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emergency vet. We were there for quite some time and
explained what had happened to Bambi. They thought
there was a good chance she had a stoke since she
couldnʼt turn right and was walking in circles. The Neu-

rologist wouldnʼt be in until Monday so we had to bring
her back Sunday to stay the night to see the Neurologist
on Monday morning. Bambi had an MRI done and it
was definitely a stroke on her left side, which was actu-
ally the best outcome! There is nothing you can do for
dogs that have strokes you just have to keep them happy
and try and exercise them.

I am happy to say that Bambi is back to almost 100 per-
cent! I was so scared when all of this happened but I am
thrilled now that she is on the healthy road to recovery!

Next week I am headed to Washougal Washington for a
photoshoot with Yamaha I will let you know how every-
thing goes!

As usual things have been crazy around here for the last
month or so! I had planned on surprising my mom for a
late birthday present by meeting my parents and brother
in Nashville for the Supercross race. My dad and brother

knew I was
going to
meet them,
but my mom
had no clue!
I was getting
myself and
my dog,
Bambi (an
Australian
Shepherd)
ready to go
to make the
trip. Bambi
was acting
very funny
and I
thought she
was just
being stub-
born and
didnʼt want
to travel. I

was almost ready to go and then she just kind of fell
over in the kitchen. I brought her to an emergency vet
hospital and they couldnʼt figure out what was wrong
with her. We were there for 7 hours! They really could-
nʼt figure out what was wrong and they just gave me a
bunch of medicine and said it was her back and she
would be ok when the medicine kicked in. I decided to
continue on with my plans to meet my family and bring
Bambi. That night at the hotel I noticed she couldnʼt
turn to her right side and seemed to have trouble walk-
ing. In the hotel she walked right into her food and
water bowl and knocked everything down, which is not
like her at all!

I talked to my dad and told him to explain the situation
to my mom because I was very upset and just wanted to
take care of Bambi and not worry about surprising her. I
did some internet research and I was thinking there was
a good chance it was a stroke or, possibly worse, a brain
tumor! In Nashville we made Bambi as comfortable as
possible and my mom and I brought her to another instagram.com/ashleyfiolek_67

Ashley and Chet riding at Lake Elsinore MX park

Bambi
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At Baytown Middle School, Mrs. Bunson’s eighth-grade
special education class may seem like your typical short
bus full of Pokemon Go addicts and Taylor Swift stans,
but no, they’re built different. While their parents hoped
that with the proper education these children would learn
to become bright and successful students, this ragtag
group of 13-year-old misfits has surpassed even those
expectations.
“You might want to see me get an A on my economics
quiz. But me? I want to restructure the entire education
department’s budget from the ground up,” said chatty
tween Rachel Gold. “For too long our only goal has been
to reach the bar that others have set for us. It’s time to set
our own bar, and my bar is one that serves cocktails for
any dietary restriction and pays its staff a living wage

PLUS vacation time PLUS a generous maternity leave
policy.”
When asked what radicalized her seemingly harmless stu-
dents, Mrs. Brunson had no shortage of theories. “These
kids, they see things. They see their friend Trevor get
denied a new wheelchair because his Medicaid expired.
They see me flirting with the creepy gym teacher so he’ll
keep driving me to work until I can afford to get my car
back from the shop. They see … like, the news. They
know when shit’s up.”

HUMOR THERAPY

Those Special Ed Students Are Smarter Than You Think and 
Uh-Oh Now They’re Unionizing

by Steven Verdile

the-squeaky-wheel.com
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A 50/50 chance sounds much better when you are at the roulette table than it does
when you are on the operating table. Should you carry an umbrella when there is
a 50% chance of rain?

When I first started using motorcycles to raise awareness and funds for Multiple
Sclerosis 12 years ago, I realized I had to come up with crazy ideas to get people
interested and willing to open their wallets. Just because I am out trying to docu-
ment a million miles riding for MS is not enough of an incentive to get people to
donate to the charity I work with. 

In 2012, I set my first world record by becoming the first rider to ride 1000 miles
in under 24 hours while also switching motorcycles 100 times. That first silly
world record raised $6,000.

In 2014, I rode a scooter from Boston to Chicago dressed in a powder blue tuxe-
do. That 1000 miles in under 24 hours was not a record, but certainly got a lot of
looks and donations to the charity. 

In 2016, I set my second world record, raising $6000 for charity and earning a

50/50
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rider to document the coast to coast in under 50 hours
on a custom chopper. I did it the long way, 2900 miles
in 46 hours to raise over $20,000 for the charity. 

It isn’t easy trying to come up with harder and harder
fundraisers that are crazy enough to get people interest-
ed, and better yet, to get people to donate.  I have been
tossing around a few ideas since my last successful ride
and two weeks ago I decided on one of them. 

The Iron Butt Association is the organization that certi-
fies all sorts of rides worldwide. They created the 50CC
Quest which is documenting a ride from the Atlantic
Ocean to the Pacific Ocean (or vice-versa) in under 50

place for my bike in the famous Barber Motorsports
Museum. I am the only rider to document riding a
motorcycle 28 hours all on the same day. I started on
November 6th and finished on November 6th. By rid-
ing each across all three time zones on the day we set
the clocks back an hour, I was able to ride 28 hours and
2000 miles all on one day. 

In 2018, I raised $28,000 by riding a motorcycle non-
stop on a dyno (treadmill for motorized vehicles) live
on social media, telethon style. 

In 2021, I built a loud obnoxious uncomfortable chop-
per and set my fourth world record by being the first

12    ABILITY
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I met Ricky Kunha
through Youtube
and as a kid in Por-
tugal he became an
expert on these
small 2-stroke
Yamaha’s. Now as
an engine builder
and tech for the
largest motorsport
dealer in New Jer-
sey, he has a
machine shop and
the skills to build
really fast motorcy-
cles. He is doing all
the engine building
work before we send
the parts to a company in California. Josh from Cry-
oHeat quickly volunteered their services to Cryo treat
the engine parts which will make them 30% stronger
after a deep freeze. Faster, stronger, lighter, what could
possibly go wrong?

I don’t have a date yet for the ride attempt, as I will
need to make several runs to test the engine at a variety
of altitudes and speeds. Please watch my social media
channels for updates as this attempt progresses. 

I’m confident we will get the bike to go fast enough,
but will it hold up for 50 hours at 11,000 rpm? I am
removing all unnecessary weight and slimming down
the bike’s width to be more aerodynamic, but will I be
able to lose my beer belly so I can carry 10 pounds of
extra fuel and oil?

