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6 ABILITY

happy with my second place finish!

I can’t thank Ryan, Kate and Ashley enough for their
support. We had a blast hanging out in the dusty pits of
Vegas. We also went to the Strip a few times, but I’m
not much of a gambler because I hate to lose—on the
track or off!!!

ecently I decided I would race again. I started riding
and training to get ready. The Big 6 was the last in a

series, and it was a race that I’d never competed in
before. I didn’t expect to win, but I didn’t want to look
too bad out there, either.

First, Ryan, Kate, Ashley, and I left SoCal for Nevada
on Thursday night to get there in time for Ryan’s race in
Las Vegas on Friday. He was participating in an Enduro-
Cross to qualify for the X Games. His race day didn’t
start off very well because he was having bike issues.
Added to that, he had me as a pit mechanic, the poor
guy. By the time he got everything resolved, he wasn’t
able to make the main event.  

Like me, he was in the Marvel show, so he’d been out of
the riding loop for a while, but I’m sure he’ll qualify for
the X Games next year. Although I doubt he’ll ask me to
be his mechanic again :-)

When Ryan’s event was over, we headed down to
Primm, NV, about 40 miles south of Las Vegas, for my
Big 6 race. We had so much fun! I’d never participated
in that kind of series before, and it was very different
from Supercross or Motocross. 

The track was long with a bunch of straightaways. It
also had tons of sand whoops all over the place. I’m so
glad I practiced at my friend’s sand track, or I would
have been toast! It’s a very tiring race, but you have to
keep going and pushing through. 

I was racing on my 125, which I haven’t competed on in
years, but it was so much fun! Most of the girls rode
bigger bikes, but the 125 is perfect for that style of rac-
ing. I will definitely be back next year to do the race
again. All of us were so awesome out there, and it was a
thrill to race against the others. I didn’t win, but I was

ashleyfiolekmxcoach@gmail.com 
ashleyfiolekfoundation.org
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8      ABILITY

only sleep 3 or 4 hours a day, but at night I get eight
hours. Every day I wake up at 6 A.M., and then I roll
over to get a few more hours of sleep. Some people
get up bright and early in the morning; others get up
bright and early in the afternoon. But, no matter how

you slice and dice it, sadly, at some point, we all have to
get up. Today would’ve been a great day if I hadn’t got-
ten out of bed, but nooooo, I had to get out of bed. Did
you ever notice that the bad things only happen when
you get out of bed? Your car doesn’t start. The roof’s
leaking. The cat puked on the carpet. Or your hair just
won’t cooperate. In other words, the nightmares usually
start after you wake up. None of these things would be a
problem if you just stayed in bed. 

I’ve notice that whenever I have a choice in life and
one of those choices involves sleep… sleep always
wins. Should I clean the garage or sleep? Sleep, you old
sea dog, you got me again. Why is sleeping so entic-
ing? My theory is that when you lay down, your mind
relaxes and begins telling you about all the wonderful
things you’re going to accomplish when you eventually
arise from your slumber. As you nestle your head in the
pillow, your mind races, “Okay, so I’m just gonna’ lay
here for twenty minutes and when I get up I’ll start
with the dishes, then the laundry, scrub the toilets, and
vacuum.” A couple of hours later, you drag yourself out
of bed and decide you’re too groggy to do anything and
you promise yourself it’ll be easy to tackle the chores
tomorrow, after a good night’s sleep.

It’s good to get out of the house and do something. If
you stay in the house too long a bed can get lonely, and
when that happens the bed can start talking to you in
hopes of bringing you down. You walk by your room
and hear this whisper of a song emanating from your

bed, “Psssst, hey buddy. Whatcha’ ya doing?” 

“Shut up, I’m busy,” you snap back. 

“Come on pal, why don’t you relax?” the sneaky bed
murmurs. “You look awfully tired.” 

“I’m not tired,” you sneer. “Just leave me alone.” 

“Sure you’re tired. We’re all tired.” the bed replies in a
comforting voice. “Say, why don’t you come over here
and take a load off your feet? You’ve been up for almost
two hours now. You’re not a machine.”

“No, I can’t,” you angrily retort. “I’ve got stuff to do. So
just stop. I know what you’re up to.” 

“Come on fella, you need to think about what you gotta’
do,” the sly bed continues. “Everybody thinks best when
they’re lying down.” 

“Really?” you hesitantly ask. 

“Sure, I wouldn’t lie to ya’. I’m your bed,” it responds.
“I’m the only friend you have.”

“You beast! You wretch!” you cry as you breakdown
and run over to him, falling into his big foamy arms.
“You do love me!” 

And at the end of the week you wonder why you didn’t
accomplish anything—and you’re still exhausted. 

Power naps are good for you… except when you’re dri-
ving or working with explosives, other than that, I high-
ly recommend them. Besides, someone once said that

I

Humor_SM-LM_5-11__QuarkTemplate.qxd  6/1/15  12:13 AM  Page 8



ABILITY   9

consciousness is just that annoying time between naps.
Some people don’t like to admit they take naps. You call
a friend and they answer the phone in that sleepy, deep
groggy voice, “Ellllll-o.”

“Hey Chet. What’s up? You sleeping?” you ask.

“Oh hey,” he mutters in a confused state. “No, no I was
just…, um, mowing the living room carpet.”

“Oh, okay. Well, don’t forget to weed the kitchen,”
you reply.

“Oh yeah, yeah,” he stammers. “I’m gonna do that next.”

Naps are nothing to be ashamed of. We grew up with
them. Remember naptime in kindergarten? Somehow
the school system fazed that out and replaced it with
dodge ball. You can’t rest with big, red, round balls
coming at your head. I can’t say enough about naps. A
good nap can motivate you. For me, it pushes me to
sleep. Not only do the naps rejuvenate you, but also give
something positive to look forward to in your day. Nap-
time is like a reward for accomplishing a few tasks. You
just paid some bills. Hey, it’s naptime. You mopped the
floor. Naptime. You brushed your teeth. Well, you
deserve a nap, my friend. As a matter-of-fact, I laid
down in bed today for a couple hours so I’d have
enough strength to take a nap later on in the day. There’s
nothing a siesta can’t cure. Sometimes I can’t decide
whether I should take a nap, and then I’m like, oh hell,
just sleep on it. Could you imagine if you could get a
job napping? 

“Listen Bill, we need you in the office by eight tomor-
row because we’re going to need you to nap until noon.
Can you handle that?” 

Bill huffs, “I’ll do my best, but I’m gonna’ need a raise.”

Now that’s an occupation I believe a lot of people would
clamor for… a professional sleeper.

I consider myself a top-notch sleeper. I never toss or
turn or even snore. I don’t want to brag, but I guess you
could say I’m good in bed. This may sound crazy, but
each evening, before I go to sleep, I kiss myself good-
night. I don’t ever want to wake up in the morning mad
at myself.

They say eight hours of sleep are good for you. It gives
the body time to heal. My body is a slow healer, so I
give it a good twelve hours. Why cut it short? Let the
sleep do its optimal work. And I say if you don’t believe
in sleep, then you need to wake up. Lately, I haven’t
slept well, for like a week. Finally, yesterday, I just col-
lapsed on the bed and was out like a light. Suddenly, the
phone rang and woke me up. It was the pharmacy
telling me my sleeping pills were ready. I couldn’t get
back asleep.

Some people have trouble sleeping. Are you kidding
me? Have a glass of milk before bed… just make sure
you put vodka in it. Booze to snooze is a helpful motto.
You can always count sheep, but make sure you pull the
wool over your eyes or you’ll get a “baaaaaad” night’s
sleep. (Yup, I really said it.) Sleep is the nectar of the
goddess. On a side note, why do people who snore
always fall asleep faster than people who don’t? You
know you’re getting old when sleep takes priority over
everything else in your life. Your best friend asks, “Hey
Jeff, I got some free tickets to the baseball game tonight.
We’ll grab a nice steak dinner, hit the bar for some
drinks and I have four hot strippers coming back to my
place to give us a crazy massage. Everything’s on me.
You don’t have to pay a cent. It’s the only time I’m ever
going to do this in my life.”

“Yeah, I’m kinda in the mood for a little cat nap-ski,”
you reply without a second thought. How sad.

God gives signs that we need to rest; a hazy day, a
rainy day, a snowy day, an afternoon. You look out the
window and see one cloud in the sky. “Cha-ching!”
That’s what I’m looking for. Hold my calls. There’s a
bed with my name on it. Thank you, God. We spend at
least a third of our life in bed… and it’s still not long
enough. It is our own private slumber castle that, for a
brief time, shields us from the nasty outside forces that
zap our energy. There is no greater protection from the
world than a pillow over your head. There is no better
way to forget everyday problems than a deep sleep.
What I am saying is, when the trials of life overwhelm
you, hide under the covers. There is no dishonor for the
coward who slumbers. The 18th century poet Thomas
Hood put it nicely when he wrote, “O bed! O bed! Deli-
cious bed! That heaven upon earth to the weary head.”
Poets don’t lie.

Could you imagine how wonderful life would be if you
could just sleep through it? It would be the answer to
every problem. Besides, I firmly believe we should go
through life with our eyes closed anyway. There’s too
much ugliness out there and keeping your eyes closed
makes life less traumatic. I’ve actually slept through
some of the best things in my life: my fraternity toga
party, my graduation, my wedding, and, I must say, I
think it’s made me a better person. There are some crazy
people out there who believe you can get more accom-
plished when you’re not sleeping; however, I’d much
rather be dreaming of all the things I could do. They
may agree with Virginia Woolf who once described
sleep as “that deplorable curtailment of the joy of life,”
but I’m more in the camp of the opium addicted poet
Samuel Taylor Coleridge who summed it up best with
the lines, “Oh sleep. It’s a gentle thing. Beloved from
pole to pole.” You gotta’ love that sleep… and that
opium ain’t so bad either. Hopefully, my words have not
put thee to sleep.

by Jeff Charlebois
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oxes. All kinds of boxes. No matter what else
we may have going on, they seem to always
serve an important function in our lives, or
we’re always looking for a place to stash them
away. Some people have even lived in boxes,

while a great many of us end up buried in them. And
who hasn’t used boxes to move? Whether we love them
or hate them, we can’t deny that no matter where we
are, we encounter boxes.

As a kid, I absolutely loved them, and some decades
later I still do. Why, I wonder? Could it be that I was in
an incubator the first three months of my life, which
became a source of unconscious comfort? I’ll never
know for sure, but one of my favorite things to do as a
kid, was to find boxes behind stores, load them in my
wagon, and cart them home. 

Cardboard houses and forts were a staple of play. I also
loved to save grocery boxes for a game of “store” in the
yard. Shoeboxes were perfect to put away marbles,
seashells or trading cards. For me, boxes kept things in
order (yes, I am a Virgo), and I still have boxes in every
room of my home, including the bathroom!

I don’t consider myself a hoarder, but I do have a stor-
age unit filled with boxes and boxes of VHS tapes that
are waiting to be transferred to DVD—or whatever
technology comes next. All the tax stuff that we have to
hang onto for at least 7 years is in there, along with
other boxes filled with who knows what? “FRAGILE,
REALLY F**KING FRAGILE!” is written on one of

those boxes. Could I even guess what’s in it? No, but I
know not to drop it!

So, why did I choose to write a whole column on this
subject? Because boxes are ubiquitous and, at the same
time, overlooked. From jewelry boxes to lunch boxes
and gift boxes, and from cereal boxes, to ring boxes and
shoeboxes (not to mention the boxset of the complete
series of The Facts of Life). As humans, we are box
dependent and boxed in to the idea that we cannot sur-
vive without these big—and small—squares, which
hold the contents of our lives. And what about all the
trees that are felled to manufacture them? Well, at least
we have recycled boxes too.

But have you ever entertained the idea of waking up one
morning, and finding that all the boxes had disappeared
into thin air? I cannot even wrap my brain around the
concept of a box-less world!

Even as we challenge ourselves to think outside the
box by entertaining new ideas that expand our growth
as human beings, I think we’ll always cherish our rela-
tionship with boxes, the safe places that we keep the
things that we believe we cannot part with. In fact,
parting with anything that we hold dear is difficult for
all of us – the important things is to know intuitively
that our hearts can serve as the most precious box of
all. What we put inside our hearts will always be with
us no matter what.

by Geri Jewell

B
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orn in 1975 in the city of Jiamusi in the
province of Heilongjiang, China, Hou Bin lost
his left leg in a devastating train accident
when he was just nine years old. Today, at 40,
he is a motivational speaker, a three-time Para-

lympic champion in the high jump, a former ambassador
for Beijing’s bid for the Winter Olympics, and the last
one to carry the Olympic torch in the 2008 Beijing Para-
lympic Games. Add to this impressive resume adventure
seeker, for he’s also explored the Arctic, swam in the icy
waters off Antarctica, and engaged in extreme endurance
footraces across Mongolia’s Gobi Desert. 

Hou Bin is undoubtedly China’s most dazzling and
influential athlete with a disability. When he lit the caul-
dron during the opening ceremonies of the 2008 Beijing
Paralympics, he was not, in that dramatic moment, just
Hou Bin, but a powerful symbol of China’s social
progress on behalf of people with disabilities and their
quest for human dignity. He has since become a beloved
role model for millions of Chinese with disabilities.

Although Hou Bin has spent decades in the limelight, his
successful transition from sports star to motivational
speaker belies a painful inner struggle to overcome the
stigmatization that Chinese society places on people with
disabilities. His fear of being exiled by society due to his
disability has haunted the athlete for the nearly 30 years. 

“My Story may Change You” 

On one of the hottest days since March in the city of
Zhangzhou, a black business car drove slowly through
the stadium entrance of Zhangzhou Yizhong High
School. At 3:00 pm, as the warm-up music ended, the
car door opened and Hou Bin carefully stepped out.

Wearing a suit and tie, he eagerly entered the stage and
waved to the throngs of excited students, saying, “Call
me brother Hou, okay?” Three thousand students chanted
jubilantly, “Brother Hou! Hou brother!”

After listening to the renowned track and field star talk
for two-and-a-half hours, the students swarmed the ath-
lete, asking, “Can we look at your prosthetic leg?” “Can
we hug you?” Happy to meet them all, Hou Bin signed
autographs, had his photo taken, and opened his arms
wide to embrace them.

A Natural-born Speaker

Speaking in front of 3,000 people is no big deal for Hou
Bin. Over the past ten years he has visited 27 countries
and made more than 1,500 inspirational speeches to
tens of thousands of people, from the school children
of migrant workers to the United Nations’ Doha
Youth forum.

In 2009, Hou Bin became the first Chinese youth speaker
at the United Nations’ Youth Assembly. This opportunity

marked the first time a Chinese person with a disability
had been invited as a special guest to participate, and the
first time the US media dubbed him “China Bin.” 

On the day before the speech, Hou Bin spent time with
his sponsors, a famous businessman and former class-
mate of Hou Bin’s from Zhangzhou, and his wife. A
variety of works of art—porcelain enamel, Shoushan
stone carvings, and lacquer ware—were displayed in
their elegant living room. Hou Bin was familiar with
each piece and even knew the names of the artists.
Admiring the collection, he randomly picked up a pink
puppet on display and said thoughtfully, “I was from the
northeast of Xiamen in 1999, practicing the high jump
for more than a year, without a friend. I had a doll just
like this one, and I talked to it daily.” The couple was
touched by the athlete’s openness and tenderness. 

