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6      ABILITY

he other night I was out at the bar, having a
few beers and watching the hockey game.
Every so often, I like to just get out, by
myself, clear my head with booze and
escape into some sporting event that I most

likely have placed a small wager on. I enjoy my alone
time surrounded by people. I don’t really want to be
bothered but, sometimes, I get the feeling that people
want me to be bothered. They see a guy sitting in the
corner, in a wheelchair, by himself. How lonely I must
look to them. I say this because many people feel it
necessary to come over and make small talk with me. I
think it makes them feel good to strike up a conversa-
tion with the guy in the wheelchair. The problem with
that is… the guy in the wheelchair just wants to be left
alone. He’s not friendless. He doesn’t live in a dark,
secluded cabin. He’s not suicidal. He just wants to
watch the hockey game in peace. Yes, I know it makes
them feel good to put a little time in with the disabled,
but why do I have to feel bad, so they can feel good?
They skip over the lonesome drunk at the end of the
bar. They pass by the old man eating by himself. They
ignore the girl dancing by herself. But me, I got a tar-
get on my back. I’ve concluded it’s because I’m in a
wheelchair. I guess if my banter is boring they feel
they can easily walk away without fear of me follow-
ing them.

They seem to always want to talk about the one thing I
don’t want to talk about, which is the disability. Yes,
I’m aware of it. I see the tire marks in my kitchen
every day. And, like clockwork, the war stories spew
out of how their best friend or a close family member
is disabled or how they once spent some terrible
months, days or hours in a wheelchair. The stories
range from a fall off the roof to a knee operation to an
infected toenail. I assume it’s for relating to my situa-
tion. I’ve learned over the years the best way to do this
is by buying me a few rounds. But, I’ve noticed they
never seem to go up to the intoxicated fellow at the
end of the bar and say, “You know, I used to be a
drunken bum like you.”

Of course, I don’t feel this way about everyone who
comes over to chat with me. I’m not recluse. I’m willing
to be open to certain people. I have a lot of leniency
towards the pretty girls who wish to strike up a conver-
sation, and, even more leniency towards the drunk pret-
ty girls. I know it seems narrow-minded, but if I’m
going to pretend to be interested in your disability tales
there better be something in it for me. 

It’s not uncommon for me when I’m sitting alone in the
bar to get a smile from a woman as she passes by. It’s
also not uncommon for me to have a woman pass by
and not even acknowledge me. That is more common.
I’ve often wonder how the opposite sex views me. Do
they feel sympathy? Pity? Maybe I’m their ideal man
for the mere fact I can’t run away. I can usually tell if
someone is attracted to me or not. There have been
times when I see a totally gorgeous girl that I’m head-
over-wheels for only to find she’s not interested in me.
Of course, you always wonder if it’s you she’s just not
attracted to or if it’s the disability that turned her off. It’s
not like she’s going to tell you. “Oh dear, it’s not your
disability. It’s not. You’re just ugly.” Well thank God for
that. I thought you were shallow. My ego is certainly
strong enough to be shot down for ugliness.

For the most part, I’ve been lucky over the years with
the whole dating thing. Many times, I’ve also been out
with my buddies and have been fortunate enough to be
the one who gets the girl. Yes, miracles do happen. I tell
my friends it’s my charming personality. They claim
they need to get a wheelchair. Yeah, I hate to say it but,
the disability has also helped land me a chick or two.
Not the same night, though. Maybe they think a dis-
abled person can be trusted. Fools, I say, but I’ll take it.
I need to be resourceful and use whatever I have, right?
I don’t want to be the lonely guy sitting in a bar all by
himself watching the hockey game hoping someone will
come over to and talk to me. Actually, I do. Well, I
guess it just depends who you are.

by Jeff Charlebois

T
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n February, I received a call from one of my sponsors.
Bridgestone informed me they were having a press
launch for the latest adventure tire designed for bikes
like my Super Tenere and wanted to know if I could
join them. Because I was one of the biggest personal

consumer of this type of tire and they considered me a
social media influencer, they wanted my opinion and
thoughts on the redesigned Battlax A41.

The launch was taking place the same weekend as Day-
tona Bike Week, and I was also supposed to be at a
patient conference in Boston. Hanging out with Yamaha
and maybe getting my new bike presented to me was a
big deal I didn’t want to miss, and attending the patient
speaker conference in Boston was important because it
was the only time I get to hang out with other MS advo-
cates who also share their stories at patient events, just
like I do. I wanted to be at all three events, and eventually
came up with a plan. I would spend a couple days in Day-
tona, ride back to Boston to attend the first two days of the
conference and then head right to the airport to make the
Bridgestone press launch. It took a while for it to sink in
that the event was taking place in Ouarzazate, Morocco. I

remember hearing something about Madrid, but not until
I accepted the offer and started looking at a map did it hit
me that I would be riding motorcycles in Africa!

If you have been following along my journey, you know
I always ride my motorcycle to all of my events, no
matter the distance from my house. My story of finding
something in life that you love to do and to make it
more important than your disease is very real for me,
and long distance travel by motorcycle is my passion. I
am almost a third of the way to my million mile goal.
So, not only do I never use airplanes for transportation, I
have never left this continent! 

This trip to Morocco was a big deal for me. The com-
pany was flying two dozen of the top motorcycle jour-
nalists from the US and Canada for a coupe of days to
test out the new tires. One day etching the Sahara
desert and one day through the rural towns and paved
beauty of Ouarzazate. I was going to be rubbing hel-
mets with magazine writers I had been following for
years. It was a chance to tell my story and grow some
interest in my journey. My only worries for this trip

I
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10    ABILITY

with! I was able to keep up with the crowd and was sur-
prised at how well the tires handled the dirt roads at
freeway speeds. The scenery was incredible, the guides
who led the group were FAST and fun and after a few
hours we stopped to get a drink at a roadside cafe. I met
some kids on bicycles who were excited to see our
motorcycles and I offered some of my Longhaulpaul
wristbands to them. They say Chasing the Cure on one
side and my social media tags on the inside. I give them
out at bike shows hoping they subscribe to my youtube
and Facebook pages. Each of the kids accepted the
bands with a smile and a thumbs up. Three weeks after
returning from Africa, I was ecstatic to receive a friend
request from one of the boys! 

After another few hours riding we stopped for a photo
shoot in the mountains and while waiting for my turn to
be filmed, I was able to buy a few items from a man
selling goods on a blanket in the middle of nowhere. A
bird and a small jewelry box made of soapstone were
items I knew my wife would like and would fit in my
Aerostich jacket pockets. I was shown a black rock,
which when opened beamed beautiful purple crystals.

I wasn’t going to buy it until someone reminded me I
was supposed to buy my wife a rock from Africa. I
emptied out a pocket full of ordinary Moroccan stones I
had been collecting and replaced them with my new
baseball-sized black beauty. 

were getting confused in the airports because I was
unfamiliar with how they work and not being able to
keep up with the journalists during the rides.

My wife doesn’t ask for much. As I travel all over the
country she continues to go to work, clean the house and
do all the yard work; all while keeping an eye on my live
tracker. Just about the only thing she asks me when I find
myself at a famous location or national park, is to pick
her up a rock from the area. Not a diamond, an actual
stone. She has dozens of these stones from all over the
country and Canada. She remembers where each stone
came from and the trip it represented. Of course, Elin
wanted me to fetch her a rock from Africa! 

Arriving in Morocco by charter plane was the first
chance I got to chat with the others on the trip and I
soon learned although these writers spend a lot of their
time together going to events and launches, they seemed
really excited to be in Morocco. I mentioned how my
wife wanted a rock form Africa and they all assumed
my trip was going to be very expensive! 

We were treated to a great meal, a presentation about the
technical aspects of the new tires and an itinerary of the
next couple of days. Day one was 200 miles of gravel
and I chose to ride one of the Honda Africa Twins. It
was a fun bike, a lot lighter than my Super Tenere, espe-
cially considering all the added accessories I travel
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the hotel. The pain was all too familiar, it definitely
was a stone. I asked the desk clerk for aspirin, ibupro-
fen or Tylenol; anything for pain. I must have looked
pretty bad because I was told they wanted me to me
see the doctor. All I could think of was Bridgestone
being charged for some extreme medical consult or the
ambulance ride. This was my first time at one of these
press events and I didn’t want to be THAT guy. Dr.
Mustafa was the house doctor, and decided to send a
boy to the pharmacist to smoosh up some compounds
to help my tummy. He thought I was constipated
because I was telling him how I felt earlier in the day.
As I sat waiting for him to finish with another patient,
my pain dissipated in a matter of a minute. I felt my
forehead and it was no longer hot. I stood up and did
not have the acute sharp pain. I thanked the doctor for
his help, but said that I was feeling better and would
not need the prescription filled. 

        By the time I reached my room the pain was completely
gone. Not wanting to spoil my last night in Morocco, I
decided to venture out to the hotel bar and have a few
drinks with the guys. Some of them had noticed my con-
dition at dinner and were relieved but amused to hear I
had picked up a stone for myself in Africa!

by Longhaulpaul

longhaulpaul.com

ABILITY   11

Day two was riding sport touring bikes on the streets
and once out of the small towns, we rode at should I say,
a brisk pace. I was having some digestion issues, not
sure if it was something I ate or my nerves from riding
at the edge of my comfort zone on an unfamiliar bike
for 200 miles. After we returned to the hotel I really felt
something wasn’t right and the pain was radiating
across my abdomen and lower back.

Ouarzazate was the back drop for many movies like the
Mummy, Lawrence of Arabia and Gladiator, so we
shared our last meal was at the famous movie museum
which was a short walk from our hotel. My pain contin-
ued to intensify during dinner and I excused myself
from the big rectangular table repeatedly. At one point,
the man next to me asked if I was ok, I was silent,
sweating and not touching my food. I tried not to draw
attention to myself, everyone was laughing and having
fun. When it dawned on me what I was experiencing,
the fear of trying to get emergency medical treatment in
a different country was almost equal to the pain I was
suppressing. I could no longer sit, I had to stand, but
holding my side in agony. I went to the men’s room for
the fourth time, trying not to pass out. 

Of all the places in the world to have a kidney stone,
Africa was probably not the best. 

I missed most of dinner, but somehow made it back to
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n spite of frequent interviews, Meng Lihua still resisted
the shots. She stood upright, held her hands tightly,
and repeated it again and again: “Everyone will help
people, everyone is doing it, not only me” “It was just
a little small Things are not worthy of the word.”

The news of the national “March Eighth Red-Banner”
was awarded to a friend who told her. She seldom
accesses the Internet and she has no time to read news-
papers. She serves as the president of the “Chen Meng
Love Helping Society” in Jingmen City. He helped the
old people to help the disabled. It was only a matter of
“dream shelters for people with disabilities.”

Yuanmeng Workshop is located at the junction of urban
and rural areas in Palou Town, Dongbao District, Jing-
men City, and is surrounded by low-rise buildings and
various auto parts factories. On a busy road outside the
gate, trucks whistled from morning till night and various
projects were being built. In the workshop, however, it is
a clean, clean courtyard with an area of more than 1,000
square meters. Although more than 10 rooms are not
spectacular, canteens, dormitories, training rooms, activi-
ty rooms, and rehabilitation rooms are well-ordered, and
they have become alive. Landscape.

I
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14    ABILITY

There are more than 30 disabled people living on their
own, and life is simple, simple but enjoyable.

Whatever you do, come out is the product

Every day at 8 am, a unique landscape emerges outside
the gates of the factory: These disabled workers collec-
tively put on customized work clothes and enter the
workshop one by one. Some of them are physically dis-
abled and some have mental retardation. The oldest is
59 years old and the youngest is 21 years old. The
degree of disability is not the same. There are high and
low feet. There are crutches. There are wheelchairs.

In their words, other people are aristocratic, we are
radish meeting.

For such a special group, finding a suitable processing
project is easier said than done. Prior to this, Meng
Lihua sought electronics factory and organized every-
one to produce accessories. It is said to use a hot melt
glue gun to solder on the circuit board, but the high pre-
cision of electronic products requires eye-breaking,
handicapped workers are difficult to achieve production
standards, damage to a part, but to lose more than 100
yuan. She went to the ballpoint pen factory and the food
packaging factory, put the pen cartridge into the pen
holder, and labeled the wine box. The disabled workers
were properly posted and the mentally handicapped one

was abolished. After many setbacks, Zhang finally
found the owner of the funeral supplies, “I hope you can
give them a chance, I dare to guarantee that they will be
able to do a good job!” The other party was touched by
the sincerity of Meng Lihua, this will give plastic flower
processing to them.

The production of plastic flowers seems simple, but it is
cumbersome. After seven or eight processes such as
kneading and splicing, each piece of petal, leaves, and
flower must be pieced together. Ten flowers are tied,
and an average of six or seven hundred flowers are
made every day. It is 20 yuan. It takes one day to sit. In
the past, there were also people who were tempted by
the hustle and bustle of the people. Generally, they did
not want to do it.

The workers left behind are contented. The sedentary
limbs cannot be sedentary, and the mental retardation of
IQ is not as good as that of primary school students.
Labor efficiency is limited. The workshops eat and pack
food, and the raw materials provided by the merchants,
the product packages are recycled, the piece-rate wages,
and more work is needed, ranging from 600 to 1,000
yuan per month. There are no intermediate links and the
wages are paid directly to the workers.

In Meng Lihua’s eyes, they are all “excellent workers in
the production line” and each step is unambiguous. To
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start production, we must keep up with the pace of the
market. “Whatever you do, come out is ‘products’. We
can’t suffocate people and products can be disabled.” To
catch up with the Spring Festival and Ching Ming, the
two peak seasons a year, the workers consciously work
overtime. Adding some points, we have also created a
labor competition. “To be small, it is the driving force of
money; to say it, we have a great sense of value!”

The birth of “Dream Dream”

A few years ago, it was also an abandoned factory area
with many bushes and debris. At that time, Meng Lihua
was a model of the bus line and was called “Jingmen Li
Suli.” When he was free, he went to work as a volunteer
and ran to a glorious hospital, orphanage, orphanage.

One day in the fall of 2009, Xu Huajun of Xuchang Vil-
lage, Wuli Town, Shayang County saw a report on
Meng Lihua on TV and called her for help.
Overcast and rainy, the village road was muddy, and it
took more than two hours. Meng Lihua found Xu Hua-
jun’s home. Xu Huajun was leaning against the door
frame without a door and looked around.

Meng Lihua red eyes: This is the day people have
passed, ah, the house is dirty and chaotic, smelling pun-
gent. Because Xu Huajun suffers from severe urinary
stones, blood is found in the bowl. On the simple stove,

there is only one sweet potato.

Xu Huajun was the same age as Meng Lihua. He was
sent by his parents in Langzhong. When he was 19, he
went out to work and accidentally fell from a high
building, resulting in a paraplegic parade and lying in
bed for 10 years. He did not want to drag on the aged
adoptive parents, live alone, and rely on the strength of
the villagers to repair their home appliances.

Although well-intentioned people in society send money
and deliver goods, they can only solve the worries of the
moment. Disabled people can only solve the fundamen-
tal problem if they find a place to use it. Meng Lihua
Meng had an idea: Build a home for the disabled and let
them support themselves.

When she spoke this idea, three like-minded partners hit
it off.

Zhou Yalan from Kaijiag Administration Company has
long-term concern for empty nesters. He is a model of
morality in the community. Gao Chubing, a teacher
from Jingchu Institute of Technology and the Red Cross
Volunteer Service Committee of Jingmen City, is help-
ful and has donated bone marrow to save people; The
winner and former president of the Jingmen Autism
Association, Yan Xuesong, is also a long-term helper
and disabled child.
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In January 2014, they initiated the establishment of the
“Kingmen City Dreams Helping Society”, with the
chairman Meng Lihua, vice presidents Zhou Yalan,
Gao Changbing, and Qi Xuesong. Qi Xuesong con-
tributed his own idle plant in the archery town. Gao
Caibing took more than 10 volunteers from the Jingchu
Institute of Technology to brave the heat, tossed grass
and transported garbage. It took a full week to clean up.

One share of the love of warm currents, flocking to the
building of the disabled home: Gezhouba Group donat-
ed 5 tons of cement; Jingchu Ceramics donated 110
square meters of floor tiles; Nippon Paint Company
donated nearly 6000 yuan of paint... ... The materials
donated are far from enough. Meng Lihua sold more
than 70,000 yuan from his pockets and Zhou Yalan took
out 40,000 yuan to invest in construction.

From July to September 2014, it took 3 months and the
brand new factory was completely renovated. The use-
less open space turned into a place where Jingmen’s
disabled people dreamed.