Having a progressive disease
like MS that can rob me
of my mobility at
any time has
given me
opportunities to
take risks and
attempt crazy
challenges that I
might otherwise
pass on. I am excited and
thankful for the help I have
received with this ride, and I
know my friends and fol-
lowers will support yet
another one of my idiotic
fundraiser ideas. 

Yes, this world record
attempt is a long shot,
but by calling it the
50/50, clearly the odds
of making it are in my
favor!

hours. The ’50' in 50CC stands for the 50 hours. The
‘CC’  in 50CC  stands for Coast to Coast. However,
when anyone mentions the 50CC ride, people often
think the ride is on a 50 cubic centimeter (50cc)
minibike or scooter. 

Everyone knows attempting a coast to coast ride on a
little scooter would be absurd, and certainly impossible
to accomplish in under 50 hours! 

Well…………. not exactly everyone……………..

I am officially announcing right here on Ability Maga-
zine that my next insane and goofy world record
attempt fundraiser will simply be called the 50/50.

That is, coast to coast in under 50 hours on a 50cc
motorcycle. 50cc/50hrs — 50cc is slightly bigger than
the motor in your weed whacker. It is 3 cubic inches.
Before you start shaking your head and calling me an
idiot, hear me out! I found out that Yamaha made a
50cc 2-stroke motorcycle 30 years ago that was full
size, liquid cooled, had a six speed transmission and
was known to top out at about 50mph.  The bike was
only imported in the US as a dirt bike and for just two
years, but in places like Portugal, it was imported for
many years. There was even a racing street version
overseas. With a little tuning and some magical parts,
some claimed it could go even faster. 

The shortest route coast to coast in the states is from
Jacksonville Beach in Florida to Dog Beach in San
Diego, California. The route is 2400 miles on Interstate
10. If you divide the miles by 50 hours, you realize one
has to average 48 miles per hour to complete the chal-
lenge. 

Now, on a modern street bike, just by flowing at the
posted speed limit, a rider can finish the ride with plen-
ty of fuel and rest breaks and even include a full 8
hours of sleep. 

However, in order for me to set a new world record for
smallest bike to finish the 50CC, my 1988 Yamaha
DT50 has to be fast enough to be safe in traffic and fast
enough so I can stop for gas and hopefully an hour or
two of rest. The faster we can get the bike travel (with-
out blowing up) , the more time I have for stops. I have
recruited a bunch of mechanics and mad scientists who
are building me a 50cc motor that hopefully will reach
speeds of 60-65mph! 

We have lots of work ahead, the bike I found and
bought was in great shape but still had the original tires
on it! The 6 volt electrical system will not be safe for
highway driving at night, so I am converting it to 12
volt so I can use modern lighting. Extra fuel, a better
suspension and bigger mirrors will all help for the ride
as well. 

Longhaulpaul.com/50/50
Cryoheat.com

NutOnaBolt.com
LongHaulPaul.com
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If you have researched mobility products for an aging K-9 companion, you may have come across
Dr. Julie Buzby’s name. What you may not know, is that outside of founding ToeGrips, Dr. Buzby is
a staunch advocate for mental health support and awareness within the veterinary professionals com-
munity. 

With a suicide rate 3.5 times higher than the general population, veterinary professionals have been
battling a mental health pandemic within their profession that has flown under the radar for years.
ABILITY Magazine’s Jennifer Woodall sat down with Dr. Buzby in a virtual interview to discuss the
potential causes for the increase suicide rates, experiencing loss, breaking down mental health stig-
mas and how to come together as a self-supporting community.

Jennifer Woodall: How are you today?

Dr. Julie Buzby
Veterinarian and Mental Health Advocate

Buzby-.qxp__QuarkTemplate.qxd  6/10/24  2:05 PM  Page 14
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Buzby:  Yes. And I think it really comes down to supply
and demand. I applied for veterinary school in 1990.
No, that's not true, because I went to college in 1990. So
it would have been 1993, maybe, and there were only 20
some veterinary schools in the US. Now, there are over
30, and we have US students who go internationally as
well into the Caribbean to try to increase their chance of
getting in. I think that's the main issue. There's a lot
more medical schools in the US than veterinary schools.
So that's one issue, just a supply and demand to get a
position in those schools, and the class sizes tend to be
small. The other issue is this change in the dynamic of

Dr. Julie Buzby: Hi, I'm great. How are you?

Woodall: Good. Thank you. So, my brother actually
works as an advisor at a private college, and part of his
position in his job is to prep people for graduate school.
He was saying, surprisingly, that veterinary school is
extremely competitive. The requirements for the pro-
gram are even more strenuous than medical school, and
he was a little surprised by that. Is that something that
you have found to be synonymous with the schooling
programs for veterinary in medicine?

16    ABILITY
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Woodall: Yeah, that's definitely an aspect that I hadn't
considered before, but once you say it, it makes so much
sense. A lot of school loans, the prospect of paying them
off can be very bleak sometimes, so that makes sense
that it could be a contributing factor. 

Do you have any personal opinions on why you think
there's a disparity between the rate of suicide with
women and men within the veterinary medicine field?

Buzby: Well, I don't know if the percentage takes into
account that there's just more women. I don't know if
that's factored in or not. I think it's truly just a number
that's higher in women. Veterinary medicine tends to
attract Type A perfectionists who are very hard on them-
selves. We don't need anybody–I'm sure this is true for
most humans, but I can certainly speak to our profes-
sion–we don't need anybody bashing us on social media,
telling us what a horrible job that we did, although in
absolutely almost all cases, it's not true. We're doing our
best. I always say animals are living systems, they're not
mufflers, and so we can't guarantee that it's going to
work perfectly every time. These are living systems that
it doesn't always go the way that we want it, even
despite our absolute best efforts. But we're very hard on
ourselves. There's a meme going around in veterinary
medicine that says: “I wake up at 3:00 AM and think
about your pet and I don't charge you any extra for
that.” That's the gist of the meme. It's so true. When I
owned my veterinary hospital, we were in a rural area,
and so I couldn't just easily send patients off for
overnight emergency care because we were in a really
rural area.

I would literally just sleep on the floor of the hospital
next to a patient who might need a higher level of care.
I'm not saying that to draw attention to myself and my
dedication, that is the level of commitment that we have
as a whole. I've been a vet for 27 years, and the people
that I've worked with in all different situations as an
emergency vet, as an associate, as a practice owner, this
is the conscientiousness and the degree of extreme com-
mitment that the profession exemplifies. So, you take
that and you multiply that over many years and many,
many situations, and then you add to it for females also
feeling the pressures of being responsible for family life
and kids and success at home. It just adds up to be a lot
of pressures that I think people try to be perfect in, and
that's too much for humanity to bear. I was at a veteri-
nary conference years ago where a speaker who had
struggled with depression and suicidal tendencies spoke,
and she was a veterinary technician, and she did such an
amazing job. It was really my first deep dive into this
aspect of our profession.