By nature, Hou Bin is a highly-sensitive listener who
responds thoughtfully to questions. When a friend
talked about his own uncertain future, Hou Bin quoted
one of Buddhist Master Cheng Yen’s aphorisms: “Do
not underestimate yourself; people have unlimited
potential.” Hou Bin then drew an example from his own
life: “If you set your target’s height, you will determine
your future. When others’ goal was to make the 1.8-
meter jump, I set my goal for two meters. Then I made a
1.94 meter jump and broke the world record.”

Many of his friends, whom themselves are successful
and dedicated businessmen, love chatting with Hou Bin
and find his speeches very inspirational. As one friend
explains, “It’s difficult to describe my feelings about his
speeches, but the closest description would be that
they’re a positive force.” 

From Second Place to First

Hou Bin infuses his speeches with positive messages and
topics, such as, “Let the children become champions in
life”, “Do not let anyone steal your dreams”, and “How to
become a world champion.” The word “dream” remains a
constant, one that he uses in every speech because he
believes that if there is a dream, there is a future.

Perhaps nowhere was his dream more readily realized
than during his awe-inspiring performance in the open-
ing ceremonies at the 2008 Beijing Paralympic Games.
With the Olympic torch attached to his wheelchair, Hou
Bin used his hands and a rope to lift himself and his
wheelchair up by the strength of his own arms to the top
of Beijing National Stadium, where he lit the cauld                                     ron
to mark the beginning of the games. He accomplished
this feat in just 3 minutes, covering 100 feet of an ardu-
ous climb. The 90,000 attendees were moved by his
incredible performance.

Ironically, Hou Bin was not the first but the second
choice to carry the Olympic torch. The first choice was
a champion athlete in shot put. Competing for the honor

B
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14    ABILITY

required climbing three-quarters of a mile on the first
day of training, but the shot-put athlete had sprung
ahead of Hou Bin. However, over the course of just a
few days, Hou Bin improved. He explains: “After the
2004 Paralympic Games in Athens, we canceled all of
our competitions. The shot-put athlete stopped practic-
ing, but I continued.” Eventually, Hou Bin grew
stronger than his shot-put rival by working out on iron
bars to build his upper-body strength.

The actual training sessions, however, were risky. “A
pull rope could be very easily twisted,” he says. “Some-
times my wheelchair became stuck at the top, and I
would have to wait to be rescued.” But Hou Bin always
chose to be the first one to ascend. 

The training camp, located outside of Beijing, was
plagued by locusts and made living conditions harsh.
Once, the training director, Zhang Yimou, called during
practice to check on the athletes’ progress, and Hou Bin
was left stranded in midair. Volunteers told the director
that the athlete who was in second place, Hou Bin, was
stuck and waiting to be saved. A risk taker during the
15-days of training, he eventually became the number
one athlete chosen to light the cauldron.

When asked from where he derives his perseverance,
Hou Bin re    flects: “Maybe I got used to facing challenges.
When able-bodied people use their backs to jump, for

example, I prefer to jump in a diving style. I have to face
my challenges and move forward, no matter what.”

Sharing His Own Story

Without question, carrying the torch for the 2008 Para-
lympic Games has been the highlight of Hou Bin’s life,
thus far. After the games, the media interviewed him
nonstop for a month. But then, he hit his lowest point,
when his fear returned of being just another person with
a disability in a society that undervalues such people.

Upon retirement from track and field, he was at a loss
for a while. He knew that he needed to find a purpose
beyond his disability and yearned to do something more
meaningful. That opportunity arrived a few months
later, when he received a phone call from a school invit-
ing him to speak as an Olympic champion, but without
compensation. Other Olympians had refused the deal,
but as a Paralympian, Hou Bin welcomed the invitation.

“I wanted to tell them my story, so I could have every
opportunity to affect their lives,” he says. The audi-
ence’s applause also uplifted him. “I’d been depressed
for three decades, and suddenly there was a stage that
gave me the chance to speak from my heart. When I
laugh, my audience laughs with me. When I cry, they
cry too,” he says. In 1996, when he won his first Para-
lympic gold medal in the high jump, he had to make a

Hou Bin lighting the flame at the 
Paralympics opening ceremony 
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speech, but others had written a formal speech. At just
21 years old at the time, he was too nervous to read it
and even mispronounced a line.

He has deliberately chosen not to speak about his per-
sonal suffering in his speeches. When he lost his left leg
in 1984, his mother’s hair turned white overnight, and
his Dad had to borrow money to treat his son’s leg. Hou
Bin even entertained suicidal thoughts when he stood at
the Jiamusi riverbank. But since his experience lighting
the Olympic cauldron, he says he never gives up on
anything and likes to share his successes in the hopes
that he inspires others to dream big.

Born with a Restless Nature

Behind this seemingly unintentional, yet successful
transition, Hou Bin continues to challenge himself. In
2003, he applied to Xiamen University in the College of
Journalism and Communications and majored in adver-
tising. He became part of the first class of athletes with
disabilities in China who were allowed to enroll and
eventually graduate with a university degree. In 2009,
he continued his studies at his alma mater for an EMBA
(Executive MBA) and became the first student with a
disability to earn such a degree. He went on to study
Chinese culture and Dharma (Buddhist) classes. 

Hou Bin admits he is restless by nature. When he was

nine years old, he took a short cut home after winning
second place in a half-mile race. Although his parents
had warned him many times never to take the train track
route home, he was so excited to share the good news
that he took the route anyway and was hit by a train,
leaving his left leg crushed. At sixteen, while working at
a local welfare plant, he one day overheard a newscast
about the National Paralympics. The next day, he went
to a local sport’s academy. After climbing seven floors
day after day, the field and track coach finally agreed to
train the persistent teenager. At 19, he could jump only
1.55 meters. His goal, however, was to jump two
meters—an ambition that many of his peers found
laughable and even a little too fantastical. But he even-
tually reached the amazing height of 1.94 meters, win-
ning three Paralympic titles in Atlanta, Sydney and
Athens. So far, no one has beat his record. 

Since then, adventure seeking has become an integral
part of Hou Bin’s life. He’s traveled to the North and
South Poles. He even travels to the Gobi Desert once a
year. In May of 2014, Hou Bin attended his fourth
“Xuan Zang Road” Gobi Challenge, an 85-mile trek
across the desert. On the first day, he was caught in a
severe sandstorm. He began the race at 4:00 am by
dragging his prosthetic leg through the sand, rolling
down countless sand dunes. By 10:00 pm, he finally
completed almost 20 miles. As the last hiker to reach
the camp, he was greeted by more than 20 drivers in

       
   

Hou Bin traveled to the North and South Poles. He’s attended his fourth
“Xuan Zang Road” Gobi Challenge, an 85-mile trek across the desert.
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rescue vehicles, who turned on their headlights, to
salute the determined athlete.

Hou Bin has never denied that he needs attention, which
is one way he fights the fear he’s lived with for three
decades as a person with a disability. He often has flash-
backs to the day after his accident. He remembers look-
ing up into the faces of the people surrounding him.
Their expressions,      he recalls, seemed to say, “This child
is ruined.”

Stand Up Again

Today, Hou Bin focuses exclusively on two things: giv-
ing speeches and doing charity work, both of which he
enjoys. He gives nearly 200 speeches a year. Half are
for paid events and the other half are for charity. 

In 2013, Hou Bin launched “Stand Up Again,” a project
designed to raise money for children who were hurt dur-
ing the Yan and Wenchuan earthquakes and who needed
prosthetics. This has been a wish of his for many years.
He remembered himself as a child falling a lot on cold
snow winter days because his first prosthetic leg wasn’t

good. But when he received his new prosthetic in1996
from an overseas Chinese sponsor, he got what he calls
a “good leg” and could actually stand up for the first
time. So he decided then that someday he would help
the less fortunate.

He feels strongly that people with disabilities need much
more support in China. He has a friend, a professional
French tennis player with one-leg, who has won many
advertising endorsements, yet Hou Bin hasn’t won any,
even though he’s a champion. He’s auditioned for many
endorsements but is consistently refused, which is often
the case for Chinese athletes with disabilities. People with
disabilities in China complain about social injustices, and
Hou Bin agrees these injustices exist, but he also believes
they are still capable of accomplishing great achieve-
ments. As he often says, “Never underestimate yourself,
for everyone has unlimited potential.”

by staff reporter Huan Fei

This story is part of a series of articles published as an exclusive editorial
exchange between China Press For People with Disabilities & Spring

Breeze and ABILITY Magazine. Photography by Lulu Liao.

Knowing the importance of a good prosthetic, 
Hou Bin launched his “Stand Up Again” project
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or the past few years, I have braved the harsh
March winter here in the northeast and made
the migration south to Daytona Beach, FL, for
bike week. Well, mostly I go in order to
attend the Iron Butt Association’s (IBA)

annual gathering in Jacksonville to break bread and tell
lies to hundreds of other motorcyclists who share my
love of long distance riding.

When I got a call in late February inviting me to share my
story at a pharmaceutical company’s national sales meet-
ing the same week as Daytona, I replied, “Absolutely
yes.” Then I inquired, “Where?”

“Dallas.”

“The one in Texas?”

No problem. It was 2000 miles to Dallas, another 1100
or so to Jacksonville, and then 1200 miles home. Not a
bad catch towards my million-mile goal. Although it
was bitter cold at home, and Dallas had received six
inches of snow from a giant storm that was heading
east, the only real anxiety I had the week before leaving
was worrying if the beef jerky I’d ordered would arrive
in time. 

Admittedly, it was hard not to look at the forecast 48
hours before leaving. I wasn’t changing my plans, and I

don’t own a trailer or a truck. The entire trip was at risk,
and I didn’t have a good contingency plan.

When I left home, the temperature was in the teens and
continued to drop for the first 300 miles, but I was able
to get out of Dodge and right on schedule. My first night
was spent with friends just outside of Raleigh, NC.
Smoked ribs and home brew beer beats a motel any day.

I headed west early the next morning, but again, the
temperature dropped the more I rode. It never went
above 42 degrees all day and riding through the Smokey
Mountains was quite interesting as one lane was entirely
covered in ice. I finally made it to Memphis where I had
located and booked a hotel room on the fly; all hands
free with an app on my smarter-than-me-phone. 

All I wanted was a warm shower and Memphis BBQ. I
abandoned the bike for the night and took a shuttle to
Central BBQ to enjoy some pulled pork. While sitting in
the restaurant I realized something was wrong with the
main camera of my new iPhone: it wouldn’t focus, mak-
ing all my pictures fuzzy. Luckily for me, the phone has a
pretty decent front facing camera. Unlucky for everyone
else, the rest of my trip’s photos are all selfies!

Day three’s ride from Memphis to Dallas was cold and
in torrential rain. When I arrived at the plush hotel, I
parked in the garage, unpacked and waddled my way to

F
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the front desk. The conference attendees were unaware
a multiple sclerosis (MS) patient would be presenting,
and that my talk was being used to inspire them after
their first long day of technical training.

The stream of water trailing me was impossible to hide,
and dressed in full riding gear, I was leaking all over the
marble floor. It would have been more embarrassing if I
weren’t so cold and tired. I certainly looked out of place
amongst the smartly dressed guests, so I whispered my
name to the reservation clerk, as if I were at the pharma-
cy retrieving my prescription for head lice. I knew once
I could unload and clean up, the identity of the weary
and wet vagabond would remain my little secret.

Short term memory loss from MS is a challenge when
you are a public speaker and one that I work hard to
overcome. I reworked my talk multiple times over the
next 24 hours, rehearsed it a dozen times and practiced
with a new teleprompter app that I downloaded to my
iPad. It was an experiment in trust, because if it crashed
or messed up, I was stuck looking like an idiot in front
of 1000 people. 

I wanted my message to be positive, powerful, witty and
memorable, all while explaining how truly grateful I am
for what they do. After all, 10 years since my diagnosis,
and my disease had not progressed. Because of changes
I’d made in my life, I was healthier and happier than
before my diagnosis. I was following my passion, made
possible because of advances in MS medications. So
what these people do every day is personal and important.

I’m pretty sure I nailed the talk, because it took me an
hour to make my way out of the auditorium, shaking
hands and getting contact information. I felt like a
movie star, or at least a very popular exotic dancer!
Later at the bar, plans were brewing for me to ride and
speak all over the country. Come to think of it, I never
did pay for a single drink all night.

When I headed out the next morning, it was a bit
warmer and the sun was finally out. Most of my gear
had dried out. I wanted to travel the Texas Panhandle
and stay in Panama City, FL, but every time I tried to
ride the coastal route, it started to rain, drizzle or I got
stuck in traffic. I ditched that idea and drove the entire
1100 miles to Jacksonville. I arrived quite spent, but a
warm shower and a dry bed fixed that. 

The next morning I decided to head to Daytona Beach,
to catch all the action. I promised my sponsors I would
try to stop in and visit with my friends at Yamaha. In all
the planning and packing I did prior to this trip, I had
completely forgotten about Florida weather and was
soon overcome by the noon heat. Starting with weak-
ness in my leg, my symptoms quickly progressed to
slowed speech and confusion. Thanks to my friends at
Twisted Throttle, I was escorted into an air-conditioned
trailer to recuperate. I really felt stupid for leaving my
CTC-100 cooling system in New Hampshire. After 30
minutes and some cold bottled water, I was good to go.
Thankfully these heat-induced episodes cause no lasting
damage, just a reminder of where I will not be spending
my retirement years!
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Back at the hotel in Jacksonville, I jumped in a cab to
join some New England friends for dinner at a place
called Clark’s Fish Camp. I tried some new things and
met some interesting creatures. I love restaurants with
visual menus. It was quite the curious place, and I can’t
wait to go back next year.

I could have ordered a llama wrap but decided to go
completely nuts. Something told me I just had to order
the local brew. The appetizer I ordered, however, was all
me. Just between you and me, bison testicles are
absolutely delicious. 

The next evening was the IBA banquet with great
food, fun discussions and a chance to see old friends. I
handed out lots of flyers for my new fundraiser—the
Silhouette 500. 

After a week on the road, it unfortunately was also time
for a reality check. While discussing the routes for
home, someone always has to spoil dessert with the
weather forecast.

For me and other riders from the New England area, we
would be riding the entire way through a storm of cold
air and rain until it turned to snow in the north. This was
a problem. Three of us decided to ride together early the
next morning and try to make New Hampshire before
the snow hit. Racing Mother Nature and Father Time is
not for the faint of heart! It was very close.

It was also one of the wettest rides ever; the temperature

dropped with each state we crossed, but we made it
home safely in 22 hours, 1200 miles and mere hours
before the snow started. 

Daytona by way of Dallas was not a bad start to the rid-
ing season and with two feet of snow still on the
ground when I got back home, I realized how lucky I
am to continue doing what I am passionate about every
single day. In a weird sort of way, I am grateful I have
MS. It is the catalyst that has given my life a real pur-
pose, pushes me to explore, take risks and achieve the
seemingly impossible. 

Sometimes when life seems overwhelming and tough,
we all need a little reminder to embrace challenges, to
take the bison by the horns, or the balls, and to never
stop chasing those dreams.

by Longhaulpaul

Because of my success in Dallas, I have been asked to share my
story with more audiences across the country. As you read this, I
will have embarked on an epic month-long solo motorcycle ride
for MS from New England with stops in Las Vegas, San Diego,
Los Angeles, San Francisco, Seattle and yes, Anchorage! The
Wheels out West for MS Tour will be 30 days of raising aware-
ness and funds while reaching out to others, encouraging them to
find their road as well. 