Hot dry noodle shop girl

Helping the disabled and helping the disabled is an
ordinary thing for Meng Lihua himself, but it is too
inconsistent with ordinary people’s imagination.

Some people say she wants to be famous. Some people
speculate that she asks for the national money under the
name of a person with a disability. There are even peo-
ple who secretly drive the car and look at them. “Oh,
there are people with disabilities working! There is
more than one room, and there are several houses!”

Meng Lihua still retains an old bed sheet 40 years ago.
This bed sheet envelops her memories of her childhood.
She was born in poverty and was the fourth daughter in

her family. At the age of 3, she was adopted by adoptive
parents in Jingmen. At the age of nine, adoptive parents
had their own daughters. Meng Lihua, who had just
studied for two years, had to drop out of school to take
care of children at home. When she was young, her
hands and feet were often hot and she was beaten. Four
years later, the adoptive parents added another child.
Meng Lihua became the extra mouth in the planned
economy of grain and oil supply.

In the summer of that year, a 7-yuan ticket and an old
bed sheet brought the 13-year-old girl to the car from
Jingmen to Wuhan. When the car arrived at Hankou
Xinhua Road Bus Terminal, it was already dark and
everyone was gone. Meng Lihua walked and cried, and
went to the door of a hot dry noodle shop. When it
rained, it fell down, wrapped in bedsheets, shivering
under the shed and trembling all night. At 4 a.m., the
boss opened the door and Meng Lihua sat up with tears.
The well-behaved boss had a large bowl of dry noodles,
and Meng Lihua had a bowl to eat. Waiting until dawn
was more customers, she rushed before running, take
the initiative to wash the table, so stay and do a helper.
Soon, a street knew her, “The little girl who rushed to
the noodle shop.”

Nearby a rice factory, Aunt Tao, looked at her and asked
her to be a babysitter to take care of her one-year-old
son. Aunt Tao was very good with her. She later taught
her to study and helped her find a sack at the rice factory.

Meng Lihua said that it is good people who have saved
her heart and made her thankful for her life. So when
you see people who don’t live well, you want to pull
them out of instinct. In these decades, her hands, in
addition to banknotes, had been sent to the widowed
old people in the orphanages, bagged bags for children
who were not in school, and wheelchairs for countless
persons with disabilities.
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This includes her adopted son Xu Liang. When Meng
Lihua was a girl, she was paid 400 yuan for one month
and every month she took out 100 yuan to subsidize
Xuliang, an orphan in the mountains. Until she talked
about marriage with her husband, she was still under
pressure from all sides and took her children into the
family. Since then, Meng Lihua’s daughter and her hus-
band have been laid off. They have never abandoned
their adopted son and sent him from Wuhan University
to Peking University and then to a doctoral student at
Cambridge University in the United Kingdom. Under
the encouragement of adopted children, Meng Lihua’s
daughter was also admitted to Tsinghua University and
sent to France to study abroad.

Meng Lihua and her husband are ordinary workers, one
is a contractor for a bus company, and the other is a
plumber with a meager income. More than a decade
ago, in order to support his son for college, Meng Lihua
sold the only suite in the house at 55,000 yuan and
began to rent a house. Now, she and her husband live in
low-rent housing of 50 square meters. It is contentment.
The memories of the years of hunger go deep into the
bone marrow, and it also cultivates her strong heart: if it
is not there, she will not fear losing.

She said that a suite changes the future of a child, value;
a workshop changes the future of a group of people with
disabilities, more value.

Unprecedented sense of belonging

Jingzhou, Zhongxiang, Shayang, and Enshi... People
from all walks of life entered the “Family Dream” fami-
ly and found an unprecedented sense of belonging. It is
seemingly contradictory that people with disabilities are
burdened with the difficulties of livelihood and opti-
mism in life, but they complement each other in Dream-
Works. Relying on the real work of the hands, the splic-
ing of flowers and leaves, and the introduction of one
needle and one thread, they gradually settled on God
and lived in equal dignity.

Wei Yinyin had worked at a well-known shoe factory
and had paid more than 2,000 yuan a month. However,
in an environment where all people are healthy, no less
bullied; Li Li with a left hand with a disability in his left
leg was unable to carry weight, and he never left the
door. Come here, “Everyone is as happy as a sibling.”
Some workers used to be discriminated against in their
own homes, and some were parents. “In front of chil-
dren, they all started up.”

The biggest change is Li Wei. Li Wei, a mentally retard-
ed boy born in 1997, was an orphan. He grew up in a
welfare home and he was grown up in a chicken farm to
work. Last winter, Meng Lihua went to the countryside
and went to the chicken farm. Li Wei slept on a straw
mat in a chicken shed every day. He was responsible for
licking eggs and sweeping chicken manure. Others wore

cotton-padded jackets. He was still undressed, his
expression was sluggish, his hair, clothes, and shoes
were all chicken droppings.

Meng Lihua brought Li Wei back to the workshop. In
the first two months, Li Wei did not say a word.
Coworkers taught him how to write, wash, and play
mobile phones. Slowly, people were cheerful. Now they
can write from 1 to 18. Meng Lihua always bought him
a snack. He had ten yards as he did when he was spend-
ing his time. He secretly hid it. If anyone steals, he will
immediately know.

When these funny things were said, Li Weixiao smiled
and shook his head. Where did Meng Lihua go? Where
did he go? His words are not much, but as soon as he
saw Meng Lihua’s hand was not at ease when he was
cooking, he immediately cared for her sleeves.

There are also two couples who are in a “dream of
dreams”. Li Li arrived here in 2015 and married Xu
Yaoqian, a retarded girl, in 2016. Now her daughter is
10 months old. Their mental state is very good. Yang
Hongzhang and Zhou Yueyuan, their sons are almost
two years old.

Unlike other factories, Meng Lihua often visits home
and knows the situation of each worker. In these fami-
lies, the situation is much the same: it is simple, hard,
and hazy, because there is a child with a disability who
cannot see the light of day. Employees have come and
gone. In addition to the 31 permanent workers, Meng
Lihua’s return to work and at home has been included in
the Dream Aid program. Free medical examinations are
performed every year, and various kinds of sympathy
and subsidy are also sent. She is not relieved of these
disabled people and always chants, “We don’t help.
What do they do?”

She thinks her responsibility is heavy. Plastic flowers
are contaminated and weaving fishing nets are prone to
errors. After all, it is not a long-term solution. When
she needed to show her face in the past, she could push
and push. In the past two years, when she had a cham-
ber of commerce activity, she took the initiative to par-
ticipate. Hundreds of companies had a family to inquire
about and always wanted to find a better project. “This
crowd is not out of poverty. The family is also unable
to escape poverty. When they became independent,
they saved a family.”

by Meng Lihua

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
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s the world’s largest automotive manufacturer,
Toyota has long been hailed as an industry
innovator. In 2015, the forward-thinking com-
pany announced it would commit a billion dol-
lars over a five-year period to artificial intelli-

gence and robotics research. They’ve also steered them-
selves smartly into the role of being a global mobility
company. For eight years now, they’ve partnered with
The International Olympic and the International Para-
lympic Committees, supporting and championing athletes
of all mobilities, such as Amy Purdy, a world-renowned
Paralymian snowboarder. To deepen their commitment,
Toyota launched a global marketing campaign this year—
called “Start Your Impossible”— with the aim of creating
a more inclusive society for all. 

Recently, at the Milken Institute’s Global Conference in
Los Angeles, ABILITY’s Chet Cooper sat down with Jack
Hollis, group vice president and general manager of the
Toyota Division at Toyota Motor North America & mar-
keting advisor for Toyota’s global Olympics and Para-
lympics sponsorship, along with Amy Purdy. They chatted
about cutting-edge technology, the Olympics/Paralympics
and Amy’s role in that process.

A

Hollis_6-06_PF-MMCC__QuarkTemplate.qxd  6/10/18  2:09 AM  Page 19



20    ABILITY

Chet Cooper: Is there a connection between your sports
background and Toyota’s Olympics and Paralympics
sponsorship?

Jack Hollis: It’s funny how the connection goes. I do have
a background in professional sports with baseball, and my
family’s been involved in professional sports. My father’s
a professional golfer. My grandfather’s in the Hall of
Fame for baseball, and my uncle is a baseball player. I’ve
been passionate about sports but mostly about competi-
tion. I love the process. I love the discipline it takes to be
an athlete. It’s an amazing focus. I tend to be more of a
team sport person. I’ve learned about the idea of how to
work as a team. It’s not too different. It’s still one athlete
performing, and there are still teams of people that come
together. I got involved when Toyota went forward and
decided to sponsor the Olympics and the Paralympics.

Cooper: Was this before the Olympics and Paralympics
joined forces?

Hollis: Yes. I don’t even know if Amy knows. 

My background in sports helped me to be known a little

bit within Toyota North America. When Mr. Toyoda made
the commitment to the International Olympic Committee
(IOC) and the International Paralympic Committee (IPC)
under separate agreements, we were creating a new global
marketing department. Now, we’ve never had a global
marketing campaign, a global marketing effort, ever, in
Toyota. So you need to understand we are always very
regional-based. When the Olympics came on, there were
questions regarding the contract; what we were going to
do, how we were going to promote it.

At some meeting between our CEO, Jim Lentz, and Mr.
Toyota, our global CEO, the question was brought up of:
do we have anybody globally who would not only be inter-
ested, but has a passion for sports who we might be able to
utilize in a role to benefit our partnership? And Mr. Lentz
said, “Jack Hollis has a background,” and at that time I was
the head of marketing for the US, so it worked perfectly.
So that’s how I got involved. They brought me in right
away. This was before the full contracts were signed. 

And I have a passion! I truly love every Olympic sport,
summer and winter, and continuously follow them. By
learning every IOC element, by going through it all, our
company started understanding my passion for the
Olympics, but also an equal passion for the Paralympics.
And what was interesting is, at the time, I had not spo-
ken directly with Mr. Toyota but to other executives
about our focus as a company. One thing we quickly
realized was that we wanted to commit similar dollars to
both the Olympic and Paralympic Games. Many people
questioned that, because when you look at a return on
investment, the return on the Paralympic Games is not
nearly as high as the return on the Olympic Games.

Cooper: Well, that’s what they said pre-England.

Hollis: It’s true. And London was what helped so much on
the Paralympic side. There’s a lot of other pieces to this
story that are not necessarily pertinent to what we might
want to talk about, but that’s the background on me.

Cooper: How familiar were you with the Paralympics
coming in and looking at this concept of sponsorship?
Were you familiar with the Paralympics activities?

Hollis: On a scale of 0 to 100, I was probably in the
25th percentile. I was aware. I had watched para-athletic
competitions. And like I said before, being a sports
competitor, I liked watching amazing athletes compete.

I’m always trying to figure out what I can learn. My inter-
est in the Paralympic Games went up immensely when I
met the Paralympic International Committee (PIC) in Lau-
sanne, Switzerland, when we brought the IPC and IOC
together for a meeting. To follow up on what you men-
tioned a second ago, my most proud moment so far was in
our marketing conversations regarding how we were
going to talk about the logos. The use of the logos and the
rings and the Agitos Foundation side by side was very
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important to us, and to me personally. I said, “If we’re
going to do this, we’re not trying to discriminate or
exclude, but include.” We said, “We feel like our sponsor-
ship is for the entire entity of competitiveness, whether it
be the Olympics or Paralympics.” It didn’t matter. Our big
breakthrough was when we went to the IOC and looked at
some of their rules. You have to get their permission,
because it’s their brand; they have the rings, and that’s
what they’re known for. So we said, “We would like to
market parathletes in the Olympic Games and athletes in
the Paralympic Games.” Again, we weren’t deciphering
the exact sport they were in or whether they were able-
bodied or super-able-bodied. We weren’t discriminating.
We were just saying it was important to us, and we wanted
to put them together.

At that time, no one and no brand had brought them
together. What makes me proud is my own passion to
speak to the decision-makers at the IOC and say, “We
need you to evaluate this and be willing to consider
changing some of those policies.” After they did some
homework and some thinking. We spoke to the IPC as
well, to get them to come to one meeting with Toyota to
talk about our marketing ideas. To have them in the
same room was awesome. It was fruitful. 

Cooper: “Why haven’t we done this before?”

Hollis: Kind of. But no other marketing partner or top
partner, had pushed it or said, “That’s what we want.”
So I’m really proud to sit before you and Amy and say
that is something I’m really excited about to have been a
part of, to see the expanding of people’s minds to say,
“Let’s talk about this in the bigger picture.” Because the
IOS and IPS are completely different organizations. 

Cooper: That’s great. The history is not good with the
past Olympics and Paralympics, where the major spon-
sors would literally pull the wires out, unplug everything
and leave.

Hollis: Before the Paralympic Games?

Cooper: Right. I remember the 1996 Games, before you
were probably born. [looking at Amy]

Amy Purdy: (laughs) No, not before I was born!

Hollis: Really close.

Purdy: Before I graduated.

Cooper: At the Atlanta Paralympics, many companies
just left. They didn’t want to stick around for those extra
weeks.

Hollis: I’ve heard those stories, but I haven’t experienced
them firsthand, because my firsthand experience was in
Rio de Janeiro. And seeing Rio have a lot of support—
now, a lot is relative to the Olympics still. But to hear

people tell me this was more significant than in the past,
and now at the winter Games being more significant than
in the past. For us at Toyota, we are proud to then sponsor
the broadcast of the Paralympic Games on NBC.

Purdy: Right. And to have more coverage—

Hollis: —more coverage than ever—

Cooper: That’s so needed.

Hollis: I might be wrong here—but I think by tenfold.
It’s a great start and the right trajectory. But we aren’t at
altitude yet. 

Cooper: We’re not cruising yet.

Hollis: (laughs) We’re not cruising yet. And I believe
Toyota wants to. I believe we have the intention to help
get to the right altitude.

Cooper: It’s a great company to do the global reach,
but also having products that are part of extending
mobility. Can you talk about the iBot? The last time I
talked to somebody at Toyota, they hadn’t quite signed
the last little detail.

Hollis: We still have not. I’m always really good in the
marketing, the strategy, and the sales. I’m not so good
when it comes to the legalities of what it takes.

But I can tell you a couple things. We’re working on 17
projects, 11 of which I would call active. Each one
doesn’t have what I would call an end date. We don’t
have a date set for any of them.

Cooper: End date, meaning launch date?

Hollis: I mean the end date to retail them. What’s been
fun is to see the tag line we created for the global
movement— called “Start Your Impossible”— apply to
so many things. When we were working with athletes,
parathletes, exoskeletal devices, iBots, and iRoads—
you saw the picture of the flying car—these are all
starting things most people would have considered
impossible. Our “Start Your Impossible” is putting our
money where our mouth is. We have a company and a
leader by the name of Akio Toyoda who clearly has a
passion for taking on the greatest challenges, not just
for the sake of a challenge, but that will benefit society
and the lives of people.

That’s why I’m honored to represent him and the com-
pany and the vision. I truly believe freedom to move is a
human right. However, some of the standard ability to
move has been taken away, for one reason or another.
We can’t answer every one of those, but what we can
answer is, how do we enable somebody to be able to
move freely, to the best of their ability? And we might
even be able to add capabilities. That’s the vision
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around Mr. Toyoda and the five words: Ever Better
Mobility For All. There’s no exclusion—it’s for all. If
you say “for all,” then we need to create devices that
right now—in fact, we’re not working on things where
we don’t even know the challenges we need to meet.

I can’t really talk about what products we’re ready to
end. I can just tell you there’s a start, and when we’re
talking about ‘Starting Your Impossible’, that’s what
we’re doing. We’re living it out.

Cooper: I know inventor Dean Kamen really wanted the
iBot to work. Have you ever tried it?

Purdy: Yeah. The iBot is the standing wheelchair.

Cooper: Dean Kamen also created the Segway. 

Purdy: The gyroscope, right? It’s always keeping you
upright.

Hollis: Right. I’ve tested it. I’ve sat in it.
Cooper: The slimmer, newer one?

Hollis: Yes, the brand-new one.

Purdy: I’m surprised it’s taken so long. That will be life
changing for so many.

Cooper: It’s so different when you’re at eye level and
you’re talking to people.

Hollis: I got to meet Dean, a wonderful man.

Cooper: Did you get to go to his place on the island?

su
sa

ng
old

m
an

ph
ot

og
ra

ph
y.c

om

Jack Hollis and Amy Purdy at the Milken Institute Global Conference
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Hollis: No, I wish! They brought it to our new head-
quarters in Plano. I probably could have pushed myself
100 percent and literally thrown myself off the chair.
But a normal person can’t get out of it. The way the
technology works is if you move, it will hold you. It’s
always balancing. So there are a lot of things we’re
working on, none of which is sellable.