She said, “People don't die by suicide because they want
to die. They die by suicide because they want to escape
just pain, just immeasurable immense pain that they feel
like there's no other way out from.” I'm not saying that
men don't feel pain, but I think women just internalize

the workforce. Many schools have over 80% females
coming into the incoming class. So that's another inter-
esting change in what we're seeing for the profession
and the future of the profession.

Woodall: Yeah, absolutely. I think the statistic that I read
was 70% of the veterinarians are women. So, yeah, that
is interesting. Have you seen or are you aware of any
connections between the reported level of depression in
veterinary students versus practicing veterinarians? Do
you see a discrepancy in those numbers?

Buzby: So to be quite honest, I don't feel equipped to
speak about that. I'm not sure what the number... I
haven't personally looked at data for students only. I do
care very much about the data for veterinarians, and par-
ticularly female veterinarians, because that's the circle
in which I run. I spend a lot of time socially online with
colleagues and different Facebook groups and commu-
nity groups. There's one statistic out that says female
veterinarians are 3.5 times more likely to take their life
by suicide than the general population. I really got a
deeper understanding on this recently. Every year,
Merck and the AVMA (American Veterinary Medical
Association) I think, work together to put out data. NPR
has recently been talking about this. People Magazine
recently did–when I say recently, in the past couple of
years–highlighting veterinary mental health. It's coming
to light for those of us who are in the profession. It's
something we think about a lot because in these online
groups, it's not uncommon for there to be posts about a
colleague who we've lost. There's been weeks where
we've lost two colleagues in the same week to suicide.

And it just rips your heart out because you feel this
attachment, right? As veterinarians, we're in this circle
together, whether I knew them or not, where our lives
are parallel enough that it just really hurts. My heart–all
of our hearts–go out to the clients and staff and certainly
their family who are affected. My son, this past spring,
for his AP research class had to pick a topic to do
research on and present it. The topic he chose was spe-
cific to veterinary mental health, and the angle was how
debt, student loans and debt affect mental health. He put
out a survey and had I think just a couple shy of 400
veterinarians take that survey. I read through the data
because a lot of it was like you could type in the answer
question, so really good for hearing people's hearts as
they typed out the things that are causing mental health
issues and stress. Student loans was way more signifi-
cant than I expected in the way that they described it.

I've always seen student loans listed as a risk factor for
veterinary mental health in the list of eight things that
cause depression and put veterinary mental health at
risk. I've always seen it in the list, but I've never seen it
isolated and discussed. Because that's an issue that's also
very much on the mind, I'm sure, of veterinary students
who are racking up that debt, I'm sure there's parallels
there. And it was eye-opening for me.

ABILITY   17
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that maybe differently and just process it differently.
That aspect of perfectionism and just trying to be all
things to all people, professionally and personally, and
wear all the hats and find the work-life balance. I think
it just is too much. Like I said, too much for a human. 

There's all this discussion about your superpowers and
you're a superstar, and you're a superhero. I know those
are all said as compliments–and certainly well-deserved
compliments, I'm sure, when they're said–but I really
feel like I'm going to–in my own circle of influence,
even my family–I'm just going to take it a step back and
say, I think it's enough to be human. I think if you can
be human and with that, forgive people, forgive your-
self, fail and forgive yourself and understand that's a
part the journey and be civil to those around you, just
the aspects of just being human. I think that's enough.
Maybe we should just take it a step back and work on
allowing ourselves to be human and not striving to be
superhuman.

Woodall:
Yeah, absolutely. Also, I think, too, when you get the
label of being a superhero or superhuman, even if it
comes from a source of good intention, you get put on
this pedestal, and the pressures that come with that get

magnified to uphold these expectations. So, yeah, I defi-
nitely like that. Let's just be human. I like that thought
process for sure.

I was reading a couple of statistics, and one of them
was coming from the National Library of Medicine,
talking about the differences of rate of suicide in differ-
ent professions, and talking about how the veterinary
profession is close to twice that of the dental profession,
twice that of the medical profession, and 3.5 times the
rate of the general population. I know we mentioned
some of the risk factors briefly. Can you go into a little
bit more detail of why you think that is? What risk fac-
tors are there that caused that increased number?

Buzby: Right. So, I'll just touch briefly on debt since
we've already said it. It's very hard to get an eight-year
degree without going into debt, there's very few people
that are going to accomplish that. In my son's survey,
there were people that had funding from an outside
source, typically a family member or inheritance or
something, but what I didn't realize was there was a
large number of people in the survey, I want to say a
quarter to a third, who were going to take 25 or more
years to pay off their debt. That was mind-blowing to
me. They described it as a chain around their neck,

Veterinary Encouragement Conference
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something that they constantly thought about, some-
thing that they constantly felt guilty about because they
were either working all the time to pay it off and not
with their kids, or they didn't really have money to do
things that they wanted to do with their family, like
vacations, et cetera. I think it's not just the burden of “I
got to pay this off”, but it's also how that debt affects the
way you live and even contributes to guilt–mom guilt–
specifically. 

There's this term, compassion fatigue, which I think is a
little bit of a misnomer. I don't think veterinarians get
fatigued to being compassionate. I think truly, back to
the human aspect, I think we often work a lot of hours.
A lot of hours and fatigue itself takes a toll on mental
health. I just know that when I'm fatigued, I don't cope
as well. I've also heard a lot of people say, “Oh, I could
never euthanize an animal, that's got to be the worst part
of your job.” I think I speak for our profession when I
say that's not the worst part of our job. It's actually a
privilege and an honor to be there with people during
that time, giving that animal a peaceful painless transi-
tion and giving the people peace of mind and really
scripting ‘the good death’ if you will. That's a really
beautiful place to be, and we're honored to be there.
What's hard is that we often go from that appointment to
the next appointment, which is the 10-week-old puppy
who's there for his puppy shots, and we don't have time
to grieve and process that. Because I can't, I've said this
before, but I can't break down and start crying in the
exam room with the people as much as my heart is
breaking.