Follow my journey through my posts, tweets and track me live.
longhaulpaul.com
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edona World Wisdom Days, held over Martin
Luther King weekend last January, were magi-
cal. With the stunning red rocks and sacred
landscape as a backdrop, attendees gathered to
listen to the insights of such inspirational speak-

ers as legendary TV producer Norman Lear, singer-song-
writer Indie.Arie, and ABILITY’s own columnist, actress
Geri Jewell.

Jewell and frequent ABILITY contributor, David Zimmer-
man, made the trek to mystical Sedona, AZ, where they
connected with popular musician, Chris Hendricks.
Later, they met up again in Jewell’s home in Los Ange-
les. Talking about his career, his life and his mission.

David Zimmerman: When I say the name Sedona, what
comes in to mind? 

Chris Hendricks: Freedom. Sedona means freedom to
me. The essence of it is a relaxing, open atmosphere. I
felt at home there.

Geri Jewell: I’ve known Glenn Scarpelli since the ‘80s;
that was my connection. How did you connect with (con-
ference co-founders) Glenn and Jerry Gilden?

Hendricks: I became friends with Glenn and Jerry at a
Kyle Cease event in Los Angeles. We had dinner togeth-
er, and they told me about World Wisdom Days, and who
was going to be there, including India.Arie. I said, “I
grew up listening to India.Arie! She’s one of the first
people I studied when I picked up the guitar.” And they
said, “Well, then, we have to have you in Sedona.” 

Zimmerman: So how old were you when first started on
the guitar? 

Hendricks: During my junior year of college, I visited
my dad in Wisconsin. I hadn’t seen him for years, but we
had recently reconnected. Music had always been our
bonding agent. He’s a country artist and born entertainer.
I told him that I was interested in the guitar, and he took
me down into his basement, which was like this ode to
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music. He had a guitar on this wall, a guitar on that
wall, a banjo over there, a little piano over there…
posters all over the place. I fell in love with the atmos-
phere. So he handed me a guitar, and taught me the C
chord, D chord, and G chord, and left me there. It was
like, “Good luck, Buddy!”

(laughter)

And it’s funny, I locked the door because I became
obsessed, strumming those three chords. The biggest
issue a guitar player faces is working through the pain
in your fingertips, and how fast you can change chords.
I was going at it for hours, and still wasn’t getting it.
And at 4 in the morning, I’m yelling. My stepmom
comes downstairs and says: “What is wrong with you?
You’re wakin’ the entire neighborhood!” And I said, “I
just don’t understand! My dad’s so good at this, and I
suck!” I started blaming my condition, I was like,
“Obviously because of cerebral palsy I’m gonna suck
as a musician!”

Jewell: You were exhausted, so your body wasn’t
cooperating.

Hendricks: I was totally exhausted and in a lot of pain. And
my stepmom said, “Go to sleep, wake up the next morning,
and see if your body learned something.” And I said:
“That’s not how it works!” But that’s totally how it works,
because when I woke up later that morning at about 10,
I rolled out of bed, ran downstairs, and tried to play the
chords again, and sure enough, I was able to switch.

Zimmerman: You kept at it.

Hendricks: I did, and then it clicked. I fell in love with
the instrument. The first song my dad taught me on the
guitar was “Let Her Cry” by Hootie and the Blowfish. I
haven’t put the guitar down since.

Jewell: You didn’t take music in high school?

Hendricks: I was in chorus and band.

Zimmerman: What did you play?

Hendricks: I played—well, another reason why I didn’t
jump to guitar until after college was that I wanted to
play tenor sax. If I was going to be in band, I saw the
tenor sax as the coolest thing on the planet. Plus, Lisa
Simpson of The Simpsons played it, and she was always
a badass. 

Zimmerman: (laughs) Right!

Hendricks: But I was a soft-spoken kid, and to some
degree I’m still that way around certain people. So I said
once or twice, “I want to play the tenor sax,” and our band
director really wanted me to play the baritone sax, because
there were no baritone players in the band. As soon as I

picked up the instrument and learned it, I realized why
there were no baritone players in the band. It was the
instrument with the least amount of sex appeal. At least if
you played the tuba, you could brag about it being the
biggest instrument. The baritone was like the tuba’s little
brother. It’s a tuba with self-esteem issues. But our band
director desperately wanted a baritone sax player.

Jewell: So there’s always a student who has to play it,
regardless?

Hendricks: I’m sure that if I had really put my foot
down and been like, “Screw it, too bad, there’s not
gonna be any baritones in your band,” it would have
worked out. But at that time I didn’t have my own
voice. It took me a long time to find it.

Zimmerman: And you did find your voice, even writing
your own songs. What was the first song you wrote? 

Hendricks: The first song I ever wrote was called
“Malpractice.” 

Zimmerman: Where did that come from?

Hendricks: It was essentially a metaphor for what my
condition had done to my life. My mom was doing the
best she could, but she didn’t know how to help me find
my wings.

Zimmerman: You found them through music?

Hendricks: Absolutely.

Zimmerman: How many songs have you written?

Hendricks: Hundreds. I was passionate about expressing

Geri Jewell, family & friends mesmerized by Chris Hendricks 
and his music during the Sedona World Wisdom Days
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myself and going my own way early on.

Zimmerman: You once mentioned at the Performing
Arts Studio West that one of your favorite singers is
Stevie Wonder.

Hendricks: He’s a huge influence. I first came across
him around the same time that I came across Michael
Jackson; they were both signed to Berry Gordy at
Motown for a time. I saw Stevie Wonder as this amaz-
ing man who was blind, but in a matter of moments
after he started to perform, his condition would vanish.
It was almost as if it complemented his talent. It was the
most beautiful thing to me.

Plus, I constantly move my head around, so looking at
Stevie, and seeing him do the same thing, I felt like we
had that in common. And obviously, I actually learned
recently from you, Geri, that I move my head around so
much due to cerebral palsy. But I used to tell people that
it was just music in my head causing me to dance all the
time. Which is absolutely true. I constantly have—

Jewell: —creative compensation.

Hendricks: Yeah, creative compensation. But again, I
saw it as this sort of an abnormality. 

Zimmerman: When did you realize that you had CP?

Hendricks: I was diagnosed when I was 4 years old. I
had a lot of little operations when I was young, but I
don’t think I realized that I had a condition that early. 

Jewell: So it was never talked about?

Hendricks: My parents would talk about it and try and

get me to understand, but I don’t even think my mom
knew how to explain what I had. She did the best that
she could, and she was really motivating. She would
say, “You can do whatever you want, but you have this
thing.” I didn’t really understand until somebody in my
own age group pointed out that I was different.

Zimmerman: Did you feel different?

Hendricks: Not until somebody said something about it.
That was the first time I felt bad about being different.

Jewell: How old were you at that point?

Hendricks: Kindergarten or first grade; I sort of hob-
bled in there with my walker, and somebody looked at
me and pointed. And I felt this shift—eyes leaving
whatever they were doing and falling onto me.

At first I thought, Well, this is interesting. Maybe it’s a
positive thing. Maybe I’m memorable; out of the box.
Even though I didn’t really know what that meant.
Actually, I didn’t feel bad about being different until
middle school and high school.

Zimmerman: Did you ever feel bad about it, Geri?

Jewell: Not until high school.

Hendricks: So you survived middle school?

Jewell: Well, don’t forget, I had a different experience. I
was in special ed until high school; I wasn’t mainstreamed
like you were.

Hendricks: And that’s an interesting point, because when I
was in elementary school, I wasn’t in special ed, but I did
ride the special ed bus for a period. So I spent time with
kids who had both physical and mental conditions. And I
would see how some of the adults would treat some of the
kids with mental conditions, and it was appalling. 

I remember one of the bus drivers had this dust rag that
she would carry around, and there was a kid I used to
always sit next to on the bus. His name was Scotty. I
could tell he was desperately trying to express himself;
he was a lovable character who knew the people around
him didn’t get what he was trying to say. But as he got
more and more frustrated, the bus driver or assistant bus
driver would take that dust cloth and snap him in the
face with it. I’d be thinking: What the hell is wrong with
them? I remember going home to my parents and saying,
“These people are idiots. Can we fix this?”

Zimmerman: I remembered riding the bus and being
picked on myself. I had a nice upbringing. But I got
picked on, too, for some reason. I don’t know what it was.
But hearing you say that brought up a wave of emotion. 

Hendricks: In middle school and high school, I saw CP
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as a dark shadow, this smudge on my life that I could
not get rid of. It drove me crazy. I felt like it held me
back. An embarrassment that I couldn’t get rid of or fix.

Zimmerman: What got you through it? 

Hendricks: My mom. I get a little emotional thinking about
it. ‘Cause even though she protected me so vehemently.
And at least once, twice, three times a day, she would say,
“You’re the greatest thing, you’re the best thing, you’re the
most amazing thing that ever happened to me!”

Jewell: Aw!

Hendricks: She would drill into my head that I was the
best, in the most loving, non-arrogant way a mother
could love a son. So “Malpractice” was about how I felt
like I was overprotected. But then again, if it hadn’t been
for my mom and dad telling me that I could be anything,
I don’t know if I would have been able to get through
middle school and high school and my own insecurities.

Zimmerman: What brings you joy?

Hendricks: Love. The fact that we are love as people.
The fact that we can receive love and give love; it’s
always our choice to be that essence, to be love. If we
make that decision, it can’t be taken away from us. We
can’t choose what happens to us, but we can always
choose how we respond.

Zimmerman: That’s gorgeous.

Jewell: One question I have is about what happened
with your pants.

Hendricks: Right. You know how people say—in refer-
ence to a bad haircut—“I got into a fight with a pair of
scissors and lost”? Well I actually got into a fight with
a pair of pants and lost. Several months ago, an acci-
dent with a pair of Lucky brand jeans put me back in 
a wheelchair. 

Jewell: Sounds like they weren’t very lucky! 

(laughter)

Hendricks: That was the weekend of my grandmother’s
funeral, so a lot of my cousins and extended family
came from New Jersey to North Carolina for the ser-
vices, and as sad as it was, I was excited to see all my
family, and show them how well I was doing with walk-
ing and all. So I got out the shower, and as I put on this
pair of unlucky jeans, my knee popped out of place.

Several weeks later they took an MRI of my knee; it
turned out that not only was it dislocated, but there were
torn ligaments, bone damage and a couple other things
that came out of nowhere. So unfortunately, my jeans
won that round. 
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Zimmerman: How long were you in a chair after that?

Hendricks: Months. I had to have surgery, and the doctor,
who is a brilliant physician, said: “We’re gonna do the
best we can. We’ll clean out your knee. But as a result of
your cerebral palsy, we don’t know whether you’re going
to be able to get out of the chair again. You may be back
in it permanently, but we’ll do the best we can.”

Zimmerman: Were you in a chair for a lot of your life?

Hendricks: For the first part of my life I was in and out.
I would be in the chair, and then I would be in a walker.
Sometimes it would be a walker, a chair and crutches.
Particularly in my younger days, doctors were unsure
whether I would be—

Jewell: —ambulatory.

Hendricks: —mobile, ambulatory, unaided. And I love
to dance. I’m terrible at it; I look like I’m having a
seizure on the dance floor. But I didn’t really understand
how depressed I was being in the chair until my cousin
Anna’s wedding reception. I remember sitting there with
a drink in my hand, looking at the dance floor, and then
it hit me. I really wanted to go in the middle of the floor
and rock out. But I thought, “You’re in a wheelchair, so
you can’t.” That sort of spiraled into how it means for
me to be a dad one day, and how I want to be able to run
on the beach with my daughter, or pick my son up and
put him over my head and teach him to play sports. It
became this massive self-destructive moment.

At some point I thought: What’s the worst-case scenario
here? That idea is from Shawn Stevenson; he said in our
darkest moments, we should try to step outside our-
selves and ask: “What’s the worst-case scenario?” So I
thought, if I roll out onto the dance floor, the worst-case
scenario is I’ll accidentally run over the bride. And then
she’ll fall over, and grab somebody, and they’ll fall
over, and our entire family will trip, and it’ll be a mas-
sive domino effect, and the waiters and waitresses
we’ve hired for the wedding will fall over.”

Jewel: A human pile-up.

Hendricks: Right. But then I thought, My cousin Anna
is just one of the most beautiful human beings on this
planet, so if I did run her over, she would probably burst
out laughing, and the person she ran into would proba-
bly burst out laughing, and everybody would burst out
laughing, and we would all turn out to be best friends.

(laughter)

After that, I realized that I could love and be loved
regardless of the wheelchair, and so I wheeled out into
the middle of the dance floor and did the upper body
sway, and it worked. A couple of weeks after that, my
partner and I put together this stretching machine and I

worked out and did physical therapy, and got better.
After months of almost no progress, my body respond-
ed and I got out of the wheelchair. 

Zimmerman: Talk about the power of inspiration.

Hendricks: I used to hate the word “inspiration,”
because whenever somebody used to come up to me and
say, “You’re such an inspiration,” it felt like they were
patronizing me. Maybe it’s because I felt like sometimes
when it was said that it didn’t come across as genuine.

Zimmerman: That people said it just because—

Hendricks: —they felt like they had to, like I was sort of
their own personal Forrest Gump. But I didn’t want to
be Forrest Gump, I wanted to be Chris Hendricks.

Jewell: I get that. 

Hendricks: Cool. I feel like you and I are sort of on the
same wavelength.

Jewell: We are. When I hear you speak, I can see myself
in you.

Zimmerman: And that’s not just because he has CP.

Jewell: No, but there is a bonding among people with
CP; it’s like, you’re my brother, you’re my sister. But
with some people, like Chris, it’s beyond that. It’s like,
we could easily be sister and brother.

Hendricks: Oh, I’m so honored by that, and I feel it, too. I
remember the time I saw your first appearance on The
Facts of Life, I was in a cast after one of my multiple
operations. It was a long recovery. It was super late at
night, I couldn’t sleep and they were running The Facts of
Life. I was totally blown away because, even being as
young as I was at that time. and not quite understanding
CP, I could look at you on the show, and think. You know,
in the episode don’t they actually sort of explain CP?

Jewell: I walked in and it took ‘em a while; they were
all staring at me, all the girls.

Hendricks: Right. And then you let ‘em know what you
had, right?

Jewell: I had that t-shirt on that said, “I don’t have
cerebral palsy, I’m drunk.”

Hendricks: Right. I didn’t even see the shirt. When you
first walked in, I just knew that you and I had the same
condition. It was a vibe.

Jewell: I understand.

Hendricks: And I was blown away because obviously
you were on TV, you were a part of this community.
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And I thought, if she can be a part of this community!

Jewell: Yes! Now I’m gonna ask you a tricky question.

Hendricks: About the inspiration thing, right?

Jewell: Yes!

Hendricks: It’s something that I’ve had to grow into, to
learn to receive the word. Just because somebody says,
“You’re an inspiration,” doesn’t mean that they’re say-
ing something as degrading as, “You are less than me.”
It just means they see you as having triumphed over
adversity, and there’s nothing necessarily wrong with
that as long as it’s genuine and real.

Jewell: Yes.

Hendricks: And I think people don’t give children
enough credit for their ability to see their own truth.
There is something to be said about intuition and gut
feelings, and I think young people have a strong sense
of those things.

Zimmerman: As an artist, you bring truth to society
through your music.