Cooper: What other robots you did experience? [Amy]

Purdy: The selfie bot?

Hollis: The human assist robot, which isn’t available yet.

Cooper: What’s the coolest thing that’s available right
now you can talk about?

Hollis: None. (laughs) The iRoad, that’s a product we

have in Japan. It’s a single-person little pod you sit in. It
is driven by your body lean. We’ve had it here and
shown it. It has a steering device. That’s probably the
closest, I would say, because we have it in Japan.

Cooper: So people are buying it and using it?

Hollis: No. None of these are for retail yet. It’s very
much like hybrid technology in vehicles. You have a
beta program for a while. We worked on it for about 20
years before we retailed it. The fuel cell we were work-
ing on for about 20 years, and we’ve just started retailing
it now. When you look at certain technologies, if it’s
going to be a Toyota product, it needs to meet all the
requirements we have regarding quality, dependability,
durability, reliability, and safety. With every one of these
products, they’re almost like their own trials, and they all
work great. But until we sign the ink and see how they’re
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scalable, to be able to reproduce at a cost a consumer
could purchase, we wait until the time is right.

Cooper: What are you doing with autonomous driving—
where you don’t have to have somebody drive the car?

Hollis: That’s part of the mobility platform we were dis-
cussing. I guess from an autonomous standpoint, here’s
the issue, and here’s the hard part of answering any-
body’s question about it: When most people see
autonomous driving, the default thinking is, “Oh, that
means when I can sit in the car with no steering wheel
and the car drives me somewhere.” Most people think
that. Eventually, a while from now, that will occur. How
many people are willing to pay for that? That’s the ques-
tion. What is the value? Is it worth it to you for
$100,000? $500,000? What would it take?

Right now, when you consider just the cost of the test
vehicles, it’s extraordinary. So while the technology
continues to get better and better, it’s a long way off.
Right now, autonomous elements are already in our
cars. That’s what people forget. “Autonomous” means a
vehicle is doing things for you that you’re not.

Purdy: Like parallel parking.

Hollis: Yes, parallel parking and rear traffic alert.

Purdy: When cars are next to you, you get an alert, too.
There are sensors.

Hollis: Yes, just on the side. There are center trace assist
and bicyclist detection. These elements are all
autonomously happening that you’re not able to do with
your own senses. In truth, autonomous driving is already
here. The difference in the elements of autonomous dri-
ving that you’re talking about—bringing autonomous
driving to a level five—is in the future.

Cooper: They have levels?

Hollis: Yes, one through five, five being the maximum.

Cooper: So we’re at a one right now, maybe one and 
a half?

Hollis: (laughs) I don’t have the determination of the
exact numbers, but there are different elements, one
through five, and different pieces. But what you’re
talking about—and everyone always tries to talk about,
is level five. What we need to talk about right now is
the gap, the bridge, to get from here to there. It’ll be a
while. How do we help the driver be a better driver
today? Well, we have cruise control, driver assist,
where you’re monitoring the speed of the car in front
of you. That’s part of the technology about making you
a better driver. Like I said, you have the cross traffic
alert and the sensors. That’s what we’re a part of—
making the driving experience better and safer every
time. Because ultimately, Mr. Toyoda has made the
comment that the goal one day for the whole industry
should be to have zero fatalities through traffic accidents.
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Is that possible? I don’t know, but what are we going
to do? People have said it’s impossible.

Purdy: ‘Start Our Impossible’.

Cooper: That was a setup there.

Hollis: Amy and I have been together long enough, we
kind of know—

Purdy: —to finish each other’s sentences.

Hollis: (laughs) Exactly.

Cooper: (laughs) Tell us about the mobility challenge? 

Hollis: The commitment to the Olympics and the Para-
lympics is part and parcel to our launching or expanding
our company from global automotive to global mobility.
What better way to announce our expansion of a compa-
ny than eight years committed to the greatest sporting
event in the world, the Olympics/Paralympics? And it’s
not just about the Games that last a month between the
two every two years. It’s about the process of working
with people, listening to people and learning, and then
promoting what we want to do during those Games as
well as between the Games.

So the big news, I would say, as we look towards 2020
to the Tokyo Games, which will be right in Toyota’s
back yard, is how do we take these devices and passion
for connecting people, and put them into Toyota’s land
in Tokyo? How do we partner with people who can
teach us? What Toyota does, in my opinion, better than
any automotive manufacturer, is to listen extremely well
to our customers, our partners, and our dealers and
answer the questions or concerns society has. We were
partners with Amy well before the commitment to the
Olympics and Paralympics. So with that, I’d be happy
to transition to Amy. 

Cooper: Before we move on, tell me about your 
baseball background.

Hollis: I’ve always considered that if I were really any
good, I probably wouldn’t be sitting here today! (laugh-
ter) I would have been down that career. I have a pas-
sion for baseball—I love the game. I grew up here in
Southern California, played in high school and in col-
lege. I graduated from Stanford. I won a national cham-
pionship in 1988 and was drafted multiple times out of
high school.

Cooper: What position did you play?

Hollis: I was a center fielder, outfielder, in total. I got a
chance to play for the Cincinnati Reds, which was a
team I was ]passionate about when I was a kid. They
were the rivals of the Dodgers at the time, so I had a
chance to play for a team I had always hoped to play for.

Cooper: Did you get on a baseball card?

Hollis: I did! I have two of them.

They’re both minor league cards. I made the minor
leagues not the major leagues. That was one of those
things where you try really hard. I loved the process. I
can always look back and feel very happy that people
could work as hard as me, but no one was working hard-
er, and I loved that. I love to work hard at stuff. But in
the end I got injured, but I could also look at myself in
the mirror and say I gave it everything I had and I was
one. Many of my good friends had made it. That was
good. I was super-comfortable with that.

At the same time, I had a great degree from Stanford. I
met the woman I wanted to marry. I had job offers in dif-
ferent kinds of places. That was all before I even met
Toyota. I had met a guy through a golf tournament who
ended up being the president of the company, but I just
knew him as a golfer. He said, “Hey, if you’re ever inter-
ested, when you’re done with your baseball career, look
us up. I like hiring athletes, especially team athletes,
because you’ve learned how to work as a team.” And I
said, “All right.” He said, “Have you ever been a cap-
tain?” And I said, “Yeah, I’ve been the captain of every
team I was on.” He said, “Call me some time.” And five
years later, between the end of college and baseball, I
called him, and he said, “Sure, come in for an interview.”
At that time I still didn’t know he was the president of the
company. And then I found out the day I showed up for
my first interview. They said, “How do you know such-
and-such?” I said, “I just knew he was a man who played
golf.” That’s how I ended up at Toyota. It was pretty cool.

Cooper: Good story!

Purdy: This was great! I love this storytelling and hearing
more about you. It’s cool.

Cooper [to Amy]: How’d you meet Jack?

Purdy: We were talking about that recently, when exact-
ly we met. My involvement with Toyota began in 2011,
after my TED talk. When did my article in ABILITY
Magazine come out?

Cooper: In 2010.

Purdy: This was right before my TED Talk. It really
changed my life forever. It was such a big platform to
share my story and what I was doing with Adaptive
Action Sports (AAS). But even before TED, I was
doing all this stuff with our organization.

Cooper: Oh, now it’s Ted?

Purdy: (laughs) Yeah! I was invited to do a TED Talk,
and after my talk, in the audience, this amazing man
came up to me. His name was Keith Dahl. He was the
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first one standing in this long line of people. He intro-
duced himself and said he was inspired by my talk, and if
I ever needed anything—he gave me his business card. 

The card had Toyota on it. He said, “If you ever need
anything,” and I saw Toyota, and I said, “Oh, my gosh, I
need a new car,” because at that time I had a beat-up
Ford Explorer I had driven to the ground for speeches
and AAS. I don’t even know how many hundreds of
thousands of miles I had on that truck. It was falling
apart. So I said, “I need a new car, because I have a
speech in LA next week, and I don’t even know how I’ll
get there.” And the next week I had a new car, a Rav4.

Cooper: Nice.

Purdy: And the week after that, I had a Toyota van for
our AAS athletes.

Cooper: “And in two months I had a Lexus.” 

Purdy: (laughs) And I just worked my way up! What’s
amazing is I didn’t really have anything to give back to
Toyota at that point, it was just because they believed in
what I was doing.

Cooper: That’s really nice!

Purdy: And they wanted to partner with me and my mis-
sion. There was no real idea at that point of where this
was going to go. I wasn’t in the Paralympic Games yet,
snowboarding wasn’t yet part of the Paralympic Games,
so I couldn’t be looked at as a pro athlete, even though
adaptive snowboarding was a huge part of my life and
my organization. But I couldn’t be put on the pro athlete
side of things with Toyota.

Cooper: So he had a vision.

Purdy: He did. It started a little abstract. He just knew
he wanted to be involved with me. I loved what Toyota
was about; it’s a forward-thinking company, and obvi-
ously these people were willing to support me when
nobody’s watching, when I didn’t have anything to give
back. That really stood out to me.

Luckily, maybe eight months later, we found out that
snowboarding would be in the Paralympic Games,
which gave me a platform to go down to compete and
win a medal. At that time Toyota wasn’t a partner with
the Olympic or Paralympic Games. I was going to my
first Paralympic Games in Sochi. Although I partnered
with Toyota, I still couldn’t represent Toyota, as I want-
ed to. I couldn’t wear Toyota on my helmet. I couldn’t
say, “This is who helped me get here.” And they still
stuck with me, which was amazing, because once again,
they were supporting me when nobody was watching. It
shows the integrity of the company, and the people
within the company, who believed in what I was doing

For me, it was amazing when things started to come
together. I would start to give back more to Toyota
because I was starting to get more opportunities and
more platforms, and together we were able to do so
much. For example, I did that TED Talk, and then Toy-
ota invited me to do a speaking tour with Oprah. This
was after I won my medal in the Paralympics.

Cooper: And people know her, right? She’s pretty popular.

Purdy: (laughs) Right.

Hollis: Really? (laughs)

Purdy: And that was a very serendipitous experience as
well, because I was on Dancing with the Stars. They’d
asked me who my icon was, because they had a week
called Icon Week, and I said, “Oprah.” And they said, “Do
you know anyone a little less known than Oprah, because
we’re not getting her on the show?” I said, “No. If you
want to know who I look up to, whose career has inspired
me, it’s Oprah.” She ended up not only a fan of the show
but voting for Derek and me on the show. She ended up
calling me while I was on the show. It was aired on TV.
And then Toyota, which was already my partner—

Hollis: —and partners with Oprah—

Purdy: —saw that we were talking—

Cooper: Wait a minute. Oprah snowboards?

Hollis: You didn’t know that?

Purdy: (laughs) Maybe she needs to.

Cooper: So she independently got ahold of you, without
knowing there was this connection?

Purdy: Not even knowing there was a connection. It was
one of those serendipitous moments where Toyota’s
watching TV and sees that I’m now talking to Oprah;
They had a partnership with Oprah and me, and decided
to pull it all together and have me on her Life You Want
speaking tour, where I was able to help women in each
market that we were in to pursue her dreams by getting
a grant through Toyota for those women. We would do
it at each one of Oprah’s conferences.

So it just came together perfectly. And it’s amazing,
because at first it was a little abstract. What does this
partnership look like? But it’s always been completely
organic. It started and developed organically, and now,
to have Toyota as a huge Paralympic partner, I can now
represent them head to toe, which is amazing. But also,
my organization benefits from Toyota and the partner-
ship as well. We were able to get adaptive snowboard-
ing into the Toyota Dew Tour for the first time.

Cooper: Tell me about the Dew Tour.
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Purdy: It’s similar to the X-Games.

Hollis: Mountain Dew, sponsored it.

Purdy: The Dew Tour, is a winter and summer action
sport event where you have all the pro snowboarders
come out and all the competitions going on, like the
half-pipe. We partnered with Toyota two years ago and
got adaptive snowboarding into the Dew Tour for the
first time, which is great, because now we’ve got a
place. The Dew Tour is the most visibility most adaptive
snowboarders get, because it’s televised, and it’s re-
aired. Once again, as Jack was saying, elevating the Par-
alympics up to the Olympic able-bodied level is one of
the steps along the way. It brings visibility to our sport
and to our athletes and allows other people out there
with disabilities who strive to be potentially in the Dew
Tour or be in the Paralympics and see what we’re doing.

So we’ve been able to do so much together, and it’s
allowed me to go to amazing places in my life. Toyota’s
been able to bring me to bigger, better places.

Cooper: It sounds like it—

Hollis: “Let’s go places!” (laughter)

Purdy: And ultimately inspire other people. That’s what
it’s all about. That’s how my relationship has been ongo-
ing for many, many years. They’re more like family to
me than a sponsor. I don’t even consider Toyota a spon-
sor; they’re more a partner of mine. We’ve been able to
do a lot together. I’m excited for the future. Being part of
a brand that’s so forward-thinking and so innovative and
wants to help so many people and come up with solutions
is a blessing for me and really cool to be a part of.

Cooper: What a great story. Somebody should do a
story on this.

Purdy: (laughs) Hey, good idea! We’re with you. We
share your thoughts.

What I love is, they weren’t seeking me out. It was an
organic connection.

Hollis: The organic nature of it is what I appreciate.
The idea that Toyota has always been about building
relationships with our guests, our customers, our
friends, and to build a relationship with Amy that start-
ed organically, to see where it’s gone and not knowing
where it will end up, but knowing we can continue to
benefit from one another. Toyota has always been about
never trying to be in a partnership where we’re kind of
getting over on somebody else or they’re getting over
on us. It’s always about how do we grow each others’
brands, each others’ businesses together? And winning
at the same speed? And Amy’s story’s perfect. It started
as, “How can we maybe do something together?” It
wasn’t a strategy up front. It was, “Hey, I’m really

interested. If you need something, let’s talk about it.” It
is a bit corny, but you don’t know until you start some-
thing. Not every relationship works like this. But
because it does, it is worthy of storytelling, of sharing
with a table and enjoying the fruits that come from it.

Cooper: If you look back would you do anything differ-
ently? 

Purdy: In my life? Oh, my gosh! I don’t even know.
That’s kind of a broad question. My brain automatically
goes to the Paralympics, that somehow I could have
won gold. (laughter)

Hollis: I would have carved a little harder—

Cooper: That one turn—

Hollis: I’m going to ask this question a different way.
I asked her earlier, because I am fascinated by it.
What would you tell your 21-year-old self, coming
into maturity?

Purdy: That you can be anything you want to be at any
time you want to be it. There are no rules. I became an
athlete at 30. I’m 38 years old now. I wasn’t an athlete
when I was younger. I didn’t grow up as an athlete. It
wasn’t until after I lost my legs that being in the
Olympic or Paralympic Games became a possibility for
me, something I strived for. A lot of times people would
think that by the time you’re in your thirties, you’re
already set with who you are, but that’s not true. I
became more of who I’ve become from 30 on. I think
you can be anything you want to be at any time you
want to be it. You can change your mind. There are no
rules to how you’re going to live life. You don’t have to
fit some kind of norm. You can just follow your pas-
sions, and if you work hard enough at it, you can
become very successful.

Cooper: So pre-30 you’d have said, “Don’t wait until
you’re at any particular age, just go for it”?

Purdy: Yes, just go for whatever it is you want to do
and when you want to do it. You could be 60 years old
and decide, “Hey, I’ve never snowboarded before, let’s
do that.” “Hey, I want to run a triathlon.” You can be
70 years old and decide to go back to school. I think
we get stuck in ideas that life goes a certain way, and
we have to fit a certain norm. My life has been com-
pletely the opposite of that. I’ve become even more
successful when I’ve just followed my heart and been
empowered by the choices I’ve made. There have been
no set rules.

mobilityforall.com
amypurdy.com

toyota-global.com
paralympic.org
dewtour.com
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Which of these vehicles is 
safely adapted for a person with a disability?

The QAP di�erence may not be visible, 
but it can be life saving.

Find a QAP dealer near you at NMEDA.com/AM
or call 866-948-8341.

For caregivers and drivers with limited mobility, unregulated vehicle modifications done by 
those without the proper training can put lives at risk. Only Quality Assurance ProgramTM 
dealers are accredited to sell, install and service mobility equipment that puts your safety 
first. Ensure your adaptive vehicle is tailored to fit your every need—say no more to 
dangerous modifications and know more about your safe driving options.

What you don’t know can hurt you.

                                  

Hollis_6-06_PF-MMCC__QuarkTemplate.qxd  6/10/18  2:10 AM  Page 29



30    ABILITY

y her own admission, Amy Purdy loves a chal-
lenge. A Paralympian snowboarder—she holds a
bronze and a silver medal—she’s confronted and
conquered her own impossible many times over.
But snowboarding wasn’t always a given for her.