For a lot of us in this profession, we’ve been with that
puppy their whole lives, and now they're 16, and it's
time to say goodbye, and those people and that pet is
just as much a part of family as theirs. I won't say just as
much, but we truly love these pets. So, I can't start
weeping with the people in the room because I've got to
hit the vein, and in order to make this perfectly smooth,
I can't be blinded by my own tears. Then you come out
of that room and then you go to the next appointment.
It's just all part of the flow, which you need to hold
space for in your heart, but there's not time in a busy
appointment schedule. I don't know that other profes-
sions deal with that whiplash. 
Certainly, during COVID, we did curbside appointments
for the most part because most states were requiring
that. We were considered essential but there was a lack
of contact. During that time, a lot of people got pets, as
you probably know. Then there was this whole thing of,
“Is there a shortage of veterinarians?” We saw veteri-
nary emergency hospitals who didn't have enough staff
to care for the pets. Veterinary hospitals were maxed out
caring for their own clients, and now what do you do
with new clients who obviously need to be seen? We
care just as much about those animals, but logistically,
how do you make all this work? One of the joys of
being a veterinarian is that every day is different–that's
great–but one of the hardships of veterinary medicine is

that every day is different and very fast paced and a lot
of whiplash. 

I think there are certainly other medical professions that
deal with that, but maybe not to the extreme we do. If
you think about most MDs, if you're a dermatologist,
you're seeing dermatology cases, and there's not really
emergencies. If you're a cardiologist, you're focused on
your thing. Most veterinarians–we do have specialists,
thank heavens, and they're brilliant and save a lot of
lives–but most veterinarians are general practitioners.
So, one appointment can be a puppy, the next appoint-
ment is euthanasia, the next appointment can be a hit by
car where every second counts, and the next appoint-
ment can be a dog with an ear infection and multiply
that the course of the day, so the days can be really
intense. Veterinary medicine is changing to respect
boundaries and to understand that we have to prioritize
the health of the veterinarians and their staff just as
much, but for all the years that I was in practice, it was
normal that you're never going to get out the door on
time, you're never going to have a lunch break–that was
just what was expected. That is shifting, but that's an
important shift to happen for veterinary mental health.
Again, back to humanity. We're not robots. You can't
just go 24/7 and not take a break. 

Then there's, sadly, the issue of social media, the Key-
board Cowboy, the Yelp Review. There are very hurtful
things said in veterinary medicine. Most always, I will
say the cases that I know about, most always unjusti-
fied. Certainly, mistakes can be made, but for the most
part in the situations I've seen blow up on social media,
it's because of a person who's grieving and chooses to
take it out in this way on a person. Maybe there was not
the best communication, possibly, and the person didn't
really understand that animals aren't mufflers, and this
isn't a guarantee, but I personally know of veterinarians
who've been driven out of the field by a mob of people
who can’t express their own anger, and then rally other
people on social media to get involved and create a
lynch mob. I do know of cases of veterinary suicide
where this was a contributing factor, so that's another
big one. Even the American Veterinary Medical Associ-
ation has a cyberbullying department. That's crazy that
the AVMA needs a cyberbullying department. So that's
another real issue.

Woodall: It sounds like there's a lot of repressing of
your emotions throughout the day. That's what it sounds
like when you're describing having to go from a puppy
to a euthanasia to a medical emergency, and having to
have this even tone of demeanor across it. It sounds like
there's a lot of repressing of these really intense emo-
tions which I can totally see how that can contribute to
depression. Do you have any ritual self-care that you do
when you get home or a way that you process through
having to tamp down how you feel throughout your
work day?
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Buzby: It's a great question, and I've never thought
about it as repressing emotion. It seems so obvious
when you say it. I think we just call it being profession-
al. I mean, we have to be professional. To answer your
question, I think you have to find a coping mechanism.
For me personally, I just love God, and he is my source
of strength, so I am always praying in the background of
my head. Even in euthanasias, I will ask the client, “Do
you mind if I pray with you?” and for me, that brings
me a lot of peace. I hope for them as well. I've never
had anybody say no in all the years. So that's my source
of strength and encouragement. Always there, always
steady.

I can't speak for other people, but I agree with you that
we have to find a way to process that, and maybe that's
really the bottom line of what's missing. There is an
organization that started within the past couple of years
called the Veterinary Hope Foundation. They do small
group sessions with people that are like-minded in the

profession. I think they try to put the practice owners
with the practice owners and people in common life cir-
cles together, and they just talk through things, which I
think has been really helpful. I just finished hosting the
third annual Veterinary Encouragement Conference.
During COVID, I just thought, “We've got to get togeth-
er. Isolation is a big issue for all of us right now, but for
our profession with everything else going on with men-
tal health, what if we got together in person?” The goal
was really encouragement and community–and we have
to get a certain number of continuing education hours
every year to keep our degree–let's meld the two, but
put more emphasis on support and community. We just
did our third annual one, and the Veterinary Hope Foun-
dation was there doing 20 minutes sessions with a
licensed social worker who has an emphasis in the vet-
erinary profession. Her sessions filled up so quickly, and
I think she dealt with a lot of really heavy stuff just in
these little 20 minutes sessions. I guess my point is there
is a need for–we would call it a pop-off valve, a piece of
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the anesthesia machine that has to be able to open to
allow everything to properly circulate and not explode
the lungs–I think veterinary medicine needs to do a bet-
ter job of finding the pop-off valve.

Woodall: Sort of touching on how you mentioned isola-
tion a little bit. I was reading a study from Bartram and
Baldwin that suggests that professional isolation is one
of the potential contributing factors to increased suicide
rates among veterinarians. Can you tell me a little bit
about the aspects of the job that tend to be isolating?
What that looks like?

Buzby: I will say that I've seen an improvement in this
over the course of my career, which makes me really
happy. When I graduated from vet school, I thought of
myself inappropriately as competing against all the
other veterinarians. I mean, I wouldn't have been able to
consciously verbalize or explain this, but you get out
there, and especially because I open my own practice,
I'm a competitor. I mean, of course, I wish my col-
leagues well, but somewhere deep inside of me was this
idea of I want to be great and I want to be the best, and
that means I have to be better than other people, so that
in and of itself, I think, is isolating that mindset. I have
seen a shift, and certainly I've been blessed to be a part
of it. I certainly feel it at my soul, but I think I've seen a
shift in our profession where we realize that veterinary
medicine is not an individual sport. It's a team sport. I
don't mean that only within a hospital itself, I mean col-
lectively, we're a team sport. I've heard this said at con-
ferences, but I know it to be true, no one's going to
come from the outside and rescue us from our mental
health crisis. The government's not going to fix this. The
NIH (National Institutes of Health) is not going to fix
this. We're going to have to fix this ourselves, and I
think we recognize that. I think it just brings more
camaraderie and compassion and empathy as we prac-
tice. I actually feel much less isolated than I did initially
when I first got out of school and then opened my own
practice. I was a solo practitioner and that's super isolat-
ing since I was working by myself. I think this is a good
place for social media. Social media can be dangerous,
or at least any tool, I think, can have the potential for
harm, but a good thing about social media is I think it's
been used to bring veterinarians together. Back to your
question as to why the profession is isolating. What
comes to mind, again, is who is in the profession. It's
these type A perfectionists that hold themselves to such
a high standard and beat themselves up so relentlessly
for the slightest thing that doesn't go perfectly, that I
think we just isolate ourselves by our own perceptions.