Hendricks: I think I bring my own brand of truth.

Jewell: I like that. 

Hendricks: I can only hope that people see the good in
it, and can absorb it into their lives in their own way.
When you write a song, it’ll always be yours. But every
time you perform it, people can receive it as something
completely different. Music is something you keep and
give away at the same time.

Jewell: Another amazing thing about music is that it
requires that the left and right brain work together.

Hendricks: Music fires every region of the brain, so why
on earth would you pull arts from schools?

Jewell: Music is therapeutic.

Zimmerman: And meditative; it gives you energy.

Hendricks: You can incorporate the arts into every subject
and help the learner absorb the subject better.

Jewell: How do you think we all learned the alphabet—
through song! Of all the songs you’ve written, so far,
which is your favorite? 

Hendricks: “Affliction.” It tells my life story and reminds
me of my purpose in three minutes and 30 seconds.

Zimmerman: When did you write it?

Hendricks: I was 22. The essence of that song is that
everyone has an affliction. It took me so long to realize
this. It’s really a strength to have this condition, and
everybody has a thing. I’m so blessed to have my stuff on
the outside, where it’s immediately obvious. It makes
those of us with CP a little memorable. It gives the world
a little bit of a twinkle because we stand out amongst the
billions of people on this planet. What about all the peo-
ple who have stuff goin’ on on the inside, trying to figure
out a way to express themselves—

Jewell: —and can’t.

Hendricks: And there’s this block. But we constantly
have people coming up to us, questioning us, entering
into our lives via curious conversation, and all of a
sudden we’ve created a connection, a ripple effect.

Zimmerman: What do you want the most at this moment
in your life?

Hendricks: I want people to wake up. A lot of people are
asleep. There’s nothing wrong with sleeping, and there’s
nothing wrong with staring, but there are beautiful peo-
ple who understand what it means to love. Love is not
complicated. Life is complicated. Taxes are complicat-
ed, sometimes people are complicated. But love is sim-
ple, and there are pockets of people who get it, but that’s
not enough. More people need to wake up.

Zimmerman: Your love shines through your music. 

Hendricks: Thank you. Music is just as much a connector
as anything else.

Jewell: I’m working on a one-woman show, and I wish
that I had the ability to sing a song. 

Zimmerman: I think that’s BS.

Hendricks: It is BS. (laughs) As a matter of fact, you
sang on The Facts of Life.

Jewell: Oh, that wasn’t singing!

Hendricks: [singing] “Two for tea and tea for two—”
Wasn’t that it?

Jewell: Yes.

Hendricks: That’s pretty good for not having seen the
episode in a while!

Jewell: At the end of that episode, I said, “I love you,
Blair.” It wasn’t in the script; I ad libbed that line, and
it ended up staying in the cut. But do you know what
that line was really about? What I was really saying
was, “Oh, I love the fact that I don’t have to sing ‘Tea
for Two’ ever again!” (laughs)
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Also I was saying: “I love you Norman Lear. I love you,
Hollywood. I love you, Mom and Dad. I love every-
thing.” My heart was so big in that moment. 

Hendricks: In one of my favorite books, the author talks
about how the brain is like the radio, and the mind is like
Mozart. Meaning the brain is the radio, the interpreter, the
antenna. But the heart is more powerful than both of those
things, and what you can do with passion and emotion
delivered in the right way, in the right direction.

Jewell: We’ve been discussing how powerful music is.
What do you have to say about music that influences
society in a negative way? Is there a place for it?

Hendricks: As far as specific songs that are hateful and
angry, maybe it’s the artist’s truth, and maybe it does
have a place in this world. Music that influences the
world in a negative way, or negativity in general, has a
space in the heart of the world to challenge the human
condition and see where the humanity is. Darkness has
its own purpose as a teacher and a healer, too. Without
darkness there would be no light.

Zimmerman: What’s next for you?

Hendricks: I’m writing a musical with a group of really,
really talented people. It’s all coming together; it’s about
how love really transcends all things.

Jewell: That sounds so cool.

Zimmerman: You have two albums out now?

Hendricks: Yes on iTunes, and I have a clothing line
coming out in a couple months, an app coming out in a
couple months. It’s crazy. 

Jewell: You just keep moving forward.

Hendricks: I started out seeing myself as a musician and
now I see myself as a creator. I like to create things that
represent positivity, and I hope that I can carry myself
throughout life representing positivity. I think it would
be really cool to leave this world a movement, if that
makes any sense.

Zimmerman: The Chris Hendricks movement.

Hendricks: Or just The Love Movement. 

Jewell: We had that in the ‘60s. (laughs)

Zimmerman: Dammit, it’s time to bring love back!

(laughter)
Chris Hendricks’ music : 

itunes.apple.com/us/artist/chris-hendricks/id377590716
“Affliction” 

66.148.121.112/2016512/Chris-Hendricks-Band/Affliction

Chris Hendricks’ clothing line: 
perfectlyafflicted.com
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est known for her roles in Alfred Hitchcock’s Marnie and The Birds, Tippi
Hedren was well down the runway as a model, when she caught the legendary
filmmaker’s attention in a TV commercial one day. That set her on a path to

appear in over 80 films and TV shows. Mother of Melanie Griffith (Something Wild, Work-
ing Girl) and grandmother of Dakota Johnson (Fifty Shades of Grey, The Social Network),
Hedren’s greatest passion is animal rights. More than three decades ago she founded Sham-
bala Preserve, an 80-acre wildlife habitat at the edge of the Mojave Desert in California.
The preserve later became home to Michael Jackson’s Bengal tigers, Sabu and Thriller,
after he closed his zoo at Neverland Valley Ranch. Hedren was also instrumental in the
development of Vietnamese-American nail salons in the 70’s, when she was an internation-
al relief coordinator visiting displaced persons in Sacramento. The Vietnamese women
there expressed interest in her painted nails, and she not only employed her manicurist to
teach them the trade, but also helped them find jobs. That experience became the focus of
Happy Hands, which won Best Documentary Short at the Sonoma International Film Festi-
val in 2014. Hedren recently spoke with ABILITY’s Lia Martirosyan and Chet Cooper.
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Tippi Hedren: How are both of you?

Chet Cooper: I’m good.

Lia Martirosyan: I’m doing okay.

Cooper: I hear you’re on the mend from surgery. What
happened?

Hedren: It was a long, tedious operation on the vertebrae
in my neck. Very boring.

Cooper: Are you familiar with all of the subjects we
cover?

Hedren: No.

Cooper: We cover long tedious operations on the vertebrae
in the neck. 

Hedren: (laughs) That’s the most wonderful thing you
could have said.

Oh, how funny! Well in that case I’ll go in-depth about it.

Cooper: I’m joking, but it’s not that far off; we actually
do cover some spinal health.

Hedren: There are some really good points to touch on:
Because of my age, they put me through rigorous physi-
cal testing to make sure my body could withstand the

10-hour operation that it would take to fix me. As I went
through all those tests, I thought, Thank God I workout
every day. Every single day before I get out of bed I do
lower body exercises. I have this whole routine. 

Matirosyan: Good for you.

Hedren: I had gone to the doctor because of extreme
headaches that I’d had all my life. Then, about five
years ago, I was hit by a deluge of water at a studio
down in San Diego when the air conditioning system
broke. I had just had an operation to try to stop the
headaches, where the doctor put a four-inch titanium
plate in my neck with eight emerald-green screws in it. 

(laughter) 

In fact, they were so pretty that I asked him if I could
have one so that I could wear it on the outside, and
show everybody what was on the inside.

Cooper: As a necklace?

Hedren: (laughs) You are funny! I’m gonna use that. So
anyway, my doctor said that the only reason I was able to
complete the movie just two months after my operation
was because I was playing the part of an older woman
dying of cancer who uses a walker. And when the water
hit all I could think of was my doctor saying, “Don’t fall
because you’ll whiplash.” Well, I didn’t fall, but my
headaches came back.

The Shambala Preserve: Shambala is a Sanskrit term meaning place of peace/tranquility/happiness—for all beings
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Cooper: Have they figured out what caused the headaches?

Hedren: We don’t really know because that surgery did-
n’t stop them. However, when the results of the MRI on
my head and neck came back, my doctor asked, “Tippi,
how are you holding up your head?” because my verte-
brae were so deteriorated. When I was young, I was a
figure skater who fell a lot and whiplashed. And then
when we started caring for the big cats, they would
tackle me, and I would whiplash. How I survived all of
this is pretty amazing. And of course age itself is a great
deteriorator of your body.

Cooper: So the surgery was basically—

Hedren: —for reconstruction. My doctors were brilliant,
Dr. Kayvanfar and Dr. Melamed at Henry Mayo in
Valencia. With all the anesthesia going into my body,
they said it would take something like a year before it
was all of out. Isn’t that scary?

Martirosyan: Sure is.

Hedren: They had me up and walking the day after. I
could hardly believe it, and I’ve been walking ever
since. But the recovery is still taking a long time. I have
a unit that I have to carry with me 24/7 that increases
bone density in my neck. But there are cadaver bones in
my body. Somehow they created this new vertebrae, in
part, by taking a little chip out of my left hip. It was an
amazing procedure.

Cooper: You’ve got a little bit of cadaver and a little bit
of hip put together to mimic what you had?

Hedren: Yes. The suture in the back of my neck is 7.5
inches long, and that 7-inch plate has 12 screws in it.

Martirosyan: That’s amazing, do you feel it?

Hedren: I don’t feel it, but it has limited my motion. I’ve
had to wear a great big neck brace when I sleep. For the
first month I had to wear it 24/7, but now when I’m around
my house, I don’t have to wear it. When I’m in the car I
have to wear it, so consequently I can’t drive, because
you have no motion whatsoever. If it hadn’t been for me
taking care of myself, and keeping my weight down: I
weigh 103, and I’ve never gone over 110 in my life. 

Cooper: Exercise is so important. I interviewed Kirk
Douglas after his stroke, and he had a full-out gym in
his house. He believed that lifelong exercise made his
recovery so much better than most patients his age.

Hedren: I so believe in it. 

Cooper: People forget that you don’t need to go to the
gym to exercise.

Hedren: I have something like a ballet barre in my 

bedroom, and I use that as part of my exercise routine, too.

Martirosyan: What movie were you working on when
you got hurt?

Hedren: It was a TV series. I don’t even remember the
title of it. 

Cooper: —the memory’s all washed away. 

Hedren: (laughs) I have another month of lying low,
recuperating, and not running around the preserve. But
it’s okay because I need this time for myself.

Cooper: Other than the ranch, what other activities or
hobbies do you enjoy?

Hedren: Actually, my life pretty much revolves around
the preserve. I do a lot of work trying to educate people
about animal rights. I’ve been working very, very hard
in Washington to get federal bills passed. I was success-
ful in getting the Captive Wildlife Safety Act passed,
which stopped the interstate trafficking of big cats.

Cooper: Good for you!

Hedren: That’s a baby step, but an important one. It’s
working, because the great numbers of cats that were in
need of sanctuary has diminished, which is very impor-
tant. And the bill that I have now in Congress has to be
reintroduced because Congressman Buck McKeon retired
this year, so now I have to find another representative
who believes in the issue. That’s what it takes, somebody
who really, really cares and understands the problem.
That bill is the Big Cats and Public Safety Protection Act.

There are a lot of people who really care about this
issue. That’s been of prime importance because I don’t
have that kind of money to pay lawyers. They are exor-
bitantly expensive. So everything has been done on a
pro bono basis. But with this surgery, I haven’t really
been able to do much of anything for a while. I’ll be
getting back to it soon because the exotic animal busi-
ness is huge here. In fact it’s so big that the U.S. Fish &
Wildlife Service compare the money made on it to what
people get selling illegal drugs.

Martirosyan: There’s something you don’t hear every-
day.

Hedren: When there’s a lot of money involved, things
can get very nasty. With the first bill I had, the Captive
Wildlife Safety Act, my life was threatened. 

Cooper: I feel ignorant here, but where’s the money?

Hedren: In the breeding and selling. California has good
laws against buying big animals, but most states don’t
have any laws whatsoever.
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Martirosyan: Which opens the door for what kind of
abuse? What happens?

Hedren: There are now laws that say that you can’t use
animals for financial exploitation, but there’s another
law that’s trying to get footing that says people can use
an animal for up to about 16 weeks, something like that,
for photographs with people, take them to malls, and all
of that. I’m not quite sure what happens to the animals
afterwards, which is the scary part, because a lot of
them will go to a canned hunt, which is abominable. Do
you know what a canned hunt is?

Cooper: I can imagine.

Hedren: It’s a guaranteed trophy. They set it up for you
to bag a lion or a tiger or whatever wild animal you
want, so these “big brave killers” come in and get a
guaranteed head for their wall, or rug for their floor. It’s
abominable. So they just keep breeding the animals. It’s
so obnoxious.

Martirosyan: What’s your view on circuses?

Hedren: I hate them if they have animals in them. I’ve
been working very, very hard all these years and lectur-
ing circuses about the out-and-out cruelty to the animals,
especially with the elephants. Now Ringling Brothers
has decided, “Oh, well, we feel that this is terrible for the
animals.” Well, it’s been terrible since they first brought
these animals from Africa and India and wherever to put
them in circuses, beating them into submission, and into

doing stupid tricks. The animals are constantly on a
chain, and never get time to be an elephant. And now
Ringling Brothers is not going to be using them—after
another three years because they say they have contracts
to fulfill. Then they’ll be housed in a beautiful place in
Florida, where people can come and watch them. But
it’ll be the same thing that they go through in the circus-
es, the same training and brutality. It’s unconscionable
what happens in the circuses if they’re using animals. I
mean the people who fly around on a trapeze have a
choice, but the animal would never choose to be there.

Cooper: Is that where you got most of your animals?

Hedren: They were privately owned or confiscated by
the Department of Agriculture, which goes around and
tests various facilities. But there are over 7,000 of
them—I’m not quite sure if that number is still the
same—that they have to check out. And there are 103
inspectors. So judging from that, a lot of them are not
being checked out.

Cooper: A long time ago, I remember hearing about a
fundraiser you were doing. I’m not sure if it was for ele-
phants or what. 

Hedren: You have to get the money somewhere. We
have fundraising events constantly, and I do phone
fundraising. Since I started this I’ve never taken one
dime as president and founder of the Roar Foundation.
Even when we were doing the movie that started all of
this, I never took any money because the production

Shambala is home to over 40 big cats: lions, tigers, cougars, black
and spotted leopards, servals, bobcats, and Asian leopard cats.
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needed it. I just put my salary back into it. It’s hard
raising money, though. You run out of friends.

Cooper: “Oh, no! Tippi’s calling again!”

Hedren: “Oh, no, don’t take that call!”

(laughter)

Cooper: So the movie was called Roar. Can I watch it
online?

Hedren: I’m not sure.

Martirosyan: When did you first discover your passion
for animals?

Hedren: At birth. I’ve always been fascinated by ani-
mals because they’re brilliant. And they’re all perfect at
what they do. It’s inbred in them, from the little ant that
drives you crazy in your kitchen, to the elephants and
whales. And they all have personalities, like the little
dog or cat that you adore. 

Cooper: What about the human animal?

Hedren: That species could use a lot of work. 

(laughter) 

Yeah. I think that the human is probably the most cruel
being on our planet. 