A nearly lethal case of Bacterial Meningitis at 19 left
Purdy fighting for her life. In a two-and-a-half month
period, she lost her spleen, kidney function, hearing in
one ear and both legs below the knees. What fueled her
through her darkest days was her passion for snowboard-
ing. Determined to hit the slopes again, the Las Vegas
native improvised: she built a pair of feet to snowboard
in that consisted of wood, rusty bolts, neon pink duct tape
and various random parts. Today, those handcrafted feet
have a home in the Smithsonian. 

B
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Empowered by her experience, Purdy created her own
nonprofit called Adaptive Action Sports (AAS), which
gets wounded veterans and kids with disabilities
involved in action sports. She and AAS also labored
successfully to get snowboarding accepted into the Par-
alympics, of which she participated in 2014 and 2018.
In 2010, after her inspirational TED talk aired, Toyota
reached out to her. Their missions and values aligned,
and they’ve been working together ever since. 

Today, she’s a motivational speaker and best-selling
author and a former Dancing with the Stars contestant.
ABILITY’s Chet Cooper sat down with Purdy to con-
verse about her latest foray into another action sport and
the direction of her nonprofit. 

Chet Cooper: Tell me about surfing.

Amy Purdy: Oh, yeah, it was awesome! Did you see
the video?

Cooper: I didn’t see the video, but I saw—

Purdy: —a photo?

Cooper: —a still of you catching a wave. It must have
been at Waikiki.

Purdy: No, it wasn’t Waikiki. It was in Maui.

Cooper: It was in Maui! I didn’t even know there were
slow waves like that.

Purdy: Yeah, there were.

Cooper: Waikiki has nice, slow waves that are great
for learners.

Purdy: Yeah, that’s what I’ve heard. Maui has The
Cove, and that’s where it stays pretty shallow for quite a
ways out and has great waves. The waves kind of varied
in size two to three feet. 

Cooper: The picture I saw was a perfect-sized wave.

Purdy: Yeah, it was perfect.

Cooper: Enough energy to give you that great—

Purdy: —long ride, too. Even though I’m a Paralympic
snowboarder and challenge myself every day in that
space, surfing was a whole different challenge for me.
In fact, I lived on the sand for four years and never tried
surfing before, just because there’s a lot of challenges
with prosthetic legs—trying to figure out how to keep
my legs on in the water, making sure my feet weren’t
too heavy to kick me to the bottom of the ocean, seeing
if my feet would even move in the right way, popping
up. I always thought popping up from flat to my feet
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would be incredibly challenging.

Cooper: That, you could practice on land. When you
teach people to surf, you practice on the beach first.

Purdy: In the video I made, it shows me practicing a
way to get up. So there were certain things that stopped
me from wanting to try. Well, I wanted to do it. In my
mind, I wanted to surf, but I just thought, “Oh, there are
so many things to think about.” And then I once again
decided to start my impossible, just decided to start and
see what happened. It was amazing. I was able to get
up on my second wave. I probably caught five waves
that day.

Cooper: Oh, you don’t understand. Most people—

Purdy: —how long it can take.

Cooper: Yeah. Now, you are using a longer board, 
and you’re on a perfect wave, so that gives you some
added advantage.

Purdy: Yeah, it does.

Cooper: But they teach about what pearling is and
missing a wave. Do you know that language?

Purdy: No, and I’ll tell you, it was such a simple teaching
process I think that’s what helped. Literally, like, they
kind of just showed me how to get up. “That’s perfect,
your stance, that’s perfect.” We went on the water and
they were like, “Paddle! Go! Get up!” and I was
thinking, “Is this it? That’s it? I’m there? Look out!”
And that was it. They gave me three steps, and I was
stuck with those three steps, saying, “Got it!” nearly
every time.

Cooper: The majority of people don’t surf because
they’ve tried and failed. Pearling is when you’ve got
your body weight too forward on the board and the nose
goes into the water. The second is, if you’re too far
back, then you miss the wave.

Purdy: Exactly. And I will say the challenge I did not
figure out on that first day was knowing the exact
space—knowing where I should be on the board exact-
ly, because my instructor would say, “OK, go an inch
forward. Go an inch back.” He knew, but I wasn’t able
to gauge that yet. And then also, when I was on the
wave, it’s not like you’re looking behind you looking at
the wave, so you don’t know at what point to stand up.
So, luckily, I had him telling me, “OK, stand up!” I
could hear him. And so I would follow his lead. Learn-
ing those things on my own will take a few more times
out there, I’m sure.

Cooper: But surfing in Colorado is really great.
Purdy: I hear it’s amazing. (laughs) Actually, there is a
surf wave.

Cooper: A park?

Purdy: Yes. They’ve created a surf wave out of a river.
They backed up a river in three different spots with a surf
wave so you can jump out there. It’s made for surfing.

Cooper: There’s a whole thing about river surfing. That’s
natural and occurs in certain rivers, a never-ending wave.

Purdy: They made it, but it’s the same concept. For me,
it was so empowering, honestly. Because I have thought
about surfing for so many years but thought—the chal-
lenges kept stopping me from wanting to try it. I was
convinced that even if I figured it out, I wouldn’t be
able to move the right way. It poses more challenges
than snowboarding—just the power of the ocean alone.

Cooper: Yeah, you don’t drown in the snow. (laughs)

Purdy: Exactly! But gosh, I was so happy to get out
there and do it and figure it out and say, “Oh, my gosh, I
absolutely can do this!” It just takes taking that first
step, figuring it out. Next time I’ll do better. I’ll have
different feet. 

Cooper: If you surf in California, make sure you’re
talking to someone who understands you’re new and
can tell you where to go, because there are a lot of surf
breaks, some surfers will say, “Oh, that’s a really great
wave,” and they don’t really understand.

Purdy: Yeah. Right. What’s needed.

Cooper: Have you heard Doheny?

A: Oh, yes, I have. My husband, he used to surf out
there a lot.

Cooper: There’s a nice wave there that’s pretty slow and
the crowds are not bad. And then the trails, surfer’s
beach, actually, it’s called Old Man’s, because it’s a
slow wave, so they say it’s for old men. You need to
understand your body position to the board and not
pearl when you get on a quick wave.

Purdy: I’m sure!

Cooper: Well, you’re an athlete, and you do snowboard,
so you have a certain advantage.

Purdy: And I know core balance and my muscles—I
know what I need. I had a very good idea of how much
balance I was going to need, so I was able to find that
balance spot for me.

Cooper: There are some similarities between snow-
boarding and surfing.

Purdy: There are. You’re going sideways. That’s huge,
knowing that stance was natural for me. But then there
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are differences. The pressuring of the board and control-
ling the board were different. The balance was way dif-
ferent. It was like, as somebody mentioned on my Insta-
gram page the other day, “Surfing with a prosthetic leg
feels like wearing a ski boot while standing on a sofa
cushion.” You’re kind of falling on your heels a little,
and there’s not hard ground to be able to bend your
knees. It’s moving underneath you the entire time. But
it’s just another challenge. It makes me so excited,
because that’s what I like. I like challenge.

Cooper: Have you tried motorcycles?

Purdy: Oh, yeah, motocross.

Cooper: You have ridden motocross—great! Did you
like it?

Purdy: Yeah, that’s a lot of fun. I had to adapt a little bit
with that as well as far as shifting gears, because I’m not
able to shift with my toes.

Cooper: So you use the hand controls?

Purdy: No, I would shift with my heel and catch the little
shifter right here. So instead of going back and shifting
with my toes, I’d go up under it, and shift with my heel.

Cooper: That’s interesting. There are hand controls.

People have modified—well, you know that because of
the X-Games. 

Purdy: Oh, yeah, those guys use hand controls quite a
bit. But I was fine though with it that way. It worked
perfectly fine for me as far as just jumping on the bike
and going. I had a friend, Chris Ridgeway, who was in
our motocross race when we did the X-Games. We rode
quite a bit for a while.

Cooper: Where did you ride?

Purdy: We rode up in Tahoe. He came up to Tahoe a
few times driving through, and he just happened to
have his bike.

Cooper: So trail riding?

Purdy: Yeah.

Cooper: That’s adventurous. I like the motocross track,
because if you injure yourself there’s somebody to
scoope you up.

Purdy: (laughs) Right! We were kind of off. But we do a
lot of mountain biking in the summer in Colorado, and
that’s all downhill on the trails, and you’re on your own.

Cooper: If you’re good at downhill mountain biking,
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Purdy: I can’t say I’m good at downhill mountain bik-
ing, but I definitely get better every time I do it. So
that’s good.

Cooper: Do you know Ashley Fiolek?

Purdy: I don’t.

Cooper: She’s the fastest motocross rider. She’s also
happens to be deaf.

Purdy: Oh, I do know who she is.

Cooper: She’s been writing for the magazine for umpteen
years. That’s becasue she started when she was a teenag-
er. Her life has just taken off because of that sport. She’s
been all over the world, and Red Bull sponsored her.

Purdy: Oh, yeah, I’m sure!

Cooper: I think she won something at the X-Games.

Purdy: She did. I remember that.

Cooper: So I’ve ridden with her. I do motocross and
surf. I’m not good at either. But gosh, she’s fast. All I
would see is her rocks hitting my face!

Purdy: She knows what she’s doing, for sure.

Cooper: Do you know Jesse?

Purdy: Jesse Billauer? Yeah.

Cooper: Have you done anything with his event?

Purdy: No, I haven’t. We reached out to him many years
ago to work with them. I imagine their organization has
probably changed a lot.

Cooper: For a while they partnered with the Christo-
pher Reeve Foundation. But I think it’s back to being
independent. I know he’s doing events again.

Purdy: Yeah. They reached out to me just the other day
actually to reconnect and see what we could do together.

Cooper: I think you guys would be perfect. As far as
I’ve seen, he does more things with spinal paralysis, but
it would be great to add—

Purdy: Right, but we do a lot with spinal.

If we were still based in Southern California, we’d be
working together right now. When we were out here,
we were really focused on skateboarding and more
summer sports. It wasn’t until snowboarding had the
potential of being in the Paralympic Games that side of
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things started to take off for us. Before that, when we
were in Southern California, we were doing snow-
boarding, and we were pushing to get it into the
Games. In the meantime, we also had a skateboard
team and had athletes traveling all over the place doing
skateboard demos and different events. We were doing
the X-Games, where we ran the skateboarding, adap-
tive skateboarding, and the adaptive motocross. Now
that we’re in Colorado, we’re a little more detached
from the California side of things. But definitely, I’ll
get on the phone with them and see what we can do.
We’re all about collaboration, which helps. They bring
stuff to the table; we bring stuff to the table. We don’t
work with that many spinal cord injuries and vice
versa.

Cooper: Speaking about partnerships, do you know
about our ABILITY House program?

Purdy: No.

Cooper: Amy!

Purdy: (laughs) Where have I been?
Cooper: (laughs) You’re familiar with Habitat for
Humanity?

Purdy: Yes.

Cooper: We partnered with Millard Fuller, who started
Habitat and who has passed away now. We build what’s
called the ABILITY House. They are universally-designed
homes for families with disabilities—

Purdy: Oh, wow!

Cooper: —and we access volunteers with disabilities to
build the homes.

Purdy: Oh, that’s awesome! I had no idea! That’s cool!

Cooper: Yeah, we’ve gotten some major awards for that.

Purdy: How many homes do you build in a year?

Cooper: We’ve only built one and that fell apart. 
No, just kidding! 

Purdy: (laughs) Oh, OK! I was like, “Good start—?”

Cooper: We’ve built many over the years. We do other
things, too. Habitat has a program called A Brush With
Kindness. We’ll go in and help modify a home, build a
ramp, fix up the home, again with volunteers with dis-
abilities. We partner with the Habitat affiliates and pro-
vide training, awarness building and outreach support. 

Some affiliates get scared. But because we have the
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experience, they can’t say, “This can’t be done.”

Purdy: Exactly. That’s cool, and a great concept.

Cooper: We’ll invite you to participate. How often do
you travel now? 

Purdy: I travel all the time. Our Paralympic season just
ended. I was joking around today saying, “Oh, so I
have a little bit more time on my hands,” and then I
look at my calendar. I’ve already filled it with new
projects and different things going on. I’m a motiva-
tional speaker. When I did my TED Talk, it launched
me into the corporate-speaking world, which is amaz-
ing. It’s pretty hard to break into that world, and that
talk did that pretty quickly for me. I was just in Hawaii
doing a speech.

Cooper: Oh, is that why you were there?

Purdy: That was actually a corporate speech, but then I
had a five-day vacation around it in Hawaii, which was
great. I have a speech on a cruise ship next month, so
I’m not complaining about the work or the travel I need
to do right now. I also need a vacation, so it’s been per-
fect to be able to do both. It ebbs and flows. After the
Paralympics and Dancing with the Stars and an Oprah
tour, I did a Superbowl commercial with Toyota, and
then I didn’t go home for two years. I was on the road.

I’d go home for a day or two and be on the road again.
It’s kind of nice things have mellowed out a little bit. I
bought a house in Colorado, and my husband and I ren-
ovated it. So now I get to spend more time at home. At
the same time, this year was competing and training and
a ton of travel throughout the winter. I still do one or
two speeches a month.

Speaking season for me starts now, after the snowboard
season ends. It takes off in the spring and goes through
the fall, so I never have a season that’s off. Maybe mid-
summer in July.

Cooper: Tuesdays. (laughs)

Purdy: I’d say July is kind of my downtime. I’m trying
to balance things more now, because I thoroughly enjoy
my home time, in a routine and being able to be out-
doors doing more adventurous stuff. It’s important for
me to be outside. We live in the mountains, in a beauti-
ful place. I want to have more time to try new things
and doing all the things I like to do—paddleboarding,
kayaking, fishing, camping, off-roading.

Cooper: Quad?

Purdy: No, I have a 4Runner that is like an off-road—I
mean, it’s made to climb rocks. It’s amazing. We have a
lot of amazing trails up there. We’ll go camping. The
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last few years I’ve been working, working, working
nonstop. I took most of May off, to be honest, so I’m
home for the majority of May and then I get back into
my routine.

Cooper: When I looked you up in Wikipedia, it said—

Purdy: Wikipedia is wrong!

Cooper: It said you were 28—”Oh, yeah, Wikipedia is
right!” you’re supposed to say! No, it said something
about these athletic things, and then it said “and
music.” What does that mean?

Purdy: Oh, that was for Adaptive Action Sports (AAS),
I’d imagine. We just loved the culture of action sports.
That was what I was raised in when I fell in love with
snowboarding in high school. All my friends who were
snowboarders were also artists and musicians, so it was
a whole culture and vibe. When we started AAS, we
wanted to not just support athletes with disabilities, but
actions for athletes with disabilities and create program-
ming for action sports. We also wanted to support artists
and musicians with disabilities, and make sure our
events had all those elements, so we could share the
lifestyle and the culture. We didn’t want to be strictly
sports, we wanted—

Cooper: —more inclusion?

Purdy: Yeah, more inclusion. This lifestyle we loved
and we wanted to be able to share. We did work with
quite a few artists early on, which was great, whether it
was for fundraisers or art shows. At AAS, that’s still our
core, our passion, but we’ve morphed as the times have
changed. Snowboarding became a Paralympic sport.

Cooper: So music’s out now?

Purdy: (laughs) Not that it’s out. Hopefully, it’ll be
back. But when snowboarding became a Paralympic
sport, we ended up focusing on that direction because
we had athletes who had the potential of making it to
the Paralympic Games. And then there were funding
opportunities. Once it became a professional sport,
that’s when we got more funding and grant opportuni-
ties, whereas we had zero funding or grants in skate-
boarding and some of the other programs we were pas-
sionate about that we were trying to run. So we’ve had
to shift gears a little bit. But we want to get back to get-
ting people involved in these sports in the first place,
with the lifestyle and the quality of life. We have the
competitive side but also the recreational side that we’re
trying to expand a little bit more.

adacs.org 
abilitycorps.org

abwk.net 
amypurdy.com

Amy surfing in Hawaii
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ob Ness was a college student at Augustana
College in early January of 1987, aspiring
toward a career in communications. He and his
friend Don had just traveled to Cedar Rapids,
where they were making arrangements for their

fraternity’s spring formal. It was a perfectly mundane
road trip. Neither of them could have possibly predicted
what would become a defining moment in their lives.