Woodall: Yeah, that makes sense. Absolutely. Especially
when we're talking about even from the get when you're
going into veterinary school, it's immediately competi-
tive. So it does make sense because you're just thrown
into the fire from the beginning competition-wise. It
puts you in that mindset before you even graduate. 

Buzby: And we talked about how hard it is to get in, so
you've already competed hard to get there. And, yeah,
your mindset doesn't instantly change. You're still striv-
ing.

Woodall: Yeah, absolutely. It's something to prove for
sure. I couldn't find any information about this, so I was
just curious if you had any professional insight on it. Do
you see any difference between the mental health and
quality of life situation between rural vets or city vets?
Do you see any differences there related to suicide rates
and mental health?

Buzby: I don't know. There is an organization called Not
One More Vet that specifically exists to prevent veteri-
narians taking their life by suicide. In my son's research
paper, I think he found that over the past 40 to 45 years
or something, 400 veterinarians have lost their life to
suicide. I would say that quality of life is going to make
a difference. So, I think there's so many factors. Is that
city vet, $300,000 in debt, working all the time, feeling
the pressures? I think city practice may be expected to
be less James Harriet, for lack of a better word, than
country practice, so maybe the pace and the expecta-
tions are different. Not that the reality of saving animals'
lives isn’t the same in both, but yeah, I wouldn't be able
to answer that question. I think it all comes down to
quality of life.

Woodall: No, that makes sense, like an individual case-
by-case situation. What we see time and time again,
when we talk to really anybody about mental health in
what they're doing, regardless of what sector it's in, we
see that there's so much stigma against mental health
still. Do you feel like stigma against mental health
issues plays a role in veterinary professionals seeking
treatment or not?

Buzby: For sure, and I feel like I'm a broken record, but
I think it goes back to that perfectionist type A personal-
ity. You can't show weakness. You have to be perfect.
So to say, “I'm struggling”, we just don't say it. That's
just not in our DNA. I think it's something that there are
a lot of people and organizations working to break that
down and say, “No, it's okay. It's okay to be human. It's
okay to struggle, and we want to come alongside you
and help you in those times.” In my conference, the Vet-
erinary Encouragement Conference, what I say at the
beginning of every conference is, “If you need help, if
you are hurting, if you are not in a good place, I beg of
you to be vulnerable, to be honest, and to reach forward,
to reach out to those of us who are. If you're in a good
place and you're stable and you're strong, then you need
to be–we need to be– reaching back for those people
who are reaching forward.” And you know what? I
we're constantly switching position, right? I mean,
there's days where I'm reaching forward–maybe even
changes hour by hour–and times when I have it in me to
reach back. I want to help others. And it's a dynamic
relationship.
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Woodall: When you were mentioning your conference
before with the Veterinary Hope Foundation bringing
the social worker there and the general consensus that
veterinarian professionals need to initiate the change
towards a more supportive mental health structure them-
selves, what do you feel needs to be in place to promote
mental health awareness and support within the veteri-
nary community? What do you think needs to happen to
see a change?

Buzby: One of the things that breaks my heart, and real-
ly haunts me is when you see a veterinarian who's taken
their life, almost always there's a post about it on social
media. Here's this picture, here's this veterinarian, here's
their story. They always look amazing. They're kneeling
down, they've got six puppies on their lap, they're laugh-
ing hysterically with their team surrounding them. They

never look like hurting, and that's that thing that bothers
me. To your point before about the stigma of mental
health, we're really good at putting on masks. In veteri-
nary medicine, cats are known to not show pain. They
won't show pain. They'll mask pain, and they just won't
show weakness. Veterinary medicine is filled with a
bunch of cats that are not going to show weakness. They
are going to mask it. I think the more we can break
down stigma and the more resources we can provide,
especially from within because there's this empathy that
we have having lived this life together, I think the better
off we'll be and the more of a place we'll create for peo-
ple to be honest and open. Now we're talking about it,
so we've moved from never talking about it to now it's
out there. In the profession, I think everybody's well
aware of it now. I still think the general public doesn't
really know, so I appreciate what you're doing because

Dr. Cindy Barnes at a vaccine clinic in South Africa organized by the nonprofit Community Vet Clinic. 
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even though there has been some limited discussion
here and there, if it comes up when I'm talking to a rela-
tive or if I'm in a place where for some reason this
comes up as a discussion, 9 times out of 10, that person
who's not related to the veterinary field is shocked and
that says, “I had no idea.” So, I still think people don't
know. Awareness is important. The root thing is making
it okay to not be okay and then finding ways for us to
support those people who are reaching out for help. But
step one is just making it okay for them to reach out and
not be blacklisted, and for us to realize that it's not a
weakness, it's being human, and it's to be expected–it's
not a failure.

Woodall: Yeah, absolutely. One of the parts of breaking
down stigma that I think is really important is to be able
to break it down within the professional sector, not just
general population, but in the workplace. A lot of times,
especially when you're a doctor, a veterinarian in a posi-
tion of–authority is not really the right word, but it's the
best one I can come up with right now–you’re always
expected to maintain a certain decorum. Then when you
start talking freely about mental health, a lot of people
can be like, “Oh, well, can you even do your job at this
point?” And that's such an unfair connection to make. I
would love to see some way to break those walls down
and make it a more comfortable space to realize, yeah,
you can definitely have mental health issues and still be
so great at your job. Those things aren't the same.

Buzby: Right. That's a great point. It's a great point.

Woodall: Is there anything else you would like to talk
about that we haven't covered yet today?

Buzby: I really want the world to know that veterinari-
ans are heroes, and they care so deeply. They care so
deeply for their patients and their clients. There's been
all kinds of stuff that goes around online like veterinari-
ans are in it for the money. That's absolutely not true.
There's shockingly little money in veterinary medicine.
I'm sure the corporations that own some of these hospi-
tals, that's not true for, but in 27 years, I cannot think of
a veterinarian that I met that I was like, “Man, there's a
bad apple who is just in it. I don't know how he got into
this profession.” They're in it because this is a calling,
really, and there's so much goodness. I would love for
people to just know that and give their veterinarian just
space to not be perfect and show appreciation when it's
appropriate. And like I said, I think that's true for proba-
bly all of us, not just the veterinary profession.

Woodall: Thank you for taking the time to speak with
me today, have a good day. 