Cooper: We’re definitely an interesting species. We can
calculate cruelty, it seems. Most of the animal kingdom
doesn’t set out to hurt any other animal; they kill to eat.
Every so often you’ll see something strange, like an
animal playing with its prey before it kills it.

Hedren: You’re talking about the animals that I rescue,
yeah. The psychopaths of the animal world. I guess that’s
what they are. They will kill with absolutely no thought
behind it. They have no remorse gene and they have no—

Cooper: —empathy?

Hedren: No, they’re serial killers. That’s why they
shouldn’t be bred as pets because they don’t have that
conscience gene. I can’t tell you how many close calls
I’ve had with these animals over food. It’s frightening.

Cooper: In the early years, did you find yourself trying
to create more of a distance between the animals?

Hedren: Oh, we don’t have any contact with them at all.

Cooper: Not even in the beginning?

Hedren: In the beginning we did, and seven of us got
hurt. And after the seventh one I said, “No more. There

will be no more contact. None.” I wish you would
come and see us. They’re not in little cages. I would
never do that to an animal. They’re in big areas. Some
of them are three-quarters of an acre. We have holding
areas where we entice animals to come and have their
meals, and while they’re locked in, the crew goes in
and does the cleaning and any repairs needed in their
compound. And once that’s done, the gates are opened
and the cats go back to their regular space. We have a
river that runs through the preserve because water is
very important to the tiger, to lie in, to sit in. But we
have no body contact with any of them. And you know
what? They don’t miss it. 

Cooper: It’s not like a domesticated cat.

Hedren: No, they don’t care about us. 

Cooper: We might come out some time. We’re a little
concerned about Lia coming out, though, because if it’s
feeding time, she might try and snack on a tiger.

(laughter)

Hedren: Let us know and we’ll warn them ahead of time. 

Martirosyan: Be careful when I’m hungry.

Hedren: Oh, that’s funny! So you’re a feline at heart,
are you?

Martirosyan: Prrrr. 

(laughter)

Hedren: I’ve been on an amazing journey with these
animals. When we first started our movie, we had a lion
come to visit us every now and then, a working lion. So
we did a whole series of publicity shots. We had no
idea what we were doing. None. And so we did all of
these incredible shots with this wonderful lion, and
every now and then somebody gets a hold of these pic-
tures, puts them in magazines, and writes stories about
us. And they’ve said that the lion was living with us.
He was never living with us. They print a bunch of lies
and it’s maddening.

Cooper: I saw a picture where the lion had a suitcase in
the background, and apparently he’d just moved in.

Hedren: No, that was a trunk (laughs). 

Cooper: How far do you live from the preserve?

Hedren: I live right on it. I’m in a part of my house right
now where I can look out at three tigers, and across the
river are two lions all in great big compounds, and then
there’s another lion and a tiger. The preserve is about a
mile long. So I hear them roaring all the time.
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Cooper: That must be amazing.

Hedren: It’s absolutely beautiful.

Cooper: I don’t suppose you hear sounds like that other
than in Africa, but even then the concentration there
might not be as dense.

Hedren: Sometimes when one of them starts to roar,
they all start talking. I’m building a room onto my
house, and there’s a squirrel running around in it right
now, and my cat’s sitting right here, not even looking. 

Cooper: So you’ve got an open-door policy?

(laughter)

Hedren: I do; I welcome everybody.

Cooper: Do you have coyotes?

Hedren: Not in the preserve. We run a tight ship, because
we don’t want to have any possibility of them getting
into the compound. 

Cooper: How many species do you have?

Hedren: Well, let’s see, we’ve got all of the big cats, and
oh, gosh, the lesser cats as well. 

Cooper: Do you have any elephants?

Hedren: No. They lived out their lives with us. They
were the most thrilling animals to get to know.

Cooper: Would you take some elephants now?

Hedren: Yeah, but we’d have to take the lands that the
elephants were using and put compounds on them. We
have 32 undeveloped acres, so we’d have to spend a
huge amount of money to build an elephant enclosure.
Anybody can put up a little pen and enclose them, but
that’s not what we do here.

Cooper: What is the most endangered type of cat that’s
on the property right now?

Hedren: Actually, they all are. The lions are certainly
endangered. They’re diminishing in numbers in Africa to
the point that is truly frightening. When I started working
with these big cats, I think there were 20,000 lions, and
now there’s less than 5,000 in Africa. The tigers are dimin-
ishing in numbers. It’s people. We’re going to breed to the
point where we won’t have any space. And that’s what’s
happening. I started talking about it 30 years ago, and peo-
ple said, “You can’t talk about that.” And I said, “Well,
we’d better.” And look what’s happening to our world.

Cooper: That’s why China’s had its one-child-only policy.
But even that’s not enough.

Hedren: It’s so out of hand that it’ll never be okay.

Cooper: Is there any breeding of the cats?

Hedren: Absolutely not. We’re totally against breeding
these animals because they should not be in captivity.
They are apex predators. Top of the food chain. Among
the most dangerous animals in the world. Who makes a
pet out of that?

The Roar Foundation, founded in 1983 by Hendren, supports Shambala. The mission: to educate about the dangers of private ownership of exotic animals.
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Cooper: So you spay and neuter them?

Hedren: Absolutely.

Cooper: I’m just thinking about your cats not having
offspring. I guess this came up in my mind when you
were talking about the low numbers in Africa, that the
species is dying off and needs cats to be put back in.

Hedren: Unfortunately, animals born in captivity don’t
have a mother to teach them how to live in the wild. So
there’s no way they can be returned. There was a very
wealthy man who had a family of gorillas, and he
played with them. It seemed so adorable and darling,
but then he took them over to Africa to live, and they
were all murdered by other gorillas.

Cooper: Wow.

Hedren: It was a nightmare. Throughout the whole TV
show on it, I thought, “This isn’t going to end well. I
know it isn’t.”

Cooper: Someone did a documentary on it?

Hedren: It was on 60 Minutes. 

Cooper: He must have felt bad about that?

Hedren: He said he was gonna do it again. He was a
rich kid.

Cooper: A strange response to a tragedy like that.

Hedren: It’s unthinkable.

Martirosyan: Is there anything you want to share, any
projects in the works?

Hedren: The project that I have is to stop the breeding of
these animals in captivity, and to keep Shambala going. I
call it my “magnificent burden” because as long as there’s
an animal in need, I want to be here for it. When we have
our weekend safaris—which you must book in advance—
we talk to everybody about the issues, and how they can
help. It’s a wonderful afternoon. We take you on tour and
our guides are highly educated. We come back to the lake
where we bring a picnic, and people can ask me questions.
I always say, “Do not go to a circus if it has animals in it.”
I know that I have been effective in getting people to stop
going to these circuses. I feel very good about that.

Cooper: How often do you have these events?

Hedren: Once a month. And in the summer, along
with afternoon safaris, we have a sunset safari that’s
extremely popular.

Martirosyan: It sounds lovely. 

Hedren: And we have a tasting of my wines and—

Cooper: Wait, wait, wait, what? You have wines?

Hedren: Oh, you like wine?

Cooper: Lia’s a wino.

Hedren: That’s okay, so am I. 

(laughter) 

So there’s wine and a dinner. We always have a celebri-
ty guest, and the two of us get up on the dais and you
can ask us questions. It’s always fun. 

Martirosyan: Do you have entertainment with your wine?

Hedren: The celebrity guest and I are the entertainment,
and the roaring of the cats. 

Cooper: Lia’s available to sing opera.

Hedren: Really! I have a fear of singing, so I envy you,
Lia. For a long time I had a fear of singing, and it finally
occurred to me why: When I was a little girl, I liked to
sing, and there was a singer who came on the radio all
the time. She’d sing, “When the moon comes over the
mountain, every beam brings a dream back of you.”
Kate Smith was her name. Do you know of her? 

Martirosyan: Doesn’t ring a bell.

Hedren: She was popular in the ‘30s. So I remember my
parents had a little dinner party one evening, and I opened
the kitchen door and started singing, “When the moon
comes over the mountain…” I was about four years old.
And everybody laughed.

Martirosyan: Aw.

Hedren: And I felt they were laughing at me. Isn’t it
amazing, those feelings? So as an adult, I could never
sing in front of anybody.

Martirosyan: That’s pretty deep.

Cooper: Lia, did you have the opposite experience when
you started singing?

Martirosyan: (laughs) No, I just didn’t give a damn.

Hedren: There you go! There you go! That’s what it
takes. That and a voice.

Cooper: In raising your family, did you take any of that
experience of what you perceived as negativity and try
to be more encouraging? Because it seems like you’ve
got a very successful family.
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Hedren: Oh, I do, don’t I? And beautiful, too. My birth-
day was 10 days after the operation, and my whole fam-
ily came out for my birthday. Our photographer took a
picture of us and I thought, My God. No studio could
put a family picture together like this. I have my neck
brace on in the picture, but who cares?

Cooper: With the Baby Boomer generation, there are so
many people who are aging and having different issues,
so there’s more discussion about it than ever in history.
Eventually that’s going to create a shift, and generations
coming up behind the boomers will benefit by having
more understanding of the later years.

Hedren: Absolutely. I concur. Look at what’s happening
to Dakota.

Cooper: I haven’t seen Fifty Shades of Grey.

Hedren: I haven’t seen it either.

Cooper: I don’t know if you should, from what I’m
hearing.

Hedren: I don’t know. Maybe some day I will. She was
just out here on Sunday. We just love each other so
much. I don’t know why I’m so hesitant about seeing it,
but Melanie is, too.

Cooper: I don’t have children, but to see your child in
things that are kind of provocative… I might have to
close my eyes through certain parts. But they don’t have
a problem watching your movies?

Hedren: No. (laughs) The Birds is a little frightening for
kids, but for different reasons.

Cooper: Lia, did you ever see The Birds?

Martirosyan: I did. It’s pretty intense. 

Hedren: It’s very, very frightening, and what made it
even more frightening is that we used real birds. 

Martirosyan: How did you feel about how the birds
were treated during the filming?

Hedren: I so respected the bird trainer, Ray Berwick,
because he loved those birds, and protected them.

Cooper: How did they do the scenes where the birds
banged into the glass?

Hedren: Those were fake birds thrown at the glass. One
of the ravens was so sweet that Ray wouldn’t teach him
all the bad things to do, like peck people and dive-bomb.
That raven became my buddy. He’d come up and sit in
my dressing room on the set, play with my makeup, and
throw it on the floor. I’d walk around on the set with him
on my shoulders. 

Cooper: Have you had any birds on the preserve?

Hedren: A flock of ravens live here, and of course
they’re meat eaters, so they’re lucky to have a home
where we serve 300 to 400 pounds of meat every day.

Cooper: But they don’t eat enough to where it upsets the
big cats?

Hedren: No. Many of the cats just look at them. The
birds know which of the cats they can steal from, and
which they can’t. In the spring you see the birds trying
to teach their young about which cats are okay to steal
from. And you know how some teenagers are, “I can do
this,” and of course those are the birds that get killed. 

Cooper: Where do you get the meat?

Hedren: It’s a scientific recipe created by a zoological
veterinarian. The beef has all the minerals and vitamins
the animals would get if they were living in Africa. It’s
a major task, to be feeding those cats all the time, but
our animals are extremely healthy. We have very, very
few sick ones. 

Cooper: How many times a week do they eat?
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Hedren: They’re fasted twice a week, and when they do eat, it’s like 15 to
20 pounds per animal. When they’re out in the wild and make a kill, they
gorge themselves. But they’re not in the wild here, and we don’t have a situ-
ation where they can make their own kill. 

Cooper: And do they go to a gym? 

Hedren: (laughs) They don’t need exercise; all the muscles are built in. The
only exercise they get in the wild is when they go out on a kill.

Cooper: I’ve always found it so incredible that in the wild, animals exercise
for short periods of time during the kill, and the rest of the time they hang
out sleeping or having sex.

Hedren: Isn’t that what we’d all like to do?

Cooper: I keep trying to figure out how I can do that. 

Hedren: (laughs) People say all the time, “What do you do to get them to
exercise?” But they don’t need it. They don’t run for fun. The only animal
that I had that ran was a liger, his father was a lion and his mother was a
tiger. They have a gigantism gene in them, and grow to be huge. 

Martirosyan: A liger. Cute.

Hedren: When Patrick came to live with us from a place in the Chicago
area, he was around 600 pounds, a great big guy. The man who had him
couldn’t afford to keep him any more. So he came in at 2:30 in the morn-
ing, and I went up to the quarantine area to meet him. I went every day to
talk to him for the 30 days he was in quarantine. When that time was up,
and he could come into the preserve, I put his compound next to my
house, so I could continue to sit and talk with him. We became really
good friends.

The first time he went into his compound, he looked at the size of it,
because apparently in the place where he lived in Illinois, he could only
take three steps one way. 

Martirosyan: Unpleasant. 

Hedren: It was awful, from what I understand. And when I opened the gates
for him to come into this three-quarters-of-an-acre compound, his eyes got
big, he looked at me, and then turned and ran the length of it, just because
he could. It’s the only animal that did that. They’ll run if they’re playing, or
if they see something they want. But otherwise, they don’t exercise to keep
their beautiful shapes. It’s just in them. 

Cooper: Do you know who the next celeb will be at your sunset safari?

Hedren: We haven’t had a meeting about that yet. If you ask them too far
in advance, a movie may come up or something else and then they can’t do
it. So we generally just book them a month in advance.  

shambala.org
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lake Leeper stood at the starting block in Lon-
don and listened as the public address
announcer began introductions for the 400
meter T44 final at the 2012 Paralympic
Games. Before the announcer even began to

speak, the crowd of 85,000 exploded with an escalating
roar. But it wasn’t for him.

“In Lane 4, from South Africa, Oscar Pistorius.”

It was a reality check for Leeper, who bounced up and
down and waved his arms when he was introduced for
the race.

“It’s a different experience when he (Pistorius) is in
front of you and his name is called and 85,000 fans
cheer, and then your name is called and five people are
cheering—my mother, father and grandparents. It’s a
humbling experience.”

Pistorius had just become the first Paralympic track star
to also compete in the Olympic Games and was among
the favorites both on the track and in the stands. Leeper
said the reactions from the crowd were at a level he had
never heard. Additionally, the giant crowd was simply
an awesome experience. Leeper typically competed in
front of a couple hundred fans in the United States. Yet,
on disability sport’s most elite stage, the Paralympic
Games, he was about to run in front of 85,000.

“I had eight races and all eight races were sold out,”
Leeper said. “It’s something you can never prepare for.
It’s an experience in itself. I had no control over my
body. It was all reaction.”

Pistorius went on to win the 400 meter Paralympic gold
medal, the same event in which he competed during the
Olympic Games. Leeper finished second for the silver.

The event was symbolic for Leeper as it positioned him
as an heir to the throne, so to speak, inheriting the title
of America’s Blade Runner.

Leeper, who also won the bronze medal in the 200 meter
and finished fifth in the 100 meter, has taken the chal-
lenge seriously. The Tennessee native was born without
fibulas in his legs. He has lived and trained at the US
Olympic Training Center in Chula Vista, California,
since 2011 under former Olympic champion Al Joyner.
In fact, he’s dedicated his life to training full-time,
which he said shocks some people that Paralympians
are full-time athletes.

“It’s hard for people to comprehend. Sometimes they
even ask,” Leeper said. “Because I’m a Paralympian,
they assume it’s a hobby or something I do on the side,
but this is my living.”

Leeper said it’s just like any other job: If you want to be
successful, you have to put in the work.