As they headed back to Illinois through West Liberty,
Iowa, Don accidentally lost control of the car in a cor-
ner, rolling it over as it came to a stop on its roof. Don
managed to walk away from the crash unscathed, but
Bob had suffered a broken neck as the roof caved in 
on his head. 
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First responders raced Bob to University of Iowa Hospi-
tal, where he’d spend the next ten weeks in an ICU. He
was aspirated and had coded four times, but somehow,
he always found a way to come back. And after a gruel-
ing, extensive period of rehabilitation and therapy, Bob
Ness was able to graduate in 1988, thanks in large part
to all the family and friends who supported him in the
wake of his accident.

Some might wrongly assume that such a harrowing
ordeal would take something away from a person’s per-
sonality, but Bob proves that simply isn’t the case. He’s
upbeat, funny, humble, and all-around charismatic. He
tells jokes adjacent to his disability, even dabbling in
stand-up comedy and producing comedic shorts about it
in the past.

Today, Bob owns and operates a successful video
production company—Sliding Board Productions,
named after a tool familiar to those in wheelchairs as
a device that helps transition you between items of
furniture—with a lengthy list of impressive clientele.
And in his off-hours, he shoots video and performs in
a 70’s and 80’s cover band, Quadriphonica. His cre-
ativity seems boundless; he’s one of those people who
can unknowingly and unintentionally inspire you to
get work done on your creative passion projects, with-
out those projects even entering your conversation
with him.

I sat down with Bob to discuss film production, the evo-
lution of media, music, and the impressive Canon Con-
nect App, which allows Bob to get involved in new
avenues of the production process that were previously
difficult, if not impossible, for him to experience.

Matt Terzi: So, tell me about Sliding Board Productions
and the work you do.

Bob Ness: I started my company about five years ago.
I’ve been working in production for twenty years. I
started a company in the 90’s with a friend and it was all
tape based with beta SP. Non-linear editing had kinda
just started. As a quad it was really cumbersome to be
dealing with really heavy tapes and popping them in and
out of cameras and tape decks. 

After we ended our partnership, I kept on going. I
worked for Channel 11 here in Chicago and a couple
other places, and then in marketing, and then started
working again full-on in production when editing gear
really started to become digital. There were no more
tapes; it became all SD cards, SxS cards, CF [Compact-
Flash] cards, things like that. So I started to get to know
the editing interfaces better while they kept getting better
with Final Cut 7. 

I started my own company in 2013. I had some clients
who were asking for some work. The guy I was working
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with at the time had moved out to Las Vegas, so I said
“Okay, I’ll start my own company and talk to clients
and start doing videos for them.” At that point I had
plenty of contacts in terms of cameramen and sound—
all crew, basically—and if I needed some extra graphics
work I could reach out to other people.

I’ve been on my own for five years, working with mar-
keting departments, non-profits, anybody that needs a
video. I’ll hire the crews, direct the crews, manage the
client, and manage their expectations, which is probably
the biggest part of being a producer. And then I’ll do all
the editing and deliver the rough cuts to Final Cut.

Terzi: It seems like your company covers every single
aspect of production. I’ve seen other companies that
won’t, say, help with brainstorming or script writing.

Ness: I’ve seen companies that will only focus on post,
there are companies that will focus on coloring. They
can be really specific and only focus on one aspect of
production. For me it’s kind of more soup to nuts. I like
to meet with clients and discuss what hurdles they’re
trying to get over. You know, what’s stopping them or
what message are they trying to get out, or if they’re
having any issues with their messaging. We’ll sit down
and talk with them about their needs and what they’d
like to express visually, and we’ll do a bit of handhold-
ing, because a lot of them don’t know what’s possible
now with video and animation. We’ll try and glean as
much as we can from a simple conversation and come
back to them with a treatment, perhaps even a voice
over, and some rough ideas for visuals, and then go
from there. We’ll go shoot it, record voice over, and
then deliver, and that’s what I think is fun. 

Last year I did a video for a nonprofit called The Anix-
ter Center. It’s for adults with developmental disabili-
ties. They just wanted to show people with disabilities
interacting, and I thought it would be fun to record a
song, and so a friend of mine wrote a song for it. The
woman who was the director of development in the
marketing department really really loved it. She wanted
to shoot it in the style of a video she showed me. And so
we put a light on a crane and did a half-rotation around
the subject in a dark room, and we shot it all in slow
motion. It was a nice way to show their clients literally
in a different light. It ended up being a really cool video.
I’m really proud of the lyrics, which were written
specifically for the client, and I’m a musician so I love
music, and it was fun to work as a musician. It was a
really fun project I got to sink my teeth into.

Terzi: Let’s talk about Canon’s Camera Connect app. It
was a game changer, I take it?

Ness: When I first was introduced to the Canon Con-
nect App, I was at a fundraiser for Backbones, which
is a nonprofit out here in Chicago. I went with a friend
of mine, a rock photographer, and he’s always got his

camera with him. I went to this opening and I thought
I’d shoot a little bit, and I brought my GoPro,
because, you know, I can’t really use big ass DSLR
cameras, which I’d love to be able to do by myself. So
I brought the GoPro and hooked it on my chair, and I
was getting my own little dolly shots. And my friend
Dave said “Hey, this Canon 5D Mark IV, it has an
app, and I can hold the camera and you can pull
focus.” And I kinda was like, “What!” I had never
heard of such a thing. And so he paired his phone with
the camera—the camera was set up on the WIFI net-
work—and I was kind of directing him to get the
shots, saying “get the painting on the wall, and then
point down to the woman at the table.” And I could
hit the focus point on the app when I felt that I wanted
to move the focus, and you could change the speed of
it and everything.

So that was the first time that I used it. I almost fell over
with glee. I was so happy that I could be a part of the
production. Instead of having to explain everything, I
could see it happening. I could see it in my hands. I
could see the shot as it’s happening, and I could actually
call it and say “Move the camera over here, and I’ll tap
the focus when I’m ready to see it move.”

That was the game changer for me. And in the presence
of someone who worked for Canon, which couldn’t
have been more serendipitous. Elizabeth Pratt,
[Canon’s] Director of Global Professional Services was
there and saw Dave and I playing like two little ten year
olds in a sandbox, and me saying “Do this! Let’s do
this! Get a shot of that!” I couldn’t get enough of it. 

It was something I’d always wanted to do. I’ve been say-
ing technology finally caught up to me. Cameras used to
be gigantic and unwieldy to hold. And I wouldn’t want
to hold one and drop it, you know, a $20,000 camera. So
now I could take a DSLR with a really good lens on it,
and it’s a little bit heavy but it’s not unmanageable, and I
could put it on a monopod. I had a custom monopod
mount made for my chair, and I can go out by myself
now and shoot my own videos, not to mention be my
own dolly and get my own dolly shots. 

So I started talking to Elizabeth about the gear, and
she was kind enough to send me a 5D Mark IV to
explore the technology and my skills with the camera,
and it really just didn’t disappoint one time. It was
intuitive, everything’s a touch screen so I didn’t have
to touch dials or push buttons on the camera itself. As
a quad without dexterity in my fingers, pushing tiny
buttons and doing small adjustments on knobs is
tough, but hitting a touch screen is a lot easier. And
you can slide everything from the ISO to the aperture
to shutter speed, like everything is on a touch screen.
It makes everything simple as a person with a disabili-
ty to use. All of the controls that were there for able-
bodied photographers were accessible, literally, to
people with disabilities.
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Terzi: Had you worked with DSLR cameras before this
app came out? What was that like?

Ness: Yeah, my first DSLR I bought was probably in
2011. I bought a Canon Rebel T3i, because a friend of
mine had one and he was telling me “you know, the
auto-focus is getting pretty fast and you should try it.”
So I bought one with probably half a dozen lenses,
prime lenses and a couple of zoom and wide angle lens-
es, and really long lenses as well. It was great for taking
pictures. It didn’t have any of the touch screens [of the
app] back in 2011. It was pretty much just pointing it at
your subject, push the shutter release, and hopefully it
was focusing on what you wanted to be in focus.
(laughs) You know, if you’re standing ten feet in front
of a horse, it doesn’t know if you want the horse or the
person. It would just sort of focus on whatever it
thought you wanted.

But I did go out and take a lot of photos, and that for me
was liberating creatively, because I could never go out
and use a DSLR before then. Number one, it was film,
and then the second aspect was the auto-focus, I needed
to have that, because I can’t turn a focus dial, and I can
kind of turn a zoom ring on the lens, but focusing and
looking through a tiny viewfinder just wasn’t going to
happen. So having the LCD screen was really helpful
for photography, but again, that was mostly for stills.
With video I just couldn’t use it because the focus was

too hard to do, so I didn’t use the T3i for video at all
unless someone else could focus it for me.

That’s why when I started using the 5D Mark IV, I
could just tell it to follow someone’s face and the cam-
era will just stay in focus. So it was like an evolution
from the first easy-to-use digital camera to this incredi-
ble technological monster of a camera that does every-
thing. So Canon really upped their game with this, and
I don’t even know if they designed the app and all the
features for people with disabilities or if it was just for
ease of use, but it sure worked out well for people with
disabilities and for myself in particular. 

The T3i was a great starting place, just for me to kind of
learn photography, learn about the lenses, shutter
speeds, ISO, aperture, focal length, and everything else.
So that was much needed, but then I wanted more.

Terzi: Let’s time-travel a little bit. How did you first get
started in film production?

Ness: After college I met a friend who was going to
Columbia here in Chicago, and we’d just be putting all
these funny ideas together. (laughs) Or what we thought
were funny ideas, as you do when you’re a kid in your
twenties. So we would end up going out and shooting
film on his Bolex; he had a Bolex camera from Colum-
bia. We just sort of hit it off personally and creatively,
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he was fun to hang out with and we got along, we had
similar ideas, and he would use the camera and I would
just sort of bark out orders and shots and things that I
thought would be funny. And then he and I started the
first company together, TEN 8 Productions, that was in
the 90’s, I think from ‘94 to ‘99.

I love making videos. I started doing it when I was in
college, or high school even, and it was fun to find
someone who had the same kind of sense of humor that
I did. It was fun, we got some clients, we did some fun
work, and then it sort of ran its course, and then we both
moved on. 

Terzi: So you were around for that whole transition from
analog to digital. You saw that whole evolution.

Ness: (Laughs) Yeah.

Terzi: What were some of the pros and cons of cutting
analog tape, versus using something like, say, a Final
Cut Pro for digital?

Ness: It’s kind of funny because now that I’m older, you
kinda see kids’ eyes roll up into their heads—”kids”
being younger people in production—listening to some
older guy talk about tape, it’s like hearing some guy talk-
ing about (funny old man voice) “My radio show used to
be so good, and then television ruined everything!”

Terzi: (Laughter)

Ness: I can’t really talk about the glory days of tape
because it really wasn’t great to work with. It was hard
to cut, you couldn’t see it, it wasn’t a nonlinear editing
system, it was linear. And when I first started it was cuts
only, you know? You’d literally cut the tape and put it
together and just hope you got it at the right time, and
that was hard. And for me it was kind of a nonstarter, I
couldn’t physically cut tape and then tape it together. I
could do it with film, where you’re looking through a
scope, but I couldn’t sit there and cut a 16mm Bolex for
the rest of my career (laughs).

As soon as it became digital it was great, because you
could shoot something and then see it frame-by-frame,
in advance. There was a tape and nonlinear hybrid. It
was the first time I had set up a timeline that had a clip
that referenced a section of tape. It was called the FAT
video system if I recall. I haven’t thought about that in a
long time. But you’d have two play decks and one
record deck, so you could do A/B roll, you could do a
dissolve, which was mind-blowing. But you can do that
on your phone now, so it’s a yawner for anyone who
didn’t have to live through tape.

But when that finally happened and you could visually
see a timeline and see your whole project on that time-
line, that was really a lightbulb going off and you think
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“wow, this is really gonna start to get good.”

But then, as you know, there are hundreds of different
formats and codecs. Everything had to kind of sort itself
out. There were ten years there where it was the Wild
West of codecs. Things started to settle down in the last
few years, which is good.

Back then it was all 4:3 aspect ratio, and then we started
to get up to 16:9, widescreen, which looks a lot nicer. I
actually just found an old drive with a project on it some-
body asked me about and it was 4:3, and I was like “God,
I can’t believe we used to work in that ratio!” But all
TV’s were square back then, and that’s the way it was. 

But I’m not reminiscing fondly for the days of tape.
Like I said, it was hard, they were cumbersome, they
were heavy, and they took up a ton of space. We had
walls and walls of tape in our studio. It was like asking
for help in a grocery store. “Hey, can you grab that tape
off the shelf, fourth over from the left, from that one
shoot, so I can grab that one shot from it?” So yeah, it’s
definitely not on my “want to go back in the time
machine” list.

Terzi: There’s a big difference I’ve seen between film-
makers and sound engineers, where filmmakers don’t
really want to go back, but some sound engineers want
to try and replicate the old analog reel-to-reel tape
sounds and use software plugins to do that. Do you ever
get clients who want a vintage or a retro style? Is that
something that’s easy to do with modern software?

Ness: Nobody has specifically asked, and that’s sort of,
I guess, an irony of it, where I don’t miss it, but now
there are so many plugins where you can make it look
like bad TV from the 70’s or 80’s, and if you want it to
look like video, you can make it look like you shot it on
a video tape. But as least we’re starting with the highest
quality images, and you can correct them as you see fit
with effects.

I can see that with audio too, where you’re listening to a
record, but the crackle of the needle between songs?
That’s music in and of itself, you know? You can feel
that there’s a physical connection that makes noise.
Everything that’s digital is just zeros and ones. So I can
see why audio guys want something that actually
vibrates as opposed to a file.

If there is footage that I get that looks marginal, I’ll some-
times make it look worse, like I meant to do that. (laughs)
I can put scratches on it and give it a film look, if it fits
the theme of the video. It’s nice to have those options, so
you don’t have to just take whatever comes out of the
camera. So yeah, audio guys, video guys, everybody’s
got extra plugins to make it seem like it’s from back in
the day when it used to be harder to do things

Terzi: Actually, speaking of music, I know Sliding Board

Productions has done some work with Shure Microphones.

Ness: Yeah yeah, they’re fun.

Terzi: They have the SM57 and SM58, which are so versa-
tile. You find them in the studio, you find them on stage—

Ness: They’re the workhorse of the industry!

Terzi: (laughs) Yeah, they really are. Are those as ubiq-
uitous in the film world as they are in music? Do they
have an equivalent in the film world?

Ness: I don’t think so. Those mics have been around
fifty years. They’re as relevant and useful today, and
indestructible, as they were back then. That’s why peo-
ple love them. They found a recipe for success and
perfection. People love those mics.

I’m in a band that does 70’s and 80’s smooth rock, it’s
called Quadriphonica. We play smooth rock, you
know, “the AM hits of the 70’s and 80’s.” When I get
on stage I’ve got a 58, and it’s great. You see that wire
mesh and it’s a very comfortable feeling to look down
and see that. 

I don’t think there’s a piece of equipment in the film
world [that equates]. I don’t work in that upper-caliber
of production. A friend of mine just bought some
Cooke lenses that Spielberg used, probably to make
Jaws. There are companies that have been making the
same gear for fifty years, a hundred years, but don’t
quote me on that. I’m not at that Spielberg level of
production. (laughs)

But yeah, you can buy an SM57 or 58 for a hundred
bucks, you know? And it’s gonna to be the mic that’s on
stage for The Stones or it’s gonna be in a dingy, dirty
club that smells like beer and spit.

Terzi: Yeah, I’m a drummer and pretty much everything
on my kit is all 57’s. 

Ness: So yeah, you know! They’re everywhere! 

Terzi: Yeah, when when someone wants a 57 or a 58,
they want a 57 or a 58. They want something they can
drop out of a third-story window, and then jam an XLR
into it and it’s still going to work.

Ness: Exactly! Yeah, if you go to Shure’s YouTube
page, a friend of mine named Mike—his online monick-
er is Shure Mike—eight or nine years ago he did these
stress tests where he’d like, stick them in a barbeque,
shoot at them, drop them out of a helicopter—

Terzi: (Laughs)

Ness: On St. Patrick’s Day he dropped one into a beer,
pulled it out, and still got sound. Rolled it over with a
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tour bus, plugged it in and got sound. Yeah, they’re
indestructible, and they’re the workhorse of the indus-
try. I use a couple of them for my podcast. I do a pod-
cast called The Quad Podcast. They’ve been very nice
and set me up with some SM58’s and some SM7B’s to
talk into, to yap, about quad life.

Terzi: So let’s swing things back toward film. What sort
of work did you do in film production, professionally,
before Sliding Board?