Buzby: Thank you so much. Take care.

toegrip.com
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Donald Trump’s Deep Dive Investigator, Ken Block’s, Findings of Voter
Fraud in 2020
Ken Block is no stranger to processing large data sets. Coming from a computer engineering background,
Block runs a software engineering business that has tackled large scale projects like building the first debit card
system for food stamps, known as SNAP across various states. Block’s creation of the Moderate Party of
Rhode Island in 2009 marked the beginning of his dive in to politics and voter data, making him an ideal can-
dite to investigate potential voter fraud. 

In 2020, Block was approached by one of the Trump campaign’s top attorneys to investigate voter fraud allega-
tions, a process that would give him unprecedented access to presidential election voter data. ABILITY Maga-
zine’s Chet Cooper met with Block to discuss the investigation results, how our current voting system deals
with accessibility, and ways it needs to improve. 
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2014. I did so, and in Rhode Island, it’s one of the bluest
states in the country, and we have what I like to call a
very machine-oriented and -driven Democratic party.
It’s one of these situations where you don’t really break
your way into the party. You have to pay your dues,
come up through the ranks, blah-blah-blah. And more
importantly, I’m a reformer at heart, and there was real-
ly no way to bring the reforms that I thought the state
needed from within the Democratic party. For a lot of
reasons that was going to fail.

The only other option available to me was the Republi-
can party. As a business owner, I’m pretty fiscally con-
servative, but in every other metric I’m about, again, as
middle-of-the-road as you can imagine. I declared my
candidacy as a Republican. I had a primary in 2014. I
lost my statewide race by 3,000 votes, and voter fraud
was not to blame.

Cooper: There were just those 3,000 people to blame.

Block: (laughs) Right! So that’s my mix of high-tech
and politics.

Cooper: How did you get involved with the research on
voter fraud?

Block: The day after the 2020 election, I was contacted
by one of the Trump campaign’s top attorneys, who

Chet Cooper: Can you gives us a little background; how
would you describe yourself?
Ken Block: I am an expert in what’s called relational
databases. I’m a computer engineer. I have a software
engineering business. We have done really large pro-
jects over the years, including the Texas food stamp pro-
gram, the debit card. We built the first debit card system
in the country for food stamps, now called SNAP, for
the state of Texas. We did the same thing for Illinois,
California, and the government of Puerto Rico. That’s
what I come from. I found my way to politics in 2008–
2009, when I got really discouraged by what the two
parties were delivering in terms of choices for president
and the basic dysfunction that I saw in Congress and I
figured that there was a better way to do it. That’s how I
got in to trying to create the Moderate Party, and after
that (laughs), once we created the party–which required
collecting 35,000 signatures–no easy thing in a small
state like Rhode Island–the only way to keep the party
alive once we’d created it was that somebody had to run
for governor and win 5% of the vote in 2010. That per-
son ended up being me, because no good deed goes
unpunished, I guess. (laughs) So, I ran for governor. I
found that I was pretty good at all of the different skills
required to run for a state-level office like that. I
enjoyed the debates thoroughly and I was intellectually
fully engaged on all cylinders as we did it, with a lot of
encouragement from others. After I closed down the
new political party in 2012, I was asked to run again in
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Ken Block on CNN
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have valid dates of birth for people? These were the
early questions. We then tried to determine if we could
see if somebody was registered to vote in two different
states and solved the problem of: can you uniquely iden-
tify somebody just based on name and data of birth and
address? There’s a lot behind these simple statements
that I’m making to you, and because we specialize in
data, we did a really good job of looking at it. We were
able to show with great certainty in the 2016 election
that about 9,000 people had voted twice. This is across
24 states. So, while 9,000 sounds huge at first, it’s not
huge when you consider that there were 24 states
involved in this analysis. Nine thousand people across
24 states voted in two different states in the same elec-
tion, with a couple of thousand of those votes being cast
in Florida. And it makes sense. We know that people
have second homes in Florida and also some other
place. Because there was really no infrastructure any-
where in the country to look for this and prevent it, peo-
ple were doing it and there was not a lot of consequence
to it.

That was some of the work that we had done. We also
have developed a very high-confidence way to identify
whether registered voters are deceased, and we’ve used
that expertise to help some states clean up their voter
rolls. It was that sort of thing. It’s not my primary busi-
ness line at all, it’s just something that started more or
less as a training tool and has blossomed into an inter-
esting side gig, if you will.

Cooper: What do you know about voting rights for peo-
ple with disabilities in different states?

Block: I know a fair amount about mail ballots and how
different states have remarkably different rules and reg-
ulations regarding who can make use of mail ballots and
how those mail ballots can be delivered to election offi-
cials. It’s all over the map. Alabama has the least friend-
ly mail ballot regulations in the country. It’s very, very
difficult to vote by mail in Alabama. Few people are
legally able to use mail ballots, and delivering their mail
ballots has to be essentially a direct relative or specifi-
cally a caregiver. It runs the gamut to many states that
only conduct their elections by mail, big states. It’s all
over the map. Mail ballots have their own inherent secu-
rity problems. It’s just the nature of the beast. We should
solve those. It gets back to the national identifiers we
were talking about at length earlier.

Mail ballots aren’t going to go away, and we should
strengthen them and get their integrity as strong as we
can, and we should encourage people to securely use
mail ballots in the future. It’s a very convenient way to
vote, and not requiring people to show up to cast a vote
on election day in person is a reasonable thing to do. We
do it okay right now, but we can do it a lot better.

Cooper: You said mailing is a reasonable accommoda-
tion for individuals with disabilities. Do you know any-

asked me very directly if I would help them look for
voter fraud. I don’t know how they found their way to
me, but I saw it as a unique opportunity to conduct some
data-driven research on a national election–something
that I’m pretty sure nobody had ever really been provid-
ed the opportunity to do before. I knew that the cam-
paign would make all the finances available to me that
were necessary to do the work, and I also knew that they
would be able to collect the data that I needed to look at.
And because of that combination of unique point-in-
time things available to me, I decided that I would take
a look at it.

I told the lawyer I reported to–his name is Alex Can-
non–I told him that I would do the work but I would not
custom-deliver any results, that what I would find, if
there was voter fraud, I would find it document it, and
we would successfully defend those findings in court,
but if I didn’t find it, it wasn’t there, and they would
have to deal with it. His response to that was, “That’s
perfect. We want you to do your due diligence.” Proba-
bly the most amazing thing I’ll say to you today is the
fact that there were in fact some attorneys for the Trump
campaign who did their professional due diligence and
were doing the right thing in terms of assessing whether
or not voter fraud was there. They were interested in
operating within the proper level framework, if you will,
to get in and contest an election. They weren’t going to
bring a false claim forward, they only wanted to bring
forward a claim that actually existed.

Cooper: Why did they reach out to you?