“You have to put everything in it if you want to be on
top,” Leeper said. “That shows how fast the guys are
getting. Richard Browne, Jarryd Wallace, Jerome Sin-
gleton—these are the guys on my US relay team and
they’re running at top-end speed and breaking world
records every time they step on the track. For me to
keep up with those guys, I’ve got to train every day.”

Leeper’s full-time training required him to move to
Chula Vista for access to the training facility and for
consistent weather. It also required him to put his edu-
cation on hold. He began a pre-med program at the
University of Tennessee but chose sprinting for now
due to the small window during his life when he could
compete internationally.

“I knew this opportunity would only be there a short
time so I wanted to focus on track,” Leeper said.

His mother, Edith, was not easily convinced.

“I made a deal with my mom,” Leeper said. “She said,
‘If you move out there and train, you promise me that
you will graduate.’ I’ve won medals and broken world
records, but her main thing is that I graduate.”

Leeper said his mother and father, Bill, are proud of his
athletic successes, but they expect more out of him. He
understands, so he is taking communication and business
courses at a local college in Southern California.

“I’m only going to be a track and field star for so long,”
Leeper said. “I want to educate myself and send that
message to the world that you have to get your educa-
tion. It has been important to my family and my par-
ents. My parents are OK with me doing what I am
doing now, but that’s not enough for them. They want
me to get my degree.”

Leeper gets it now that he’s more mature. He was
focused on his training, but he admits that he struggled
with managing the scene when he was in London.

“It was my first Paralympic Games,” Leeper said. “You
had the opening ceremony and the village and meeting
people from other countries. We had unlimited food. I
was very prepared and physically in great shape. But
mentally, it was just too much for me.

“That whole experience was just great because I walked
away with something, but I explained to people it was
like a vacation,” Leeper continued. “Going to Rio, I’m a
lot older and smarter and have been there before. It’s a
business trip.”

Leeper will aim to compete at the 2016 Rio Paralympic
Games again in the 100 meters, 200 meters, 400 meters,
and 4x100 meter relay. He said his focus is clear, and
he’s smarter, too, now that he’s been to the Paralympic
Games before.

B
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“I know what I need to do,” Leeper said. “I know where
I need to be. I know how to recover better. I know how
to rest. Everything is a factor. When I went to London, I
was 21 about to turn 22. I was excited with so much
energy. Now, I’m older and know how to bottle up the
energy and conserve it.”

Leeper is hoping to spread that energy a bit wider. He
has big plans for the Paralympic Games, but his goal is
to duplicate Pistorius’s feat and compete in the 2016 Rio
Olympic Games as well.

“I’ve got to develop better mechanics to become a better
runner,” Leeper said. “The 200 and 400 are my main
goals. I want to get my 400 time down to potentially
competing against able-bodied runners. That’s my goal.”

If Leeper’s times qualify him for the Olympic Games,
he would be the first American Paralympic sprinter to
compete as a double-amputee in the Olympics. Leeper
sees it as an opportunity for himself to compete on 
yet another big stage, but also as an opportunity for
Paralympics overall.

“When Pistorius crossed over, at the beginning it brought
so much good publicity to the Paralympics,” Leeper said.
“People would see him in the Olympics and ask him
about the Paralympics. I saw that first-hand. It’s a chance
for the world to know more about Paralympics.”

Leeper is clear, however, that the Paralympic competition
should not be considered second-tier.

“I’m not saying that Paralympic competition is not as
good as the Olympics,” Leeper said. “Our times are just
as fast as able-bodied runners.”

Eight runners make the final of the 400-meters event. Pis-
torius’s Paralympic winning time of 46.88 was slower
than the Olympic race’s eighth-place time of 45.14. Leep-
er’s silver medal time in the Paralympic race was 50.14,
about 5 seconds slower than the Olympic eighth-place
finisher. So clearly, Leeper’s times need to drop.

That doesn’t mean it’s impossible. Pistorius ran a quali-
fying time of 45.44 to earn a spot in the Olympics, rank-
ing him 16th among 23 qualifiers. That gives Leeper
hope in himself and hope in showing that Paralympic
sport is indeed elite competition.

“I just think it’s a great chance for me to shed some light
on the Paralympics and the stories of the US Para-
lympics,” Leeper said. “For me to say I want to be one
of the fastest runners in the world, legs or no legs, that
will be a true testament to the Paralympics in that we
produce champions. The standards to be a Paralympian
are at a high level.              by Josh Pate

USOC got a great shot of Leeper at the U.S. Paralympics Track & Field Nationals
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LEEPER TAKES STAGE DURING NBA ALL-STAR WEEKEND

US Paralympic sprinter Blake Leeper was invited to participate in the NBA All-Star Weekend
festivities Feb. 13-15 in the NBA’s Celebrity Game in New York.

Leeper drained a 3-pointer, grabbed two rebounds, dished three assists, and snagged three
steals for an all-around performance during his 14 minutes of action.

“Here I am, shooting a 3, a guy with no legs,” Leeper said with a laugh. “There are some pretty
amazing athletes who came from Kingsport (Tennessee), and of all people, it’s the kid with no
legs who’s shooting 3s in Madison Square Garden, playing on an international stage. It’s a blessing
and a testament that if you work hard and stay focused, you can overcome any challenge and do
anything you want to with your life.”

Leeper said the weekend was special for him to meet with celebrities. He played on a team
coached by New York Knicks star Carmelo Anthony, but he said meeting comedian Kevin Hart
was the highlight.

“Kevin Hart, he’s a clown,” Leeper said. “That guy is one of the funniest guys I have ever met in
my life. Chadwick Boseman, who played Jackie Robinson and James Brown, he was one of the
coolest guys I met. We talked a lot and exchanged stories.”

After the Celebrity Game, Leeper met Naomi Campbell’s agent and signed on to participate in
Campbell’s Fashion For Relief show that Saturday night. Campbell established the Fashion For
Relief event in 2005 for the industry to raise financial support for causes each year. This year’s
event raised money for the Ebola Survival Fund.

Leeper took to the runway in a US Paralympics cap, white shirt, and black leather shorts show-
ing off his sprinting blades.

“It was pretty cool to say that I was able to be in a big-time fashion show and show people who I
am and what I represent, US Paralympics,” Leeper said. “I was able to show that just because I
do have a disability, I function at a high level so don’t treat me any different.”

Leeper embraces his role as torchbearer for the Paralympics and disability.

“I’m trying to be an ambassador for US Paralympics but also for people with disabilities because
a lot of people see people with disabilities as not being able to do much,” Leeper said.

Citing the success of Paralympic star Amy Purdy on the television show “Dancing With the Stars”
and the incorporation of disability into Super Bowl commercials and movies such as “Kingsman:
The Secret Service,” Leeper said he is thrilled that disability is taking the stage at various places.

“Just because you have a physical disability, the boundaries and bar is often set low,” Leeper
said. “But it’s time for a change and to let the world know you can do whatever.”

SPRINT CELEBRITY GAME PLAYERS
Kevin Hart (Comedian)
Ansel Elgort (ABC’s “Blackish”)
Anthony Anderson (ABC’s “Blackish”)
Common (Artist, Actor “Selma”)
Mo’ne Davis (Little League baseball player)
Win Butler (Arcade Fire)
Chadwick Boseman (Actor, “42”)
Nick Cannon (Host, “America’s Got Talent”)
Allan Houston (New York Knicks General Manager)
Chris Mullin (NBA Hall of Fame Player)
Blake Leeper (US Paralympic Athlete)
Michael Rapaport (Actor)
Robert Pera (Memphis Grizzlies Owner)
Kristen Ledlow (NBA TV Host)
Abhishek Bachchan (Bollywood Star)
Shoni Schimmel (WNBA’s Atlanta Dream)
Skylar Diggins (WNBA’s Tulsa Shock)
Tina Charles (WNBA’s New York Liberty)
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e was always the joker: First to make his
mother laugh, and then comedy club audi-
ences. Roles in college plays led to the New
York stage, and then to a roll of the dice in
Los Angeles. Danny Woodburn’s been on

Seinfeld, Bones, and the new Showtime series, Happyish
on TV, and in Watchmen, Mirror Mirror, and the 2014
redo of Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles on the big screen.
Behind the scenes, he’s an advocate for people with dis-
abilities; serves on the Screen Actors Guild’s Perform-
ers with Disabilities Committee; and received the
DREAM Award from the Disability Rights Legal Cen-
ter. Married to his muse, actress Amy Buchwald, they
frequently collaborate, giving taboo topics a twist.
Recently, the actor met up with ABILITY’s Lia Mar-
tirosyan and Chet Cooper in Los Angeles.

H
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Lia Martirosyan: Let’s tell everybody what you’ve been
up to. 

Danny Woodburn: Are you going to transcribe this?

Chet Cooper: And change everything you say.

Woodburn: Then you’ll take out all the stupid stuff? 

Lia Martirosyan: Those are the best parts.

(laughter)

Woodburn: So let’s see. In January, I worked on an
episode of a sitcom called Melissa & Joey. Unfortu-
nately, when we were doing it, we found out that it had
been canceled.

Cooper: Ouch.

Woodburn: Then in February I did an episode of HAPPY-
ish, which recently aired. I’ve shot two of those.

Cooper: That’s an interesting show. 

Woodburn: It’s peculiar. It’ll get its footing, at some
point—probably when I appear. 

(laughter)

Martirosyan: What’s your character?

Woodburn: He’s an actor who portrays a real Keebler elf
in a Keebler elf commercial. And apparently my char-
acter’s very Method and kind of an a**. I play a lot of
obnoxious jerks. Typecasting, I guess.

Martirosyan: My sister-in-law was just asking me, “Was
he from Bones?” And I said, “I don’t really watch Bones,
so I’m not sure if he was on it.” And she goes, “Yeah, he
was, and he was kind of an a**!” 

(laughter)

Woodburn: It’s a good character because he’s very out-
side the box. He’s one of the heads of the State Depart-
ment, so I get to wear a suit, which means they get to
make me a suit, which means I get to keep the suit. The
only nice clothes I own come from some set some-
where. The tuxedo that I was married in was made for
an episode of Tracy Takes On...

Cooper: So that’s why you wore that Shakespearean
outfit the other day? 

(laughter)

Woodburn: Nothing else was clean! Okay, so then in
March I went to Minneapolis to give a talk for an orga-
nization called Partnership Resources Inc., which is a

nonprofit that helps those who advocate for people with
disabilities. I talked about my upbringing, my struggles
as an actor, that kind of thing. From there we went to
Cincinnati for the RealABILITIES Film Festival. It’s a
big deal. Have you ever been?

Cooper: Not yet, but we’re a sponsor.

Woodburn: When I got back to LA, I did another episode
of HAPPYish. I’m on the third and seventh episodes of
the show. I spent most of the shoot scheming and yelling
at Rob Reiner, which I enjoyed.

Cooper: Did you ask them how they get away with using
real company’s logos, like Viagra?

Woodburn: I think they’re going to go for it until
somebody yells at them. 

(laughter)

Cooper: National Lampoon broke a legal barrier: If it’s
known to be parody you can get away with it, without it
being considered slander.

Woodburn: Right. I remember John Belushi had that
Wheaties spoof. He’s out of shape, smokes, and is com-
peting for the Olympics, and he goes, “I’ve trained a lot
of hours, and I’ve downed a lot of donuts,” and he has
what looks like a Wheaties box, but it’s called Donuts,
and he pours ‘em all in a bowl. 

Martirosyan: That’s funny. So what else is going on?

Woodburn: I’ve been working with my wife on her
musical about domestic violence. We’ve been shopping
it, trying to get funding. I had a meeting with the Min-
nesota Vikings. They contributed some money towards
the production. We’re trying to get grants, and we work
with an organization called Cornerstone, which helps
women and their children get out of domestic violence
situations and into a safe haven. They’re sponsoring us
to put the show up in Minnesota.

Cooper: A musical? That’s different.

Woodburn: The first of its kind. So we’re busy. I’m
chasing after people at the NFL. 

Cooper: I hear they’re hard to catch. 

Woodburn: (laughs) Hopefully someone will take
enough of an interest to at least sit down and talk with
me. When I was in New York, year before last, we pro-
duced a reading of it at St. Luke’s Theater. That was a
big deal. We cast it, rehearsed it, blocked it, and I even
lit it. It was almost like a full-fledged production put
together in 20 hours. The audience appreciated it. 

My wife and I established a nonprofit called the
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Mulberry Tree Group. We take taboo subjects and address them in the
arts, be it poetry, theater, musicals... Some of these things fall in line
with that mission, including domestic violence, incest, depression. My
wife has a dance script based on depression. She also did a project
called “Awakenings Through Poetry,” which was for hospice workers
and people who have Alzheimer’s. And then we have her musical, and
another somewhat taboo subject is, of course, women going through
menopause, so we decided to film a new web series, hopefully called
“Hot Flash.” You got questions? I got answers.

Cooper: The talk you gave in Cincinnati, is that something you’ve
honed to do around the country for different organizations?

Woodburn: When I went to Cincinnati 10 years ago, I did the keynote
at a dinner gala awards ceremony for the Inclusion Network. I talked
about how the city could be more inclusive of people with disabilities
and why that was important. I ended up connecting with the RealA-
BILITIES people there. They had banners up around town with Marlee
Matlin and Daryl “Chill” Mitchell. And then Kurt Yaeger from Sons of
Anarchy came out, and they put up banners with his picture and mine
on them. I’d never seen my face on a banner in any city, so I was like,
“I’d love to get a picture of that.”

Cooper: Usually your picture’s up at the post office?

(laughter)

Woodburn: Right. But there it was hanging off streetlights. Unfortu-
nately, I didn’t get a chance to get a shot of it, so I asked if someone
could take a picture of it and send it to me. Instead, they shipped me
the whole banner. I said, “What am I gonna do with a nine-foot image
of myself?”

Cooper: Wrap it around your car! 

Woodburn: Hang it like a flag.

Martirosyan: It would have been good to see the banner as it hung in
the city. They didn’t get that that’s what you wanted?

Woodburn: I guess not. It’s kind of tough to enjoy it stretched out
across my living room floor.

(laughter)

Martirosyan: What about a slip-and-slide?

Woodburn: Or at the bottom of my pool, so I can look down on myself. 

(laughter)

Cooper: Tell us about Hot Flash. That’s a web series?

Woodburn: Yeah, we’re looking for funding. Once it’s done, we’ll put
it out there. I’m going to reach out to some drug companies, and see if
they’d be interested in producing it.

Cooper: That’s a good idea.

Woodburn: ‘Cause people don’t really talk about women’s parts very
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much. Not that we’re talking about women’s parts, but
you know... Also I’m looking for an editor for the web
series, because some of the things that we’re going to
add in post-production will be funny. 

Martirosyan: Looking forward to it.

Woodburn: When I was a kid, I would stick chewing
gum anywhere, and it sometimes ended up in my hair
the next morning. I had a lot of gum in my hair as a kid.

(laughter)

Martirosyan: How long was your hair?

Woodburn: Long. I was 10 in 1974, so you can imagine
I had a lot of hippieness going on at my house.

Cooper: Where did you grow up?

Woodburn: Just north of Philadelphia.

Martirosyan: When did you get into acting?