Ness: I worked for Channel 11 at their local PBS sta-
tion here for a while. I worked in marketing. The guy I
worked with at Ten 8 had a film production company
and needed some help, so I worked with him for a cou-
ple of years. Then I got hired away for marketing by a
German company that did videos between Germany
and America. Then that company closed up, and I start-
ed to work with Brian again at his company MediaVi-
sion Productions. Then he moved out to Vegas, so
that’s when I started Sliding Board. I kind of have a
thread of working with Brian.

Terzi: What made you decide to go for it and start your
own company with Sliding Board?

Ness: Well Brian had moved to Vegas, and I said “Well
you know, I’ve got clients, and I’ve got people I can
call for work. I can’t work with Brian anymore, so I
guess I’m just going to start my own company.” So I

filed all the paperwork and incorporated with the State,
and I had relationships with people who needed video,
so I decided I’d just give it a whirl. I bought an iMac
with as much RAM and storage as I could get, and I
just started rounding up clients. Someone would see
something at a fundraiser and say “Hey, who made
that?” “Oh, Bob made that.” There was some good
word of mouth.

Terzi: Sliding Board does a lot of work with nonprofits
and for-profits that cater to people with disabilities and
disability advocacy. 

Ness: Yeah, I’ve worked with Neumann Family Ser-
vices, I worked with Anixter. I have a friend whose an
executive director and she’s really passionate about
working with people with disabilities, and making sure
she’s working with people with disabilities to get their
message out. And I appreciated that because there’s a
large unemployment rate for people with disabilities. It
sometimes takes a lot of guts to put faith in people
with disabilities and get things done. It’s horrible to
say but there’s a lot of discrimination against people
with disabilities. But she’s an advocate for people with
disabilities, and she’d hire people with disabilities to
do the work for these companies. And I appreciate it,
and I think we did a great job for her. I think we did
four or five videos, and they all look really good as far
as I’m concerned.
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I also work with other nonprofits like Cabrini Green Legal
Aid, telling the stories of people who’ve been incarcerated
for a crime they didn’t commit. Once they get out of
jail, you know, how do you get back into the workforce?
How do you get back into the light? So we would pro-
file people who had been through this horrible ordeal
and help tell their story. It’s horrible that it happened,
but you get to tell a success story which is kind of nice.

I also work with School of Rock. Growing up I was a
musician, I played piano and keyboards and drums, any-
thing you could touch with your hands. I love music, so
having clients like Shure and School of Rock is just a
lot of fun. I’ve done a lot of videos for School of Rock,
they’re multicam shoots. There are bands playing, and
with Shure there’s a lot of music sessions, the MOTIV
Sessions, live music sessions and then interviews and
stuff. It’s great to be involved with music and video.
I’ve got a nice variety of clients.You learn a lot about
everything from 3D printing to new microphones.

Terzi: Have you ever worked with a client and thought
“Hey, I really want this product!”

Ness: Yeah… Shure!

(Laughter)

Ness: I was like “Hey, these microphones are great!

How can I get one?” And they were kind enough to
send me one of the Shure MOTIV MV88’s. They’re
very good people, very generous and very nice, and they
make good products as you know. 

A lot of the other companies are B2B [Business to Busi-
ness] so there’s not really anything there. It’s like, “Hey,
I really want that 3D printer so I can make, I dunno, a
pipe wrench?”

(Laughter)

Terzi: In marketing, I’d imagine there are instances
where you work with someone who lacks a sort of natur-
al presence in front of a camera. Like me. I’m terrible in
front of the camera! (laughter) How do you get someone
with little or no camera experience to adapt and become
comfortable in front of the camera?

Ness: That happens a lot. We’ll be doing a talking head
interview, and the guy can talk a blue streak about a
product or a service. There was this guy up in Madison,
and he was just talking up a storm about how great this
stuff was, but then as soon as he got in the seat in the
conference room with the lights on him, he just froze. It
was kind of like Michigan J. Frog, he’s singing and
dancing, but when someone sees him, he just can’t per-
form. And so you kind of just need to put people at ease
and let them know “don’t worry, no one’s judging you,
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nobody’s thinking ill thoughts, all you need to do is just
tell your story and be yourself.” And a lot of times it is
hard because if you’re not well-versed in speaking on
camera, it can be tough to edit together. Some people
can just nail it and say the right three sentences, and oth-
ers you need to coach them. And that’s where the fun of
editing comes in. You just take the little nuggets that are
really good and edit them all together, and then use B-
roll to cover up the scenes, and then you’ve got a
smooth video.

You really just need to make people comfortable. You
need to let them know “Hey, it’s just a video. It’s nothing
life or death. No one’s going to get hurt.”

Terzi: Going back to the Canon Camera Connect app,
how amateur-friendly would you say it is? If someone
went out and picked up a Canon 5D Mark IV and
downloaded the app, would they have a good time
with it?

Ness: if they know nothing about photography or video?
I mean, they’d have to do some studying a little bit. You
can give me a fishing rod and a boat and say “go catch a
tuna,” but I wouldn’t be able to do it. You can have all
the tools, but you won’t catch a fish. Of course there’s
going to be a learning curve, but if you want to just take
your camera and go shoot, of course you’re going to get
some good images. You can just put it on auto and click,
and the equipment is so good that it’s going to look fan-
tastic. But if you want to use different lenses, or use
some of the features like the wireless features, you’ll
have to do some studying. Like if you want to edit, you
need to learn the interface, you need to learn Photoshop.
Every piece of equipment is different. You need to learn
what settings you like. Every person’s settings are going
to be different. 

But yeah, if you buy a 5D or a 6D, you know, name
your camera, and you get a good lens and you point it at
something and shoot, you’re going to get a good photo
or video. As long as you’ve got good light. That’s where
things start to get dicey, when the lighting is low or bad
or really high contrast. That’s where you need to know
things. Cameras are all about light and speed, so that’s
where you need to teach yourself or find a mentor,
someone who knows all about that stuff.

Terzi: Is there any advice you’d give to a young filmmaker
with disabilities whose just starting out?

Ness: It’s a tricky question, because every disability is
different. I’ve explained to a few people I’ve spoken
with to explore different mounts if you can’t hold the
camera easily. I have a potato peeler I use to hold onto
the camera with my left hand, so I can use the app with
my right hand. But that’s just me improvising. I needed
a handle, so I had a friend cut off a potato peeler and we
screwed it into the bottom. Necessity is the mother of
invention, so what works for me might not work for

somebody else. If you can get the camera held steady in
front of you, that’s going to be 90 percent of the game. 

If you can afford the gear to get started, that’s a hurdle
too I guess. But then having the tenacity to keep going...
it’s easy to get frustrated with a disability, to try some-
thing new, but you can’t do it, or do it the way it’s
designed to be done, so you’re always figuring out
workarounds for everything. It’s easy to get frustrated,
but you have to find what works for you. Don’t get frus-
trated. Don’t let a day or two of frustration make you
stop. Plow through the frustration, and you’ll be very
pleased that you did.

Terzi: This will probably be a pretty abstract question,
but what does the future hold for Bob Ness and 
Sliding Board?

Ness: Ha! (laughs) Well, I’d like to thank the Academy!

(Laughter)

Ness: Yeah, I just have no idea. I’m just a day to day
guy. For me I like to just continue to cultivate relation-
ships and help them solve problems through video. I’d
like to write a script and tell a story, but I’d have to
work with other people to do that, it would be a collabo-
rative effort and we’d need to do a crowdfunding pro-
ject or something like that. I always have funny ideas,
like watching an able-bodied person get into a car with a
stopwatch running at the bottom of the screen, and for
them it’s like 6 seconds, and for me it’s like 8 minutes.
(laughs) I have a bunch of half-baked ideas that I never
really follow through on.

As a quad it’s hard to think of things months in advance,
because I don’t know if my attendant is going to show
up tomorrow. My attendant wiped out on his bike back
in March and he was gone for seven weeks, and every
day was a scramble just to get out of bed, let alone get
to work. So if I have any grand plans, it can all be
trashed due to something outside of my control. 

It’s one of the huge frustrations of being a quad, is having
to rely on people for everything. I have to ask for help so
much that when I finally don’t have to ask for help I’m so
excited. Like this afternoon, I’m going to go out and take
some pictures, and I don’t have to ask anybody. I can go
create art, and it’s liberating and fantastic. 

And that’s what’s great about the app. I can actually
go out and shoot stuff without asking for help, and
that’s huge for me. I want to be as independent as I
can. And Canon’s Connect app is helping me instead
of a person.

sliding-board.squarespace.com
usa.canon.com
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y day, Katherine Beattie is a television writer
whose name graces the credits of big hits like
NCIS: New Orleans and Californication. But
when she’s not shredding up her keyboard, she’s
shredding up something else—skateparks. And

she’s promoting using a wheelchair.

Katherine Beattie isn’t just known for her work in tele-
vision. She’s also an experienced WCMX star, recog-
nized as being the first woman in the world to complete
a backflip in a wheelchair. 

And her involvement in the budding sport doesn’t stop
there, either. Beattie is deeply and integrally involved in
the development, growth, and advocacy of WCMX,
using her writing talent to help pen the rulebook itself.
And now, she’s teaching young up-and-coming WCMX
competitors the ropes as the sport inches toward some-
day earning its rightful place in the Paralympic Games.

Beattie had a chat with ABILITY’s Nancy Villere at a
skate park just outside San Bernardino, California,
where they were joined by two other WCMX figures—
one a budding young star, the other an experienced
wheelchair Rugby gold medalist who, like Beattie, is
helping build the sport—to discuss both the roots of
WCMX and it’s future.

Katherine Beattie: Today we are at Fontana Skate Park
in southern California. This is one of the most wheel-
chair-friendly parks in the country, really. A group of us
come out about once a week and ride on our chairs and
drop into bowls and run rails and just have a good time.

Nancy Villere: You drop into bowls? Like salads?

Beattie: (laughs) These concrete things behind me. You
just wheelie up to the edge and push off. That’s really
how we get all our speed. It sounds scary to a lot of peo-
ple, but it’s pretty much the most basic thing we can do
in WCMX. It’s all about getting speed and maintaining
it. We don’t have legs to pump like a skateboarder, so
we’ve got to take what we can get at the beginning and
then just ride it out from there.

Villere: What was it like for you the first time?

Beattie: Oh, I was terrified! The first time I learned to
drop in, it was years and years ago. Today we have a
group of people out here doing it together, but when I
started, I was the only one in the area. I didn’t have any
friends who rode wheelchairs. So I had to teach myself.
It took me months to learn to drop in. Today, you know, I
can get a six-year-old out here and teach them in an hour,
but for me, it took, like, three months to even just get the
courage to roll up to an edge and push off. I fell multiple
times in a row, but the first time I landed all the way
clean was such a rush, and then it just built from there.

Villere: What causes you to fall if you just drop in?

Beattie: The main thing that people do is, they lean
backwards because they don’t want to fall forward and
fall on their face. But as anybody who rides a wheel-
chair in everyday life knows, wheelchairs like to tip
backwards. So that’s the main thing that we tell every-
body, don’t lean back on your wheelchair, because
you’re strapped in, and if it’s going down, you’re going
down with it.

Villere: The wheelchairs are especially designed for this?

Beattie: Yes. The wheelchair I’m in today is a Box 
wheelchair WCMX chair specifically designed for the
skatepark. It has four-link suspension Fox mountain bike
shocks. It’s got a big back axle and it’s got a grind bar.
Really it’s just made with durability in mind so we can
throw our chairs hard at the ground and get back up and
do it again. Eventually they do break if you’re riding hard
enough, but they’re really just made to kind of push the
boundaries and test the limits of what wheelchairs can do.

Villere: What did you use the first time you were out?

Beattie: The first wheelchair that I actually purchased
was a WCMX chair, because I knew as soon as I got a
wheelchair that I wanted to go into a skatepark. They’re
perfect for everyday as well. I started riding a WCMX
chair right out of the gate.

Villere: Oh, I thought you took one out of a hospital set-
ting and dropped in.

Beattie: (laughs) You can do that. I wouldn’t recommend
it. I think you’re very likely to have a bad result if you
do that. But I have seen guys riding hospital chairs if
that’s all they’ve got. Just start with whatever you have.

Villere: Those little wheelie protectors that are in 
the back—?

Beattie: Oh, wheelie bars? No.

Villere: Do you have to take those off?

Beattie: We recommend that most people try to get rid
of those as soon as they can. They’re really more of a
hindrance. They stop you from doing a lot of things, like
even just in everyday life going up curbs and having
freedom to go over rough terrain. And here in the park,
they serve no purpose whatsoever. We take those off
and teach everybody how to wheelie as soon as they get
here. Not only is that key for WCMX, but it’s a life skill
that you need to know for outside of the park, and if you
have wheelie bars on your chair, you’re not learning
how to really use it. So we try to encourage people to
get rid of those if they can.

Villere: What about the shocks, the suspension?

Beattie: What I have here is just standard Fox mountain

B
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bike shocks. There’s a system on it called Air Pro that
links the two shocks together. It’s right here under my
seat. That way I can inflate the shocks to an equal pres-
sure. We can lock them out or soften them up depending
upon the terrain. If we’re going to be cruising the park,
we want them pretty stiff so we don’t lose speed, but if
we’re going to be dropping off a six-foot wedge or
going down a bunch of stairs or something, you want
them pretty soft so they can save your back.

Villere: Are there places that are more extreme than this
place?

Beattie: Oh, yeah! This is a very friendly, mellow
skatepark. It’s got areas for all abilities, for WCMX and
for skating and BMXing or whatever sport you do. But
there are parks we go to that aren’t wheelchair-accessi-
ble at all and we have to get friends to pull us out. Oth-
erwise we’d be stuck in there. But yeah, any skatepark
you can ride in your wheelchair. You just need to have
the creative mindset that you’re going to make it happen.

Villere: What’s the biggest drop that you’ve done?

Beattie: The biggest drop that I’ve done is maybe about
8 to 10 feet. I don’t love the big drop-ins, because a lot
of the time they don’t really lead to anything. I’m more
of—I like to create lines and flow and have a nice run.
And there are people who like to do the biggest thing

just to do the biggest thing, but if it’s just going to be a
big drop that’s going to hurt your back because it looks
cool, I’d rather practice something else.

Villere: Have you ever done one of those where you go
down a ramp and fall into a foam pit?

Beattie: Yes! Yeah! A foam bit is how I learned to do
the backflip, which I did a couple years back. Those of
us who are lucky to have access to foam pits practice
the bigger tricks, like 360s. Anything where you’re
going to go upside-down you want to practice in a foam
pit. They’re super-fun to fly into and super-hard to get
out. The key is to try to learn fast and not spend too
much time in them.

Villere: I’ve lost two friends to foam. We just can’t find
them.

Beattie: (laughs) Yeah, they’re stuck in there, I know.
Those things are down deep. They’re like keys. They’re
just gone.

Villere: Have you been to Pala [Raceway]?

Beattie: No, I haven’t.

Villere: I watched Aaron Fotheringham and other guys
riding —

Katherine dropping in at the Fontana Skate Park

BeattieP2_5-28__QuarkTemplate.qxd  6/10/18  2:02 AM  Page 52



ABILITY   53

Beattie: Yeah, in the Nitro Circus. They go in bathtubs
and recliners and anything that they can put on wheels
they’ll take down the mega-ramp. I haven’t done the
mega-ramp yet. I haven’t ruled it out, but I have another
life. I am a television writer, and I love to do that, so I
try to in my sports life push the boundaries, but keep it
within a lane so I don’t get hurt.

Villere: (looking at a wheelchair rider in the bowl) I just
saw somebody fall and he was able to right himself up
without any help.

Beattie: Oh, yeah! That’s one of the key things to learn
here is how to pop back up on your own at the park,
because you don’t really want to slow down other
skaters, get in their way. We’re all sharing the space. It’s
about being fast and watching out. And also, when
you’re at home and you fall out of your wheelchair, this
is a perfect place to learn how to get back into it,
because you’re all padded up and you won’t get hurt.

Villere: Do you stay padded every day!

Beattie: Yes. Any time I leave the house I have a full-
face helmet on. It makes driving really hard, and nobody
can hear me talk, you know? Safety first. (laughs)

Villere: Is there anything like this going to be happen in
Paralympic sports?

Beattie: WCMX is a fairly new sport. It’s been around
unofficially as long as there have been skates parks and
wheelchairs people have been riding, but I’ve been rid-
ing for about five years, and I would say as an organized
sport as a whole it’s probably only been about 10 years.
We’re growing. Right now we’re focusing on growing
internationally and getting more competitors and more
competitions. Right now the main focus of competition
is in southern California and in Germany. But once we
can make that more worldwide, we’ll look to try to get
included in the Paralympics.

Villere: What’s the competition like?