Block: My company developed an expertise in looking
at voter data, and I have a personal knowledge of a full
decade of looking at the data from just about all the
states. There are eight states that won’t make their data
available to anyone, so I haven’t looked at those eight
states, but outside of that, I’ve looked at every state’s
voter data. I’ve done some very interesting things with
voter data over the years. That expertise was probably
known to the campaign. I don’t know exactly how they
found their way to me, and I really didn’t have any time
to explore that question in the month of November of
2020.

Cooper: What have you done with data analysis con-
necting to voters?

Block: What would be a surprise to a great many people
is that prior to 2008 most states did not have a single
computerized database that contained all of their voter
data. That only came about because of the Help Ameri-
ca Vote Act, which passed in 2002. When I started look-
ing at voter data in 2014-2015, there really hadn’t been
anyone exploring these data sets and looking at them. I
was exploring it. I used voter data as a tool to help train
people who worked for me. Over the years we did
things like assessing the quality of the data. Did states
have what I called “clean data” or “dirty data”? Did they
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thing about the voting machines and accessibility not
only the machines but accessibility to those voting loca-
tions?

Block: Right. To answer your question, I’m going to ask
you a question. Do you know how many voting jurisdic-
tions there are in the country, with a jurisdiction being
individually responsible for acquiring its own voting
gear?

Cooper: 10,468. No, I have no idea.

Block: (laughs) That’s actually not a bad guess! It’s over
5,000. And in states like Nevada with 17 counties and
New York State with 62 counties, I believe, a lot of
those counties in those two states have different com-
puter systems, different voting machines, different gov-
ernmental bodies responsible for the conduct of their
elections. It’s almost impossible to talk with any degree
of authority about how specific election jurisdictions
handle accessibility, because it’s so dramatically differ-
ent and so much different gear is in use all over the
place. I can’t really speak to it on a general basis. Some
states are way better at it than others. We still see law-
suits today over governmental buildings that really
aren’t accessible to folks who have mobility challenges.

Even today we have that problem, so we have a long
way to go to solve accessibility issues across the board
and across the range of challenges. There’s a lot more
work to do there.

Cooper: We were talking about machines, the Dominion
voting machine. Were you part of looking into that as
well?

Block: No. Everything I did had a foundation in data
that I could look at. The Dominion claims were strictly
hearsay, and what I mean by hearsay is, “He said, she
said,” not a shred of evidence that any court in the coun-
try would allow as admissible. So no, I didn’t have any-
thing to do with it. Had they brought it to me, I would
have declined to even look at it because what could I
do? It’s somebody making a claim out of thin air with-
out a shred of proof behind it. But how do you disprove
something that’s fabricated wholly out of thin air. There
wasn’t the time to do that, and all those claims failed in
the court system, like they should have, and as a result
of those claims, there are have been some pretty severe
consequences paid by those who brought those claims in
the first place.

Cooper: How do states deal with having data of people’s

Ken Block running for Governor
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names, addresses, birth dates? How do they deal with
privacy?

Block: First of all, there is no consistency between
states for how they deal with it, which is a huge problem
across the board. When it comes to voting, the states are
given great latitude in terms of what they do and how
they do it, and as a result, there are some pretty crazy
differences between states. Did you know that there is
one state that does not register its voters?

Cooper: Yes, State of Confusion?

Block: (laughs) Pretty much, or you can also call it
Nebraska. 

Cooper: (laughs) That’s interesting. 

Block: Another inconsistent way that states do things
manifests itself is the following scenario: imagine that I
voted three weeks early by mail in an election and then I
had the misfortune of dying before election day. Do you
believe that my vote counts or doesn’t count?

Cooper: Oh, interesting. I’m dying to know! 

(laughter)

Block: Well, the answer is, it depends.

Cooper: It depends on which state you’re in?

Block: Yup.

Cooper: Nebraska!

Block: (laughs) Who knows in Nebraska? In Michigan
it doesn’t count, and in 2020 they disallowed 3,500
votes like the one I just described to you. In about a
third of the states the vote does not count by law, and in
another third of the states the vote counts by law, and in
the last third of the states there is no law that addresses
that situation, so it’s a mess. There are a lot of scenarios
like that, where the differences in how states do things
yield some very surprising and unfair differences. When
it comes to the voters’ experience, when voting in con-
gressional or presidential elections, the same set of cir-
cumstances should yield the same result everywhere.
But that’s not the way our system works.

Cooper: The idea between the powers between state and
federal. There’s no federal mandate to—

Block: Well, there is. The Constitution says that the
states are responsible for elections, but that Congress
can pass law that sets guidelines for elections as Con-
gress desires. And Congress has passed laws in the past.
We have the National Voting Rights Act and the Help
America Vote Act, and these bills absolutely impact the
conduct of elections across the country. The challenge is

that really we only have a decade more or less of what I
would consider the modern era of elections, where
everybody was fully computerized and we could begin
diving into issues like this. We really should have more
federal guidelines to eradicate some of the bigger unfair
occurrences that we have in the conduct of our elec-
tions, but Congress can’t agree on a lunch order right
now. How do you ever get them to pass a law like this?

Cooper: I’ve always wondered how things keep moving
toward making it easier, like filing and paying IRS taxes
online, seeing your health records online with patients
and your medical team. Why we can’t create a national
online voting system?

Block: It’s very interesting you say that. My book is
broken into three parts. The first part deals with my
experience working for the Trump campaign and all of
the voter fraud that we didn’t find. The middle part of
the book talks about the specific reasons, confirmable
by data, for why Trump actually lost. The last part of the
book are recommendations for ways that we can
improve our elections. Your idea, I’ll paraphrase here,
of a federalized voter registration is spot-on. I think
that’s the way we should go. I’d even go one step fur-
ther. We’ve only had voter registration since the 1950s.
The Constitution doesn’t say anything about the need to
register to vote. If you’re a citizen and the age of 18–
and when I say “citizen,” I mean natural-born or natu-
ralized, that’s the requirement for citizenry–if you’re a
U.S. citizen and you’re 18 years of age, you have the
right to vote.

I believe that we should confer an automatic voter regis-
tration to every natural-born and naturalized citizen as
they become citizens, meaning at birth or when they’re
naturalized, and remove this whole idea of requiring
registration. The reason we have really weird voting
data and why the situation with all those duplicate votes
that I described to you in 2016 happens is because the
states have their own voter registration systems, and
they don’t interact with other states to make sure that
their registered voters aren’t also registered somewhere
else. By federalizing it, you can remove a lot of slop
that exists because of this situation that I just described
to you. By the way, it can’t be the Social Security num-
ber, because as you may or not be aware, Social Securi-
ty numbers are no longer confidential.