Woodburn: It’s funny. I took a drama class in high
school, which I loved, but my high school was focused
on science and kids becoming veterinarians or doctors. I
was thinking about psychology. But as a kid, I always
did comedy with my friends. I was totally into listening

to comedy albums on a record player. But we only had
one speed on our record player—78 RPMs. I played a
Woody Guthrie record that probably belonged to my
mother; it was called Songs to Grow On. To make my
mom laugh I would improvise them as a little kid,
which was my first foray into performance.

Martirosyan: Do you sing?

Woodburn: I did a musical about Vietnam called Viet Rock
in college. But I needed to be drowned out by every-
body around me. It was written in the ‘60s, and a buddy
of mine, who’s a very talented musician and songwriter,
was the musical director. It was a good show. Then they
asked us to take it around, and we did it in New York
and in a run at regional theaters in Philadelphia. 

Cooper: Were you in college at the time?

Woodburn: Yes. I went to Temple University. They had
a good film and theater department. I did a lot of theater
in college. And then I went to New York and did Viet
Rock. Around then, a buddy and I were deciding
whether we should go to LA or New York. I came out
and visited a friend in San Diego, and once I experi-
enced San Diego in June, I thought, “California is the
place I want to be.” 

(laughter)

Behind the scenes of Hot Flash with Lia Martirosyan playing the fed-up home owner
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Martirosyan: (singing)“California is the place to be.”

Cooper: (to Lia) Do you know what show that’s from?

Woodburn: Come on, you can do it.

Cooper: That’s before her time. 

Martirosyan: Green Acres! (singing) “Green Acres is
the place to be.”

Cooper: Wasn’t that Beverly Hillbillies?

Woodburn: She’s half right: The tune Lia was singing
was the Green Acres’ theme. “California is the place
you ought to be” is a lyric from the Beverly Hillbillies.
The line went on: “so they loaded up the truck and they
moved to Beverly—Hills, that’s is. Swimming pools,
movie stars.”

The other song goes: “Green Acres is the place to be,
clean livin’ is the life for me.” I don’t know the rest. I
just remember the line that always disturbed me was
when he said, “You are my wife.” And she said, “Good-
bye, city life.” Like, “I’m givin’ it all up now ‘cause I’m
the woman.” Even as a little kid I was like, “Why does
she have to do that? Why does she have to live the city?
Just because she’s the wife?” 

Martirosyan: There’s a lot of that kind of stuff in old
films. You know, the no-sound movies.

Cooper: I think they call them “silent” movies.

Woodburn: The no-sound movies! I’d turn ‘em up.

(laughter)

Cooper: Do you use digital cameras to shoot your
web series? 

Woodburn: Yes, the RedX.

Cooper: Those are nice. 

Woodburn: With 4X digital, you can take a shot and
enlarge it and not lose quality. Frank Capra had a prob-
lem with that in It’s a Wonderful Life: On one of the
takes, Jimmy Stewart is on the bridge doing his mono-
logue before he’s about to jump in the water and end it
all. Stewart thought he was doing his close-up, but he
was still in the wide shot, and he did this full-on emo-
tional moment that they loved, so they had to enlarge it
to bring the image closer, if memory serves.

Martirosyan: How are you with crying on cue?

Woodburn: Good, if I pull out enough nose hairs. 

(laughter)

Actually, I try not to think of crying on cue. I want to
find the moment when it’s appropriate for the character.
If I can grab onto the reality of the scene, then it should
just come. But as you know, being in my class, I’m a
real believer that we can alter our physical state to get
where we need to. You think about the contortion that
your face is in when you’re going to cry, or when some-
thing is emotionally devastating, or sapping, or draining,
or whatever. Just like when you smile, if you physically
put a smile on your face, you feel better. The feeling
comes from the activity. 

Cooper: You and Lia know each other from—

Woodburn: She’s come to a lot of different—

Martirosyan: I’ve taken his improv and scene—

Woodburn: —the classes I’ve been involved in with
David Zimmerman.

Martirosyan: Do you get most of your gigs through
personal contacts or through agents?

Woodburn: Not necessarily from personal contacts, but
maybe by people reaching out to me. There’ve been a
handful of movies or directors I’ve worked with over
the years that began with people reaching out to me and
it went from there. I worked on this kids’ series of
movies called Santa Buddies. I did about three, and then
that director called on me again just last month to come
and do a movie called Monkey Up, which has a talking
Capuchin monkey in it. I play some big-time movie
director, which is very outside the box for me.

Cooper: Is that animation? 

Woodburn: No, it’s live action, but the monkey will be
voiced. They’ll probably do something in post-produc-
tion to make his mouth move. I don’t know how much
they do. They did it with dogs. I haven’t seen them do
it with monkeys yet. This is the director’s second mon-
key movie, and I think he’s spoiled now because the
monkeys are smarter and follow direction better. 

(laughter) 

The guy would flip open his thumb and index finger
and say, “Smile!” and the monkey would smile. He
would say, “Come in and pick that up,” and the mon-
key would come in and pick the thing up. He would
say, “Walk,” and he could get the monkey to actually
pace. So the monkey and I are pacing in a scene and
having a conversation.

Martirosyan: That’s really funny. Has it gotten easier?
Do you still have to hustle for gigs?

Woodburn: Always. I’ve written some scripts, so I want
to pursue different production companies to take a 
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meeting with me. And my wife and I, we write together.
I have a phone meeting this afternoon with somebody at
Amazon Studios to see what they’re looking for, and to
see if anything we’ve created might work for them. I’ve
gone to New York and met with people at The History
Channel or A&E. I’ve had meetings at NBC. It takes a
lot of hustle.

Same thing with acting jobs. If I see something I want,
then I’ll push my manager and agent to get me in. And
then there’s a group of casting directors that are in my
corner, and periodically they’ll call and say: “Why don’t
you come in and read for this?” That’s after being at this
for 25 years. If there’s anything to do with little people,
my agent and my manager are on top of it. It’s the stuff
that maybe I might be able to go out for, that isn’t spe-
cific to a little person, that I’m interested in. Characters
that I could play, you know, some other a**hole. 

Cooper: “Anything that comes up that says ‘a**hole,’
I’m goin’ for it!”

(laughter)

Woodburn: I’ve played nice guys, too.

Martirosyan: At what stage in your career did Seinfeld
come along?

Woodburn: It was my first sitcom. At that point I had
done maybe three jobs, including an episode of Hunter,
and a series called Pros & Cons with James Earl Jones
and Richard Crenna. That was one of my favorites
because I played an actor in, like, a cornflakes commer-
cial. I was dressed as a strawberry. And there was anoth-
er guy with me who had no lines, and he was jealous that
I had all the lines. My character wouldn’t do anything
right, and the director goes, “What’s the problem?” and
I’d go, “Well, I need to know my motivation.”

(laughter)

And he goes, “Your motivation is survival, ‘cause in
about two minutes about 500 gallons of milk is gonna
come crashing down on you.” I was like, “Okay, got it.”
After that scene, they go, “Where’s strawberry number
two?” So they’re diggin’ around for the other strawberry
in the cornflakes, and he’s kicking me the whole time
that I’m doing my lines. I knew this guy, and I didn’t
really care for him that much as it was.

(laughter)

Cooper: That really happened?

Woodburn: As we were shooting it. He was trying to
screw me up. So I grab him by his leaf lapels—

(laughter) 

—and I go, “If you kick me one more time I’m gonna
beat the livin’ #%&@ out of you!” So we were two giant
strawberries going at it in a 15-foot bowl of cornflakes.

(laughter)

Matirosyan: Hilarious. 

Woodburn: It totally was. That was my second speaking
role on television. And then I did a movie about a bear
called The Magic of the Golden Bear, with Mr. T and
Cheech Marin. It was low budget. After that I did an
episode of Murder, She Wrote. So I had four gigs, four
speaking roles, before Seinfeld. But I had worked on a
sitcom in other capacities, just never on camera, so I
sort of knew how things went. I went in for a couple of
auditions. I met with the main casting director, Jerry
Seinfeld and Larry David. It was between me and three
other guys. 

The day of the last call back, they said, “Can you go to
work right now?” and I said, “Yes, absolutely.” When
you do a sitcom, the first thing that happens in the week
is the table read. All the actors sit around a table, and
behind the table are the writers. Behind the writers are
the producers. The network is usually there sometimes
to listen. So this was a big table read. And when it
came time for Michael and I to fight with each other,
we went at it across the table and got big laughs. So I
knew this was gonna be a good episode. But I had no
idea that I was gonna come back. But every year they
had me back for another episode or two. It was a very
exciting time, especially when they were ending the
series. People came out of the woodwork wanting to
work with me. It’s really helped me. And even though
the show’s been off the air for 17 years, it doesn’t feel
like it to some people.

Cooper: I still catch it every so often. 

Martirosyan: I used to watch it all the time with my dad.

Woodburn: That first episode we rehearsed all week,
working out how we were gonna do the fight scene. It
was originally written that I jumped on his back. That just
didn’t feel right to me. It felt like the stereotypical image
of little people. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve been
asked to bite somebody on the a** in some capacity or
another. Not on that show, no, but on other things. 

Martirosyan: And you said no?

Woodburn: Why on earth would I ever do that? There’s
this desire, sometimes, to make little men animal like,
either patting them on the head, or having them bite. It’s
dehumanizing. So I try to steer clear of that. But this
was different: face-to-face, mano a mano, just two guys
who got in a fight. And Michael had so much control
over his body that I essentially just grabbed onto him
and hung on for dear life. In the scene where we were
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throwing each other around, shaking each other by the
lapels, he was all over the place, and just sort of keeping
me from falling over. He was throwing himself left and
right, and it looked like I was shaking the living day-
lights out of him, but it was really him doing it, and I
was just hanging on to make sure I didn’t hit the ground. 

(laughter)

He was very gracious, and he invited me to his house to
watch the episode I was in with him. That had never
happened to me before, and it hasn’t happened since.

Martirosyan: You know, I Googled your name and found
something on a Wikipedia page, I’ll keep my opinion
quiet for now. It says, “Born July 26th, American film,
television, and stage actor who may be best known for
having played Mickey Abbott on the sitcom Seinfeld. He
has dwarfism. As a result, his most common roles are
Christmas elves.”

Woodburn: I don’t know who posted that, but clearly
it’s not somebody who knows my work.

Martirosyan: So not only did I want to know what you
think about that, but also wanted to put it out there so
someone could change it.

Woodburn: I can count, on one hand, how many times

out of the 200 different appearances on things that I’ve
made that I’ve played an elf character. Once for that
series of movies for the kids and offhand, I can’t even
think of another time. I was a character dressed as an
elf—but not necessarily an elf—like a guy who’s doing
a job, but not an elf per se. It’s peculiar. 

My thing about playing any kind of character that is
fantastical is that there has to be dimensionality to it. If
it’s just somebody showing up and standing in a room
and being an elf or being a gnome or a dwarf, it’s not
something I would do. The interesting thing to me is
that little people seem to be the only ones criticized for
that, whereas when we see every character in The Hobbit
series played by an average-sized person, nobody
makes any commentary about that. I spoke to CNN
Headline News live regarding the depiction of little
people in Mirror, Mirror, and I got a lot of flak for it.
I’ve had casting agents say of me, “He could never
play a doctor.” It’s an absurd thing to say when the
chief of orthopedic pediatrics at Johns Hopkins is a
person with achondroplastic dwarfism. Which is why
when Peter Dinklage plays this Game of Thrones char-
acter, everybody goes bonkers because they’ve never
necessarily seen that kind of role for such an extended
period of time.

When somebody says, “Why is this average-sized per-
son being shrunk down to play a little person?”

Woodburn being frisked before the interview, found several disturbing objects, but no weapons
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Nobody ever criticizes that, but they will criticize the
role of a little person in an average-sized role. If some-
body were to be in blackface, playing African-Ameri-
can, people would be up in arms about it. When I
brought up the subject, I got a lot of flak because peo-
ple thought I was saying it’s akin to the struggle of
African Americans for respect. And in some sense, I
do feel it is akin to that. It’s interesting what people
will leap to defend and leap to criticize.

Cooper: Do you think that’s criticism or ignorance?

Woodburn: Both.

Cooper: It’s ironic that they are questioning a little per-
son playing a doctor and that you were thinking of going
into medicine.

Woodburn: I was accepted into the pre-med program at
Penn State around 1984. There’s such an upswing of
little people in the public eye right now… All the reali-
ty shows that have come on since Little People, Big
World, which goes to show that we can be as obnoxious
as anybody else.

(laughter)

I think attitudes towards disability need to be spotlight-
ed. People need to be shown that this is not a way to
interact with people with disability. And it’s clear that
there’s still tremendous prejudice out there, because
two-thirds of our population is unemployed. And yet we
make up 20 percent, if not more, of the people of this
country. To say nothing of other countries.

Martirosyan: True.

Woodburn: Other countries, maybe without the same
medical care, might find that the population is larger.
Countries that are at war are gonna have a larger popu-
lation of people with a disability. In China, there are
actual height requirements for some jobs. So parents
will put their children through torturous limb-lengthen-
ing surgeries, because their society literally looks down
on people of smaller stature.

Cooper: We’ve been working with China on changing
attitudes. They’ve been studying what we’ve been doing
with ABILITY Magazine—and they’re pretty candid
in talking with us about their goal of an unlimited,
barrier-free concept.

Woodburn: I don’t find my struggle to be related to my
size in any way. I find it to be related to my syndrome, in
that society sees me in a certain way because I have a
dwarfism, and whatever physical things come along with
my package have given me the struggles that I’ve had. But
it’s never been about me being four feet tall. That’s not the
issue at hand. It’s not about, I can’t reach #*@%. There’s
always something that somebody can’t reach. Anybody
who shops at Costco knows they’re not gettin’ anything
off the top shelf without help. So it’s about perspective. 

Cooper: I’m still trying to reach happiness. It’s way up
there. I need help with that. 

(laughter)

dannywoodburn.com
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Lavigne: We did it in Canada, and four of the people out
of the 30 I’m sponsoring will be participating in the
Games in LA. There’ll also be a relay race there, and
they’ll be playing my song for it. It’s pretty cool.

Martirosyan: That sounds great.

Lavigne: SO has great facilities and they do such amazing
work; I’m really happy to be partnering with them.

Martirosyan: I’m sure they feel the same way. You’ve
faced some challenges of your own recently. Do you feel
comfortable talking about when you got your diagnosis?

Lavigne: It was a frustratingly long process, but the
entire time I knew what I had. I went to emergency
rooms, saw countless doctors, and specialists, and no
one could tell me what it was, but I kept saying: “I
know it’s Lyme.” And they were like, “No, people don’t
get that.” Finally I saw a Lyme disease specialist, and
got the right test done. It was such a relief to finally
have an answer.

Martirosyan: How are you now?

Lavigne: I’m doing well. It’s been a long run. I’ve been
in treatment for several months, and I’ve got a few more
to go. Pretty soon I’ll make a 100 percent recovery, and
it’ll be behind me. My doctor said that I’m getting over
it a lot quicker than she thought I would. I’m really
grateful, because I only had it for seven months before I
got treatment. A lot of people have Lyme for years, and
some have to get treated for years. My treatment will
probably just be about nine months altogether.

This experience has given me a lot of down time and
perspective. I’ll come out of it much stronger and more
knowledgeable. I’ve been able to continue projects, like
releasing “Fly,” and working with SO. It’s something
we’d planned more than a year ago, and it’s happening
now, so it’s working out all right.

Martirosyan: Out of curiosity, what treatment are you on?