Beattie: It varies based on the skatepark and what the
setup is conducive to. Normally you get a two-minute
run to do as many tricks as you can. You’re judged on
style, flow, use of the park, difficulty of tricks, how
many times you fall. Pretty much anything like you
would see on the X Games that skateboarders or BMX-
ers do, that’s what we’re trying to do. We took our judg-
ing criteria from snowboard competitions, because it’s
very similar. Snowboarders are strapped into their
boards like we’re strapped into our chairs. They’re
mostly going downhill to get speed. We like to go
downhill, too. So that’s the route we’re taking right now.

Hopefully in the next 10 to 12 years it’ll be interna-
tional enough to where we can go to the next level 
of competition.

Villere: Is anybody doing that, taking a wheelchair
down a slope?

Beattie: I would have to assume—I know there are a lot
of people who do sit-skiing and that kind of stuff. But if
you can’t afford a monoski, I don’t see why you
couldn’t figure out some wheel blades and take your
chair down a mountain.

Villere: You’d get so much speed.

Beattie: Yeah, I know. People are resourceful. Adaptive
equipment is expensive, so just use what you’ve got.

Villere: In mountain biking, where they’re going down-
hill, has anybody tried that?

Beattie: Not in these chairs. They do have the downhill
mountain adapter bikes. They’ve got handlebars in the
front and you lean more forward. Sitting up like this,
you would definitely get a mouthful of dirt the first rock
or divot you hit.

Villere: That makes sense.

Beattie: Yeah. We like smooth surfaces.

Villere: Would a four-wheel bike like that fit in a park
like this?

Beattie: I think it’d be pretty tight in here, but maybe a
bigger bowl? I’m sure if somebody had one, we’d push
him off and see how they did. That’s pretty much what
we do with everybody here.

Villere: Have you been hurt doing this?

Beattie: I’ve been lucky to not really break any bones
or anything. I did have an accident at a competition a
couple of years ago and got a really bad concussion. I
got knocked unconscious and unfortunately couldn’t
compete in the finals. That was my worst injury. It took
several months to recover.

Villere: At least you had a helmet on.

Beattie: Yes. I probably would have been dead without
the helmet. That’s why we wear them. But yeah, other
than that, I’ve been really lucky. I know how to fall,
let’s just say that. I’m good at that.

Villere: Head first?

Beattie: Elbows. (laughs)

Villere: When you did the backflip, tell us about how
you—you started in a foam pit?

Beattie: Yeah. I started in the foam pit at Woodward
West which is an action sports camp about two hours
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north of here. I went up to Woodward one day and just
knew I was going to nail it. It took me seven hours to
even figure out how to get upside-down in the foam pit.
And that’s seven hours of crawling up the stairs, going
down into the foam pit, and being towed out. I was just
dead by the end of the day. So it ended up taking me 8
months in total of several different sessions of training,
trying to get that rotation. And then one day I was there
with a couple buddies who also ride wheelchairs, and
we kind of all just decided, “Today’s the day!” They of
course picked it up like that, and I was so motivated by
seeing them do it, so I just decided to go for it.

The first time took four attempts. I landed on the fourth
one. I couldn’t believe when I landed and I was sitting
at the top of the ramp and I wasn’t lying on my side. I
had a moment of, “What’s happening? Is this real?” And
then I just landed it. It was like all of that, all the years
of work and wanting to do the backflip and not thinking
it would ever happen, and then to be the first girl to do it
and now seeing other girls who are following in my
footsteps and doing backflips, it’s so great.

Villere: Is it following in your footsteps or in your
wheelsteps?

Beattie: I guess my pushes, yeah! (laughs)

Villere: Have you done it multiple times now?

Beattie: Yeah. I do it mostly at Woodward West, because
it has the perfect ramp for it. There are guys like Aaron
Fotheringham who can do a backflip here. Myself, I
couldn’t get the speed. My arms aren’t quite big enough.
But the key is to get the speed. So if I had the right ramp,
sure. But now that I’m in my early thirties and there are
younger girls—

Villere: I was going to say, you’re old!

Beattie: (laughs) Yes, I’m old! But I’m in my early thir-
ties and there are younger girls behind me. I just figure,
let them do it. They can take a few more falls. I’m
happy to let them have all the attention now.

Villere: Have you thought of doing any other Paralympic
sports?

Beattie: Yes, actually. A couple years ago, when bob-
sled and skeleton were trying to get into the Para-
lympics, I was all set to try out for the skeleton team. I
joined the Bobsled Federation. I got my physical. I was
ready to go to the tryouts, and unfortunately, with my
work schedule, at the last minute I was not able to do it.
So I never got to try skeleton, and subsequently they
didn’t make it into the Paralympics. I still would love
to try to skeleton.

Villere: What is the skeleton?

Katherine teaching wheelie skills
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Beattie: It’s like the luge, but you’re head first. You just
lie like this and go down an ice track.

Villere: Just your body?

Beattie: You’re on like a little sled.

Villere: Oh, you cheat!

Beattie: Yeah. (laughs) I think there’d be a lot of friction.

Villere: So you’re on a sled. That’s not a sport yet?

Beattie: Right it’s not a Paralympic sport. They have it
in the Olympics, but bobsled I think got into the next
Paralympics. Skeleton was not accepted. I would like to
try it. I don’t love cold weather. I’m more of a southern
California girl, so I don’t know that I could hack it in a
spandex suit on ice for very long.

Villere: Is there anything in the summer that you could
compete in?

Beattie: I’m sure. I just like extreme sports. Maybe one day
if surfing gets into the Paralympics, I’d love to do that.

Villere: That’s right, you surf. Where?

Beattie: Ventura, Santa Monica, Huntington, La Jolla,
anywhere that there’s a group of people who want to
surf with me, I’ll surf. I’m surfing next weekend in
Santa Monica. I’m super-excited about it. I’ve tried it a
couple times this summer.

Villere: Where in Santa Monica is there a break?

Beattie: It’s Lifeguard Tower 17 or something. I 
don’t know. I’m not sure. I surf with Life Rolls On in
the summer.

Villere: Jesse?

Beattie: Yeah. Wherever they go. Santa Monica is pretty
closed out. It’s not the best waves. The reason why I
love Life Rolls On is, there are so many volunteers it’s
literally just a conveyor belt. They just push you and
you’re just out. And then you have to try not to hit any-
body on the way back in. I love surfing. It’s just a little
bit more production than WCMX because it’s getting to
the water and then it’s getting into the water, getting out
of the water, and here, we just grab our helmets and roll
in. As long as the walls aren’t too steep we can get up
by ourselves and be independent all day.

Villere: How is the park accessible?

Beattie: Fontana skateparks came out before competition.
All of these rails that you see stopped here, so we had no
way to get onto them. They came out and welded exten-
sions, making all of these rails wheelchair-accessible.

That way you can start from back there, push as hard as
you can, and ride right up onto this. In my case, proba-
bly fall off, but yeah, it’s Fontana Skateparks, and
Alliance Skateparks, who run this place, are really
committed to WCMX as a sport and to making
skateparks more inclusive. With all the skateparks they
build going forward, they’ll keep wheelchair accessibil-
ity in mind. Not just getting into the park, but having
obstacles in the park that we can ride that are specifi-
cally meant for wheelchairs, not a bowl for skateboard-
ers that we have to make work. They’re all about giv-
ing us obstacles that we can ride and progress and have
fun. Partnering with skateparks has really done a lot for
the sport. I’m really excited to see what we come up
with next.

Villere: You said something happened to your foot?

Beattie: I just possibly have a stress fracture from a
surgery that I had a couple of years ago.

Villere: The surgery caused it?

Beattie: Maybe. I had a surgery on the foot, and now I
have a possible stress fracture on the foot.

Villere: Are you having issues today?

Beattie: It’s because I strap my knees down so tight so
my legs don’t move when I’m riding, it creates a lot of
pressure on my foot. I usually try to only ride for 20
minutes at a time and then take a break.

Villere: What’s the physical issue you’re having? Do you
have feelings in your foot?

Beattie: Oh, yeah. I have cerebral palsy, so I have feeling
almost everywhere.

Villere: You had mentioned that you could walk with help.

Beattie: Yeah. I can stand and I can walk short dis-
tances. I use crutches. I use a wheelchair most of the
time just because it’s easier and safer and I prefer it, but
I only started using a wheelchair five years ago. I can
walk independently and use crutches outside of the
home, especially after my last surgery.

Villere: You’ve had multiple surgeries.

Beattie: Yeah, but I’ve got the best of both worlds,
walking and rolling.

Villere: Now you just have to get electric chairs so you
have speed.

Beattie: I know. They have the power assists, but then
I’m afraid that—there goes my whole workout.

Villere: Does your CP effect your fingers?
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Beattie: Yeah. My entire body, my legs more than my
arms, my hands don’t have a good grip. A lot of times
when I’m pushing my chair in the park or out of the
park, my hands will just fall off the push rims. And then
there’s kind of a strength issue. I do have a lot of
strength. I can lift a lot of weight. But translating that
into pushing for the park, I don’t have the same kind of
power as somebody with a lower SCI that didn’t have
any upper-body involvement would have. And there’s
everything else that goes along with it, like balance and
reflexes and that kind of stuff.

It’s really interesting with sport, because you have guys
who might have an SCI and have no function of their
lower body, and that in some ways is a disadvantage. I
have function in my lower body, which could be seen as
an advantage or a disadvantage, it’s really just—it
depends, which is why it’s so fun to ride together and
interesting to compete, because everybody’s dealing
with a different issue. Something that might be benefi-
cial for somebody else won’t be for me, or something I
might find useful will be a hindrance for somebody with
a different condition.

There’s something for everybody in this sport, and 
it’s finding the style that works for you. We have
everyone from paraplegia, quadriplegia, people with
CP, spina bifida, multiple sclerosis, nerve disorders,
anybody that—

Villere: You name it! Come on out!

Beattie: You name it. Even if you’re able-bodied and
interested in riding WCMX, we might not let you com-
pete against us in competition, but we would love to
have you out and give it a try. I love to let people hop in
my wheelchair whenever I’m at a park. If I see some-
body eying it, I’m like, “Hey!” and it’s not like a chal-
lenge, it’s an invitation. Give it a try. Some people take
me up on it. Most people say, “Wow, that’s really hard,”
after one time rolling down a ramp, they’ll just jump out
and run up and they’re like, “I’m done.”

Villere: For some reason it scares me to try it, knowing
that I would go backwards. I feel like I would have to 
practice balance issues. I can’t do wheelies.

Beattie: That took me a long time to learn, too, weeks
and weeks. When I first got a chair, I was convinced I
was never going to be able to figure out how to do a
wheelie, because I had to teach myself. Now I can
backflip and ride rails.

Villere: Oh, I could back flip! Not that I want to! (laughs)

Beattie: Yeah. People mostly start with the back flip
after I tell them, “Start there and then work your way up
to wheelies!” (laughs)

Villere: You have a twin sister. Does she do sports at all?

Beattie: I have two sisters. I have one twin and one older
sister, both very athletic. My twin sister is a basketball
coach and did more team sports and swimming growing
up. And we used to skateboard a little bit when we were
kids, and I have had her out at the park a couple times
and gotten her to try WCMX. She’s not good at it.

Villere: (laughs)

Beattie: She’s very tall. She’s eight inches taller than I am.

Villere: The twin or the older one?

Beattie: My twin sister is eight inches taller than I am.

Villere: Who came out first?

Beattie: I did.

Villere: Nothing is making sense. 

Beattie: Yeah. But it’s so funny because, I have a couple
of videos of her, and she’s going slow as molasses, and I
keep telling her, “You need to go faster. You’re going to
fall over. In extreme sports, speed is your best friend.
That’s what keeps us upright. Go faster.” I don’t know if
it’s nerves or geometry, but she’s not good at it. But she
at least has given it a try. I have to give her credit for
that. I respect anybody who’s willing to give WCMX a
try. It’s not easy.

Villere: So do you respect me?

Beattie: Not yet! (laughs) There’s still time! (laughs)
Like I said, anybody can hop in the chair.

Villere: Can I go to IHOP in the chair.

Beattie: (laughs) OK!

Villere: This is your main hobby?

Beattie: Yeah. Writing is my profession, and this is more
of a hobby. As much as I wish, if I had another life, I
would love to be a professional athlete, but yeah, doing
this with SoCal WCMX, which is our organization, get-
ting people out to the skatepark to enjoy their wheelchairs,
I love the extreme sports aspect of it, but also growing up
not having access to a wheelchair and just encountering a
lot of stigma around that, I want to show people that
wheelchairs are fun. They’re not something to be afraid of
or be sad that you have to use it. It’s just an enhancement
to your life. That’s one of the best things for me about
being in SoCal WCMX, that we get to show people—like,
all these skaters out here, a lot of them we know, but I
guarantee there are some new people here today who have
never seen people in wheelchairs riding skateparks. And
maybe that’s changing their thinking a little bit. So if they
encounter somebody in a wheelchair or if they end up in a
wheelchair later in life, which happens to a lot of people,
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they’ll have a more positive mindset.

Villere: Is that a sponsor’s helmet?

Beattie: Sort of. They send me free products sometimes,
but I’m not sponsored by them. This is carbon fiber a
really nice helmet, a $500 helmet.

Villere: It looks really light!

Beattie: It’s on its last legs. The visor fell off the other
day when I was at Woodward. And it’s cracked.

Villere: Who knows where that could have come from?

Beattie: (laughs) I know. I cracked it right after I got it,
and I thought “Oh, that’s just superficial.” This is a really
good helmet, I think.

Villere: I put more money into my helmet than it’s worth
(laughs)

Beattie: Oh, really! I would 100 percent be dead when I
crashed on that backflip. The entire back of my helmet
was totally shattered. And all I did was lose consciousness
for a minute and then I was fine.

Villere: And that’s a regular motorcycle helmet?

Beattie: No, this is a bike helmet.

Villere: Oh, that’s why it’s so light!

Beattie: Troy might have a motocross helmet on.

Villere: Maybe the motocross is for more impact.

Beattie: Troy Lee Designs does a really good
motocross helmet.

Villere: And they also look good.

Beattie: Yeah. And some of the guys wear motocross
helmets. They’re just really heavy. And we’re not going
that fast. Like Aaron, when he does mega-ramp and
stuff, he’ll wear a motocross helmet. For us, as long as
we learn how to fall, that’s what I always tell people,
this is just fine. And I do recommend a full-face,
because like I said, you’re strapped in.

Villere: Oh, sure.

Beattie: And even with a full-face, I’ve hit my chin
several times. It’s a really fast way to lose teeth.

Villere: I used to use bubble wrap.

Beattie: (laughs) That works, too, but not as well.
Villere: All that popping!

Beattie: Yeah, you’ve got to keep replacing it every time
it pops.

Katherine, Troy McGuirk, a newbie and Alyssa “Snoopy” Montenegro
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Katherine and Nancy are joined by Troy
McGuirk, a Paralympic Rugby gold medalist
who helped establish WCMX

Villere: What do you do when you’re not supporting
SoCal WCMX?

Troy McGuirk: I work for a couple of wheelchair manu-
facturers. I sell Box wheelchairs and Vesco wheelchairs. 

I started SoCal WCMX. We pretty much started that to
let people know when and where we’ll be at, so if they
want to show up, they can show up. We have some extra
helmets, and try to get them involved. A lot of our peo-
ple are repeaters, we just come out and have fun and
feed off each others’ energy.

Villere: Do you have a website?

McGuirk: We use Facebook and Instagram, that’s our
main thing. We are working on a website, just because
the sport is starting to grow. I want to put a full calendar
out there of everything that’s going on with WCMX in
the world. And then also have a rating of skateparks out
there, something like that, so people know that, “If
something’s going on in Upland Park and you’re going
to go there, don’t. There’s no reason to go to that park in
a wheelchair.” Stuff like that.

Villere: So Upland has a park, too?

McGuirk: Upland has a park. Right now every city has
one to two parks. And that’s another big push of mine,
trying to get to the park builders and say, “This is what
we need.” Like, when we came into this park, there was
no rail onto that rail so we can slide up onto it, over
here, either. I knew the park owner, he’s friends with the
park builder, so we had him come in and put this stuff
in. Now I’m trying to get other skatepark builders to do
similar things like this and make their parks to where we
can come in and use them and have fun.

This is like the Mecca of WCMX parks, this park right
here. I don’t think there’s a park in the world that’s
better than this park for WCMX.

Villere: How did you get involved in this?

McGuirk: Broke my neck.

Villere: Not everyone has to do that to get into it.

