletes,”
said Jill Gravink, director of Nottheast 1%
sage. "We took people who absolutely love
to be in the woads, people who, hefore
their accidents, that's where they lived,
That was their chweh, ... [Ihe team]
wasn't an us-versus-lthem, 1was all about
a oup of prople who want to be In the
wondls.”

pe Is working o an
hourlong videa docamentary on how the
group pulled off the hike, covering topics
flom cquipnient (o politics, Gravink saic
Organizers, who alhacted national news
coverage, also have spoken al conler-
ences, hoping to inspite other integated
hikingiemus (o take onsimitar challenpes

Volunteers for Northeast  Passape
wanted to show that they could take on a
terrain thought (o be impuossible for them.
The push for other groups, such as the
nonprofit Whele Access in Norther Cali-
fornia, is (o make tough trails moie acees-
sible. That doesn’t mean paved tiails, said
Cangeml, the proup’s founder who has
Hodpkin's disease and uses a tow-
wheeled scooter, Members are proposing
stmple modifications, such as covering up
exposed tree roots and removing wooden
steps.

With the input of Cangemi and others,
e California State Parks’ Noih Coast
Redwood District Is reevatuating lts frails
for accessibility, said Don Reers, 3 disoicl
supervicor, Last June, the disalet re
opened (wo ails at Praiie Creek sl
woods Pk with some of the suppesied
moditications, such as minor path adjust-
ments, (o make the 1oute Tess steep. The
two trails form a 3.5-mile loop throuph
old-growtly redwoads, District oflicials
liope to add 35 miles of such modified
tails in the nest five vears, Beeis said.

I New Yok, Achilles, which has i
manily focused on nuing eeents, is tan
Iy its attention to other challenges, Tn
August, a team of seven Achilles athlete
Including Mosquena, will climb Mi Kili-
manjana with 18 guides,

Kilimanjmo, at 19310 feel, i%J\fliL‘ﬂ'ﬁ
highesCmomitain, The trip is ditticult b
doesn’t requite technical gea such
climbing ropes or crampons. “flere we
ae, avenage peaple, averapge Ameicans,
antl we'te going to pet in shape for this,™
safd Mosquera, who has tinde bikiog ex
petience. “And, i0iCs the ast thing T do,