Lavigne: The bug morphs into multiple organisms. You
have to go on different antibiotics that kill the various
forms, because it’s a smart bug that shifts. You can’t just
be on one antibiotic; I’ve been on a few different ones on
a plan that’s tailored specifically for me. People should
always consult their doctor. My doctor actually had [the
disease]; I think she’s probably the best out there.

When I had my first test, it came back inconclusive,
which typically means that there’s something there. There
are different labs you want to use, and a lot of doctors are
against them… Even if you’ve been tested, there are false
positives and false negatives, so you need to see a doctor
who specializes in Lyme and knows what they’re doing. 

Martirosyan: How did you guess that that’s what you

rammy-nominated singer/songwriter Avril
Lavigne has sold more 35 million records
worldwide. Her songs “Complicated” and
“Girlfriend” rank among Billboard’s Hot
100 singles of the decade. Raised two hours

east of Toronto, Canada, she signed a music deal at 17,
and recently launched the Avril Lavigne Foundation
R.O.C.K.S. to promote Respect, Opportunity, Choices,
Knowledge, and Strength in young people with serious
illnesses or disabilities. ABILITY’s Lia Martirosyan
caught up with her recently.

Lia Martirosyan: What motivated you to start a 
foundation?

Avril Lavigne: Since the beginning of my
career, the Make-A-Wish Foundation would
tell me there were people who wanted to meet
me, so I would go to hospitals and see people
who were sick or had a disability. It was very
moving, and made me want to start my own
foundation. I launched it in 2010. Every
year, for my birthday, we have a fundrais-
ing campaign. And last year, for my 30th,
we raised money for 30 athletes to go to
Special Olympics (SO).

Martirosyan: That’s exciting.

Lavigne: It is. I’ve done programs
where I’ve partnered with Easter Seals
and sent a bunch of kids to camp.
When I visited them, they were so
happy that I thought, “Oh, my God, I
have to get involved!” Our latest,
greatest partnership is with SO,
because we share a similar mis-
sion. I wrote the inspirational
song, “Fly,” a couple of years ago
for my foundation; it’s about lift-
ing people up, and telling them
not to give up, no matter how
hard things get. On iTunes, all
the proceeds from it now go
to SO. I also shot a video for
it, and the athletes are the
stars. We’re in talks about
me doing a performance at
the SO World Games in
Los Angeles.

Martirosyan: That
should be fun.

Lavigne: Yeah!

Martirosyan: Was
the video with the
SO athletes shot in
LA?

G
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had the whole time?

Lavigne: Because my symptoms were textbook. And I
had two friends say, “I’ve never seen you like this, I
think you have Lyme.” I was like, “What is that?” I
looked it up, and did so much research on it.

Martirosyan: Good for you.

[EDITOR’S NOTE: Within one to four weeks of being bitten by
an infected tick—often in a rural area—most people experience
signs of Lyme disease: A rash followed by flu-like symptoms.

The bacteria can spread, infecting joints, the heart, and nervous
system, while cause an escalating series of maladies.]

Lavigne: Where do you live?

Martirosyan: I’m in LA.

Lavigne: There’s more expertise on the East Coast,
because it’s more prevalent there, but it’s also in Cali-
fornia. Some doctors only offer acute treatment, which
works if you see a bite and get treatment instantly to
prevent it from spreading. But if you’ve had it for a
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while, you need a different approach to treatment. You
have to be your own advocate. Listen to yourself and to
your gut. Do as much research as you can. Don’t stop
until you get the answer you feel is right for you.

Martirosyan: That’s good advice. What are your plans?
Will you be reassessing your health before you go out on
tour again?

Lavigne: I’m 80 percent to 85 percent better. It’s a
process, and I can see light at the end of the tunnel. My
health is my priority, but I felt well enough to record a

song a couple weeks ago. I’ve got movie projects that
I’m gearing up to work on. I’ve had fans design T-shirts
with the net proceeds going to support the Lavigne
Foundation and SO. Abbey Dawn is a clothing line I’m
relaunching. Things are moving forward. You can’t let
obstacles get you down. You’ve got to keep positive
and keep reaching up, which is, as you guys know, the
slogan for SO.

avrillavigne.com
theavrillavignefoundation.org

“Fly” video: youtube.com/watch?v=Moy3pRysP6Y
Abbey Dawn Clothing:

abbeydawn.com
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s a child with Down syndrome, my son,
Karl, was sickly. On a number of occasions
our family was told that it was unlikely he
would survive. He underwent numerous
operations, including open-heart surgery.

Then, at age 6, his health turned around, and he has not
looked back since.

Now 27, Karl has a full-time job that he loves at a
retirement home. He lives with his mom, Ria, and me,
along with brother Marcus, 25, in a suburb of Durban,
South Africa. Our daughter Lisa, 29, lives and works in

the United Arab Emirates.

Karl is thrilled to have been selected to represent South
Africa in the Special Olympics (SO) World Games in
Los Angeles. He and I will travel there, where he intends
to demonstrate that he has the skills to be ranked among
the very best of the world’s swimmers! He also has a
secret ambition to meet World Wrestling Entertainment
star John Cena.

As a popular member of the Seagulls Swimming Club
here in Durban, Karl trains five days a week, and has

A
Karl and brother Marcus at Midmar Mile
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been voted the “swimmer’s swimmer” by club members
for the past two years in a row. Representing our coun-
try in swim meets has taken him all over the world,
including Ireland, Taipei and Portugal.

Five of South Africa’s National Olympic swimmers train
at the club, including Chad Le Clos, who has become one
of Karl’s good friends. Their head coach, Graham Hill,
also serves as South Africa’s National swimming coach.

Karl has swum in South Africa’s biggest open-water
event, the Midmar Mile, for the past five years. On three

occasions, Karl has had the good fortune of representing
our country at the Down Syndrome International Swim-
ming Organization’s International Gala. He has won a
great many medals, and even set a record in the 25-meter
breaststroke in 2004.

For roughly a decade, he has competed in Provincial
and National SO South African swimming galas. SO
has helped him grow into a more confident young man,
who loves being around people. 

by Mike Hebbelmann

Karl at WWE Durban
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y son, Mati Oren, will be attending his
fourth Special Olympics World Games in
Los Angeles this summer. At age 32, he’s
been active in Special Olympics (SO) in
Israel since he was 12.

Born with several medical problems, he’d endured eight
surgeries by the age of 4. This left him with cognitive
and developmental delays. He became the first child of
our kibbutz (communal agricultural village) to attend
special education from the first grade on. 

To get there, he would have to travel by taxi about 35 min-
utes northwest of our village, to the seaport city of Haifa,
starting out at 5:30 every morning. The school, which
introduced our family to SO, also generously sent Mati
to his first swim meet with the organization. Our family
went with him, and we all quickly became smitten. 

Mati, who started out as a pool sprinter, was then
invited to join the national SO swim team, which met
once a week in the center of our country. It was not an
easy task for us in those days as we had no car, and he
did not get home from school in time to make it to the
training session. But our kibbutz rallied around us,
and we found a way to shuttle him from Haifa to the
training, where we met many families and coaches. It
didn’t take long for SO to become a way of life for
our family.

At the 2003 World Games in Ireland, Mati brought home
four gold medals in aquatics, and broke an SO world
record in the individual medley, which entailed swimming
the butterfly, backstroke, breaststroke and freestyle. 

When Mati needed to train more often, he had to learn
how to take the bus. Around this time, there was
extreme political turmoil in Israel, which made it an
especially challenging time to try to get around by bus,
but we had to allow him to go to his training and meet
up with his great coaches.

After Ireland, I sought to challenge Mati and our other
seasoned swimmers, and found the 2006 open-water
swimming event, the RCP Tiburon in San Francisco. We
organized a small team of nine swimmers, three coaches
and four family members, and with the support of
Northern California’s SO Program, Mati participated in
the open-water mile competition.

At the 2007 World Games in China, Mati took home
three gold medals and a silver in the Outstanding Swim-
mers Category. After that, he switched over from pool
events to open water swimming. In 2011, he participat-
ed in the first SO open-water swimming event at the
World Games in Greece, and will participate in that
same event this summer in Los Angeles.

Mati loves the water, whether he’s competing or not.

M

SO-Israel_5-15_PJ__QuarkTemplate.qxd  6/1/15  11:25 AM  Page 58



ABILITY   59

Two years ago, he realized another dream when he
became a licensed lifeguard. He’s on duty in the summer
after his regular work hours, as well as on weekends.

Having a son involved in SO year after year pulled me
in closer as well. I became Israel’s Family Coordinator
and a Global Family Leader for SO Europe Eurasia,
helping to facilitate Family Support Network Seminars
in our region, as well as sending family delegations to
events where our teams participated throughout the
region and the world. 

It’s a beautiful opportunity for families to connect,
despite language differences. And over the years, I’ve
had the privilege to meet the most amazing people,
including Eunice Kennedy Shriver, founder of SO. I feel
blessed to carry on her dream!

Mati is creating his own legacy with the backing of his
brothers, and now their wives and children. He’s always
had the support of our kibbutz village, our regional coun-
cil, his school, and later his job. For more than a decade,
he’s worked in our kibbutz plastics factory, and now
lives independently in his own apartment on the kibbutz. 

Though he was not called to army service as most
Israelis are, he proudly represents his country as a Spe-
cial Olympian, and garners the respect of the wider
community. Now 20 years in, he continues to train three

to four times a week with masters and triathlon swim-
mers, and with SO Israel’s open-water team, which
invites us to all its meets.

SO makes the world a better place, one athlete and one
family at a time. We are thankful as well for Global
Family Leaders, SO Israel, and the amazing coaches
who’ve given service over the years. These experiences
have enriched our son—along with tens of thousands of
athletes and their families from around the world. I can’t
imagine who Mati would be without this organization.
For him, it is the game of life!

by Vicki Orena 

Vicki Orena lives in Kibbutz Ginegar in Israel.

Every two years, thousands of Special Olympics athletes worldwide
come together to showcase their athletic skills and celebrate the spirit of
Special Olympics in alternating World Summer and World Winter
Games. The first Special Olympics World Games took place in 1968 and
since then have evolved into a world-class sporting event, attracting a
wide range of sponsors, supporters and media. Special Olympics World
Games bring public attention to the talents and capabilities of people
with intellectual. Using sports as the catalyst and programming around
health and education, Special Olympics is fighting inactivity, injustice and
intolerance. Founded in 1968 by Eunice Kennedy Shriver, the Special
Olympics movement has grown to more than 4.4 million athletes in 170
countries. With the support of more than 1.3 million coaches and volun-
teers, Special Olympics delivers 32 Olympic-type sports and more than
81,000 games and competitions throughout the year.

Left: Mati and his mother with Tim Shriver; above: The love of family
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ver the last 25 years, the Americans with
Disabilities Act has had a transformative
effect on disability-related employment
policies and practices in the United States.
Title 1 of the law granted employees with

disabilities civil rights protections that go beyond the
right to be employed without fear of discrimination; it
also gave them the footing to negotiate with employers
in an “interactive dialogue” to achieve maximum pro-
ductivity and longevity at work. 

The ADA Amendments Act of 2008 went even further
to remove workplace barriers, broadening the definition
of disability to ensure that Americans with disabilities—
whether congenital or acquired later—are protected
under the law. 

These were critical victories, but there’s still a long way
to go before people with disabilities attain the same level
of opportunity and economic prosperity as those without
disabilities. An important step in attaining such goals is
to increase employer knowledge about both the letter and
spirit of the ADA, and to promote policies and practices
that encourage the full consideration of disability as a
diversity characteristic in the American workforce. 

At Cornell University, our Employment & Disability
Institute is dedicated to finding new ways to get infor-
mation about promising policies and practices into the
hands of employers. In July, our Employer Practices
Rehabilitation Research and Training Center (EP-
RRTC) will launch a free, online self-assessment tool,
BenchmarkAbility. 

It is designed to help employers assess their efforts
related to disability in recruitment, accommodation,
advancement, inclusion, compensation and measure-
ment practices. Employers can take one or all of the sur-
veys and receive a report indicating their current status
in each category, and receive recommendations and
resources for future action. 

The tool was developed over five years with the support
of a research grant from the Department of Health and
Human Services. BenchmarkAbility is designed to
reveal new information about practices that lead to the
greatest sense of inclusion and success for candidates
and employees with disabilities. 

Practices and policies are often inconsistently applied
throughout organizations. This is true of different
regions, departments, and levels within a company.
BenchmarkAbility allows employers to create an inter-
nal network of users for the purposes of comparing
implementation efforts across companies, and isolating
units or personnel requiring increased attention and
instruction on disability in the workplace. 

Issues such as unintentional bias, programmatic or struc-
tural barriers, and lack of information, can be addressed
and remedied to promote hiring, and advancement and
retention of people with disabilities at all levels and
across all functions. 

The work of fully realizing the promise of the ADA
goes on. Finding innovative ways of getting new knowl-
edge about disability into the hands of employers can
advance that cause, and may one day bring us closer to
equalizing the workforce participation rates of people
with and without disabilities. The chance to achieve the
American dream is inseparable from the opportunity to
find work, and employers are the gatekeepers of that
dream. When they are given practical and effective
strategies that can be readily implemented, they hold
open the gate so that millions of people with disabilities
can enter.

by Ellice Switzer

benchmarkability.org
edi.cornell.edu

Ellice Switzer is a technical assistance specialist at
Cornell University’s Employment and Disability Institute.

O
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1 University that organized the 30th International Technology 
and Persons with Disabilities Conference

3 Apple founder who was dyslexic (2 words)
10 Function
11 He told tales of hobbits and orcs
12 "The greatest" boxer, with Parkinsons
13 Go downhill fast!
14 Mandela's org.
15 "Barney Miller" star, Max ____, who has new knees
16 "Superman" actor who had spinal cord injury
17 Maker of a law in physics
19 Medical TV show
21 First name "Unbroken" director who supports Human Rights
23 Exists
24 Grey's Anatomy's Sandra
27 1977 Mini-series (Haley) which chronicled the oppression of 
black people in America

30 Israel's leading organization furthering the rights and opportu-
nities of people with disabilities, Beit Issie _____

31 Untrue!
32 Like some humor
34 Parkinson's drug
35 Defeat
36 Land of opportunity
38 Cincinnati or Karate?
40 Celebrated Chinese poet who has cerebral palsy (2 words)
42 "My disease will never ____ who I am" Long Haul Paul
43 Type of car, intelligent
44 Yellow vegetable
45 Membership organization providing training and resources for 
people with disabilities, abbr

D O W N

1 Pluck
2 Org. established after WW II to work to achieve global peace, 
promoting education and  cultural understanding

4 Comcast recently developed a ___ guide and menu system 
so people who can't see well can identify channels and show

5 Scene
6 "Along came Polly" star first name
7 Faced with fortitude
8 Social disapproval
9 Concept of increasing support and assistance for people of 
other cultures and and for people with disabilities

16 French impressionist
18 Remove confusion from (2 words)
20 Friend of Tigger
22 Doctor foe of James Bond
25 Island city hosting the 31st Annual Pacific Rim Conference on
disability and diversity

26 Gator basketball walk-on who only has one hand, 
Zach ____

27 Takes ten
28 Pinnacle
29 Rodin art
30 Lost dogs
33 Moving Dustin Hoffman film, "____man"
37 Greek cheese
39 Dawn's moisture
41 Thurman of ''Kill Bill''
42 Medical check-up professional
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answers on page 64
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