McGuirk: (laughs) Yeah. I’ve been in a wheelchair for
26 years. I started with wheelchair rugby. It was always
a dream of mine to go into a skatepark with a wheel-
chair. Nobody would build me a wheelchair for it. I did-
n’t know I could take my regular chair in at the time. I
went to work for Box Wheelchairs six years ago, and
part of his product was a WCMX chair. He built chairs
for Aaron and a lot of guys out there, so automatically it

kind of just fell hand in hand. And then I fell in love
with the sport, retired from coaching wheelchair rugby,
and I do WCMX pretty much full-time. Katherine and I
wrote the rules.

Villere: So you can’t say, “I don’t write the rules”?

McGuirk: No. Everybody wrote the rules. Katherine
just put it into English. (laughs) So everybody could
understand it.

Beattie: We were trying to base it off snowboarding.

McGuirk: Yeah, we took some rules—we lucked out there.

Beattie: There’s a lot of similarities between them. 
We had a base to start with and then kind of adapted
them further.

McGuirk: Luckily we’re not re-creating anything.

Villere: You’re not re-creating the wheel!

McGuirk: (laughs) Right. We’re taking stuff that’s
already proven out there and saying, “We want to use
this. We don’t want to use that.” Any sports organiza-
tion does the same thing. We’re all the same. It’s just a
different way of expressing ourselves.

Villere: Did you do anything with the Paralympics?

McGuirk: As an athlete, I was in Sydney in 2000 and
have a gold medal.

Villere: Wow!

McGuirk: And in 2012 I was assistant coach and we
won a bronze medal.

Villere: And the gold medal was in rugby?

McGuirk: Yeah. Rugby has its own sport for a gold
medal. Australia won the gold that year.

It’s probably 8 to 12 years down the line to get WCMX
into a Paralympic sport, but some of the things we’re
doing right now with it are setting us up for that. But it’s
still pretty far away.

Villere: Do you have connections with them?

McGuirk: I was involved with wheelchair rugby when
we got to the Paralympics and I saw what we needed to
do to get to the Paralympics, so I already have a general
idea what it takes. I’ve been talking to surfing and a
couple other people out there who are trying to get their
sport in and the problems that they’re having. Knowing
that we only have 150, maybe 200 athletes out there in
WCMX throughout the world, I know it’s a hard press
without the level of competitions and qualifiers and the
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list goes on and on. And we don’t even have a classifi-
cation system. So there’s a lot to it. But yeah, I already
have a general idea of what it will take.

Villere: You’ve got to get your numbers up?

McGuirk: The numbers are the biggest thing. You 
get the numbers up and everything else will fall into
place, because I can say, “I’ll use wheelchair baseball’s
classification,” or “I’ll use this classification system.”

Villere: Because they’re already approved?

McGuirk: Yeah, something that’s already out there. I’m
not really too worried about that end of it. It’s more of
getting our numbers. We still need the Australia area,
New Zealand, China, that whole area, there’s maybe five
guys down there, and we need 25 guys down there. It’s
one of those things. Germany, the Europeans, their num-
bers are pretty good for us, and the States’ numbers are
pretty good for us. But still, it’ll be a long road. I know it.
I want to get us into the X Games, into something else.

Villere: Have you talked to them?

McGuirk: I haven’t personally talked to them, but
they’ve been talked to. They know we’re out here.

Villere: Have you talked to Amy Purdy?

McGuirk: No.

Beattie: I used to be on the adaptive skate team. Adap-

tive Action Sports, her nonprofit, they had a skate team
for a while. They’re pretty much all snowboarding now.
But I was there.
Villere: She got the motocrossers with disabilities into
the X Games?

McGuirk: Part of the reason that we’re not in an X
Games is because nobody’s built a course for us that
inclusive of both skateboarding and WCMX. We can
use their street skatepark, but there’s nothing for us to
do there. We can use their bowl, but once we drop into
it, we’re done. So there’s talks right now going on about
trying to have a Lego park where we can take some of
the skateboarder stuff out and put WCMX stuff in. Once
that happens, now we at least have a park that we can go
ride at a function like that. So yeah, it’s one of those lit-
tle pieces at a time. I am talking to park builders right
now trying to get something like that going. It’ll proba-
bly be another six months or a year before that’s off the
ground and we can start doing some testing.

Villere: The cool thing with the X Games is that they
build stuff and modify it.

McGuirk: That’s just it. Being able to go in and say,
“OK, we only need little things modified,” instead of, “I
need you to build me this $15,000 skatepark just for
WCMX,” they’re going to go, “No.” We’re already
building a $15,000 park. I’d rather add $2,000 to that
build and be able to take this part out and put that part in
and say, “Now we’re having fun.”

I almost think there’s two different people running the

Snoopy and Troy

BeattieP2_5-28__QuarkTemplate.qxd  6/10/18  2:02 AM  Page 60



ABILITY   61

winter X Games. Winter seems to have a lot more adap-
tive sports in it, and summer has nothing in it. Seven
years ago, we put a bad taste in their mouth.

Beattie: It’s important to have an expression session,
they used to do an one at the X Games, and that
stopped, I don’t know, maybe five years ago.

McGuirk: Yeah, there was an unfortunate accident that
didn’t quite go the way it should have.

Villere: Oh, an accident? 

McGuirk: Yeah, but when you’re going to the X
Games, you’re going in there on your dime, and when
something happens to you and you come around and
sue them—

Villere: Oh, shoot. I didn’t know behind the scenes what
had happened.

McGuirk: We’ll get there eventually, and I think having
a skatepark and being able to show them, “Hey, we can
use this existing equipment,” then that will be a really,
really good push. And also, it’s really hard for us, too,
because I don’t feel that we have enough athletes who
are at the same caliber.

Villere: You’ve got to get them at that age—

McGuirk: Yeah, I mean, we’ve got kids we’ve had for
two or three years. It’s hard, too, because we don’t
have enough athletes at the same caliber. We have
Aaron and then we have four other guys. And so is 
it entertaining?

Villere: And women?

McGuirk: The actual women’s competition was the
hardest to judge this year because they were so close-
knit. They were close in a lot of stuff. You look at
Aaron and yeah, it’s hard to go in and say, “OK, we’re
judging second, third, and fourth.” But that’s pretty
much what you’re doing. I think it’s getting there.
Guys are starting to ride more, starting to pick up their
game. There’s more stuff going out there. And if you
had a park where you can set up a back flip to where,
I’m setting up something really similar to Woodward
so Katherine can go in there and do a backflip in com-
petition. Blake can do a backflip. So I can get five
people that if I set it up right, they can do this stuff in
competition that only one person in the world can 
do here.

Am I equally in the playing field? Yeah, I am kind of
doing a little bit of equaling things out. But I can guar-
antee you that Aaron will find something that nobody
thought of and will do something in that competition,
even knowing that everybody’s set up to do the same
stuff. To air out of a corner for at first time, he’s been

wanting to do that forever and a day. And that’s ridicu-
lous, for a wheelchair to air out of a corner and air back
in. Unbelievable.

Beattie: I can’t even figure out—

Villere: What does that mean, air—

Beattie: You’ll see a lot of times wheelchairs will just
go up to the corner, they’ll just go straight out and land
on the deck. He comes at it on an angle, gets his chair
out, and goes back in.

Villere: Oh, how cool! So he did a pivot in midair and
back in?

McGuirk: Yeah. I can remember Aaron and I sitting
around and talking and saying, “One day I want to do
this.” And that was three years ago. Three years of
him thinking about it to where he did that kind of
thing. And there’s where Aaron for the sport is unbe-
lievable, because every time that he does something
and then somebody else does it, that means he’s got to
do something else, and everybody just keeps feeding
off that, do it or not. That’s exciting. That gives you
adrenalin to go to the park and try some of the little
things that you’re like, “If Aaron can do that, I can
slash side no problem. I can caster-tap that. I can get a
wheel out there.”

It definitely is a thriving thing to have those athletes out
there who are doing that stuff. [German WCMX star]
David Labuser saw Aaron air out and then he tried some-
thing new. And I can almost guarantee it was because of
what Aaron did, is why he tried what he did. And he
pulled it off. Now he’s going, “I can do this. Now I can
set myself up for even more.” Now the number three and
four guys on the board are looking at that going, “I’ve got
to do that. I’ve got to do that.” It’s pretty awesome to see
where the sport’s going, to where you have a guy who’s
been doing it since he was nine years old still at 26-ish
moving the sport more forward than anybody else out
there. It’s his progression, I think marriage was the best
thing that ever happened to him.
Villere: Why?

Troy McGuirk: Because his game was elevated because
of what—

Villere: It’s usually the opposite.

McGuirk: Exactly. That’s why I said, “You’ve got to
stay around.” It’s unbelievable what Aaron’s gained just
in a year of being married, matured and everything else.
And that’s age, too.

Villere: Marriage will age you. 

McGuirk: (laughs) That’s after a couple of years.
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Katherine and Nancy were then joined by
13-year old WCMX star: Snoopy

Villere: Your name again?

Alyssa Montenegro: They call me Snoopy.

Villere: They call me Dog. (laughter) They were saying
you’re the world champion?

Montenegro: Yeah. I was supposed to be competing in
the kids’ competition, but instead I competed in the
women’s, and I ended up winning first place with some
other great skaters. That just happened right here.

Beattie: She basically kicks everybody’s ass. So we
said, “No way are you competing in the kids’ competi-
tion!” She’s the best out there. And you only started,
what, less than a year ago?

Alyssa Montenegro: Yeah. Like, I think beginning of
June or so.

Yeah, that just goes to show how quickly the sport is
progressing. When I was a year into WCMX, I still did-
n’t even have anybody to ride with and I was just work-
ing and carving and stuff, and since we get to go out
here and practice every week, she came out of the gate
and just exploded and has done really, really well. She’s
already starting to learn backflips. She’s crazy. So who
knows? By the time she’s my age, she’ll probably be a
gold medalist.

Villere: What year were you born?

Alyssa Montenegro: 2004.

Villere: No, really, what year? (laughs)

Beattie: That was, like, my first day of college, when
Alyssa was born. I was a freshman in college.

Villere: That’s when I bought these shoes! (laughter)
Have you checked her ID?
Beattie: Yup!

Villere: So you’re the world champion of—

Beattie: —of the women.

Villere: And you thought you were going to be in the
children’s division?

Montenegro: Yeah. I was supposed to be in the kids’
division. Isn’t the women’s division like 16 and up?

Beattie: No. In the beginner division we have intermedi-
ate under 16, intermediate over 16, and then women’s
was better than intermediate. So it’s like the advanced
competition.

Montenegro: I thought you had to be over 16.

Beattie: No, no. You just need to be really good. And
the women’s competition this year was great. It just
started a couple years ago, and I had been pushing for
years and years to get a women’s competition because I
was the only girl who was competing. And we got one,
and a couple years ago in Texas it was a really good
competition. It was a lot of fun. We had a couple com-
petitors. But this year, everybody who competed, there
were six or seven of us—

Montenegro: Yeah, I think there was, like six or seven.

Beattie: Everybody was so close. I thought everybody
did great. There wasn’t one person where you were like,
“She’s good, but maybe she could be in a different divi-

Katherine and Alyssa “Snoopy” Montenegro
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sion.” No. Everybody really stepped up and tried new
stuff, did great stuff, great runs. I thought our division
was one of the most fun to watch.

Montenegro: Yeah, Erin’s division is pretty good, too.
Villere: What grade are you in?

Montenegro: Eighth grade.

Beattie: I know, isn’t that crazy?

Villere: What kind of work do you do? (laughter) 

Beattie: Do you know what you want to do when you
get older?

Montenegro: I was thinking of becoming a lawyer in music.

Villere: An entertainment lawyer?

Montenegro: Yeah, so I would basically be fighting for
the people who—let’s say a person got in a car accident,
but they were a music artist or something, I would end
up being their lawyer, trying to—

Villere: Oh! I went the other way!

Beattie: I thought you were going to handle music
rights, royalty fees and that kind of stuff.

Montenegro: And then other times it might be like, “So-
and-so stole part of my song,” and I could do research
and figure out, “OK, is this true or not?”

Beattie: Cool! My mom wishes I was a lawyer.

Villere: You could still go to law school.

Beattie: No. Once I made it in the writers’ room, I was
like, this is for me. It took just as long a course to make
it there.

Villere: And you just went to Ireland?

Beattie: Yes to Ireland. People were fantastic. It was so
fun. It was good that I brought crutches, because there
would have been some accessibility issues, because
Europe is not—there’s no ADA in Europe.

Villere: No there is—each country has something!

Beattie: Not to the standards that we have here.

Villere: Each country has their own standards, and on
top of that, the CRPD, you know what that is?

Beattie: Uh-uh.

Villere: The Convention for the Rights of People with
Disabilities that the UN has put together.

Beattie: Oh, cool!

Villere: Almost every country has signed this legisla-
tion. It’s like the ADA. 

Beattie: I found that all of the tourist attractions were
super-great, like the Guinness storehouse and the Jame-
son tour, it was all alcohol-related. And a couple of the
estates we went to, they had really good accessibility
plans. But a lot of the shops, they’re all at least a step
this high or they have stairs.

Villere: Did you ask if they had ramps?

Beattie: There were usually just people there, and I’d be
like, “Uh, excuse me!” and they’d be like, “Oh, do you
need help?” and they’d just shove me up. But then I had
my crutches, and I bought off-road wheels for the trip,
which was great, because there’s a lot of cobblestones
and stuff. I can get off a curb pretty easily, but with the
off-road wheels, you just roll right up to it and push and
you go up. But I ended up using my crutches for a lot of
it, it was easier. 

The elevators are tiny-tiny. We went to see the Trinity
Library, and they had an elevator, but it was three build-
ings over and I had to have somebody take me there. It
was just me and my mom, and I was like, “Oh, Mom,
I’ll meet you in the gift shop.” Forty minutes later I
finally made it down because you could only fit two
people in the elevator, one person in the wheelchair and
one person operating the elevator. But it was such a
great trip. I’m excited to go back. We had our world
championships here this year, and next year I hope
they’ll be in Germany.

Villere: Germany is supposed to be really accessible.

Beattie: Yeah, that’s the big nexus of WCMX in Europe,
in Germany right now. They have a big group like we
do that rides over there, and so I’m trying to get them to
do it for my next hiatus so I can go and spend a couple
weeks over there.

Another thing I’ve found interesting, I’ve never seen
this at any tourist attraction in the U.S., but at a lot of
them in Ireland, they have the pamphlets in all the dif-
ferent languages for the tourists. They’re in English, but
you can follow along in whatever language you speak,
and then they had advertised for multiple different inter-
preters for all kinds of languages. Here, we would just
have an ASL interpreter, but there they had several
international sign language, ASL, BSL,...

Villere: KFC?

Beattie: Yes, all of them.
SoCal WCMX
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1. Russian Paralympics sprinting great, Tatyana ___ (she 
walked on her hands for the first 6 years of her life)

5. Blind American Paralympics gold medal swimmer, Brad ____
10. Piece of advice
11. Actor/director Reiner
12. Brainchild behind The Children of Armenia Fund, Dr. Garo __
13. China’s first poetry and dance by performers with disabilities, 

goes with 31 down
15. Badly
16. Celine Dion song
17. Singer of “Chasing Pavements”
19. Far East capital
21. Chewbacca’s buddy
25. MS advocate Nancy ___, who raises money for “Center With

out Walls”
26. “Scarface” actor Pacino
27. “The Simpsons” dancemeister Disco ___
29. Shaq’s college
31. Steep, as meat
33. Dalai Lama’s homeland
36. Father’s Day month
37. Showing consideration for others’ feelings
38. He co-authored a book about the great guitar maker, Leo 

Fender, goes with 46 across
40. Ambassador for the Focus on Ability Short Film Festival , 

Jessica ____
42. Chief supporter
43. German article
44. Love symbol
45. Any ship
46. See 38 across

D O W N

1. Where to catch Marlins and Dolphins
2. Sly and the ___ Stone
3. Aussie actress who supports people with disabilities, Paula
4. Hire
5. Command to Fido
6. “All Things Considered” network
7. Ambition
8. A very long time
9. Football position, for short
10. Saintly Mother
14. Red wine
17. Will Smith role
18. Affairs
20. Holder of combs, needles, etc.
22. Potential embryos
23. ___ general rule, 2 words
24. Neighbor of Ala.
25. Immediately payable
28. Three wheeler for a kid
30. Tranquil
31. See 13 across
32. Cooler (slang)
33. ___ out, stopping listening to
34. Pacers’ home, abbr.
35. Staff writer for NCIS and the first woman to perform a back flip 

with a wheelchair, Katherine ____
36. German for yes
38. “___ out and touch” Diana Ross
39. Devoted and faithful
41. Model builder’s purchase
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