Cooper: Actually, when I was thinking that, I was think-
ing that you’d have to have multiple fields that you’d
fill out, Social Security just being one of them.

Block: Yeah, but we’re corrupting the use of the Social
Security number. It’s not a national identifier, although
we use it like a national identifier. It’s supposed to be
the identifier for our financial lives, but it’s been collect-
ed by dentists and hospitals and doctors’ offices. It’s
been lost in data breaches big and small all over the
place. And now, without any exaggeration, if you gave
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me five minutes, I could find your Social Security num-
ber.

Cooper: What time do you have now? (laughs)

Block: (laughs) It’s not secure. It’s no longer confiden-
tial, and we’ve seen all of the unemployment insurance
fraud that we experienced during COVID, and there
were hundreds of billions of dollars of unemployment
insurance fraud. That fraud was only made possible
because everybody’s Social Security numbers were
known by the bad guys.

Cooper: So, the identity would be something else? Fin-
gerprints, eye scanning, DNA?

Block: What’s interesting is that the U.S. is the only
First World country that does not have a national identi-
fier. Everybody else, every European country, they have
a national identifier, and a lot of those are biometric in
nature. You talked about privacy concerns, and as we
kicked off the conversation that we’re having right now,
it’s really not possible to replace Social Security num-
bers that are no longer confidential, or have automatic
voter registration like I am suggesting that we should
do, without the creation of some national identifiers, and
these should be biometric in nature. It’s worked in a
great many other places. It should work here. And
there’s really no other way to resolve some of these
problems without moving in that direction.

Cooper: This is a new topic for me, but if you’re saying
that there are countries that are using some form of bio-
metrics–maybe DNA, fingerprints, eye scans, something
they’re already doing–then we can analyze those coun-
tries and find the pros and cons of a national identifier?

Block: Yes. And we need a couple of new identifiers, a
voting identifier, a replacement for Social Security num-
ber identifier, and maybe there needs to be a medical
identifier. We’re looking at at least two, maybe three, to
help us out. And I toss these off like they’re easy to do.
They’re not. It will be very expensive and time-consum-
ing to replace Social Security numbers. It touches so

many databases in the private, public, and governmental
sectors. it’s a big deal to make that change, to even cre-
ate a new system, to have a federalized voter registra-
tion. They are easy concepts to put your head around,
but very complicated and difficult to build.

Cooper: My brain is already thinking about the huge
benefits, but also the huge issues around Big Brother
having all this data.

Block: Here’s what I’ll say about Big Brother. Big
Brother’s already there, and it’s not big government.

Cooper: Oh, when I said that, I wasn’t only concerned
with government, but the data getting hacked.

Block: Yeah. Google knows a horrifying amount about
you. My entry to the national media happened just over
a year ago, when the Washington Post received a leak
out of Jack Smith’s grand jury investigation in DC that
my company and myself specifically had received a
subpoena in that legal matter. I was in Virginia at a busi-
ness meeting when my cell phone rang with a number
from the Washington Post. I picked it up and there was a
reporter there, and the first thing I asked him was, “How
did you get my cell phone number?” He said, “I’m actu-
ally looking at Lexis/Nexis right now, and here’s your
number and here’s your wife’s cell phone number.” And
I went, “Yeah, that’s right.”

Information you would think is semi-private really isn’t.
We’ve lost just about every shred—and I’m just being
realistic here, not fatalistic–we have lost any shred of
privacy when it comes to data, I would say 15 years
ago. It’s very unlikely that we get it back. To spin back
to your question about names, addresses, and dates of
birth, those really aren’t confidential, and in fact, the
National Voting Rights Act pretty much mandates that
that information needs to be provided by the states to
anyone who wants to doublecheck that the states are
doing what they’re supposed to do correctly. There’s a
legal requirement to provide that data, and honestly,
because Social Security numbers are–in my words–
blown, they’re no longer confidential. The other stuff
really doesn’t matter. Date of birth, address, that sort of
thing. Anybody over the age of 50 has received what
was, like it was for me, an unwelcomed mailing from
AARP welcoming me to the old persons’ club. (laughs)
They know your date of birth. They even got my date of
birth right and wished me a happy birthday. There are so
many places where our privacy became not private so
long ago. Maybe it’s taken some people longer than oth-
ers to accept this fate that we’re at, but we don’t have
the confidentiality that we might think we have.

Cooper: You feel it’s okay to have a society that’s more
open because it’s already there?

Block: Well, (laughs) the toothpaste is out of the tube.
We can’t stuff it back.

Ken Block running for RI Governor
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Cooper: What about changing your name instead of
Block to Ken Open? 

(laughter) 

Block: What was really interesting with the opportunity
that I was given by the Trump campaign–and I use that
word on purpose–I was protected from all political pres-
sure while I did this work. The Oval Office did not
know my identity while I was being asked to conduct
this work, and that was a decision that Alex Cannon
made. It was a very important decision, because nobody
can lean on me demanding an outcome, and you know
that would have happened had my identity been known.
This allowed me to conduct my work in an unbiased
way. If it was there, it was there, and if it wasn’t there, it
wasn’t there. We not only looked for voter fraud
through the data mining my company did, the day after
we signed the contract, Alex started sending me claims
of voter fraud that other people had made. Some of
those claims came from names that are familiar to an
awful lot of people in this country: John Eastman, Syd-
ney Powell, Cleta Mitchell. I didn’t see anything direct-
ly from Rudy Giuliani, but had he sent in something that
came in through the formal campaign apparatus, it
would have eventually come to my attention. We were
able to determine in all of these cases, for more than 15
different claims, that they were false. Every one of
them.

Where Alex started off the whole thing asking me for
every one of the claims he sent me, “Tell me whether
this one’s correct or not.” by the end he was saying,
“Tell me why this one is wrong.” The claims, some of
them, were very academic in nature. There were Ph.D.s
who were proposing complicated formula that they
claimed proved that voter fraud happened, and I was
able to show that that was false. My favorite story of all,
and this just speaks to the mania that we were surround-
ed by in the month of November of 2020, the very last
claim that Alex sent to me was a claim out of Wisconsin
that nearly three-quarters of a million people voted
twice in the Wisconsin presidential election.

This claim materialized from a group of self-described
“volunteers” who made a really critical error. They did-
n’t understand the data they were looking at and
because of that error, they made a math calculation that
left them almost three-quarters of a million votes short
of the number of votes that were cast. They leapt to the
conclusion that fraud had to be the problem. They got
their findings, and they never once questioned their
result. They never once said, “Geez, can this possibly be
right?” Instead, they were excited. “Hey, this is the
smoking gun. We can prove Trump’s right.” They took
their results, got them to someone who played golf who
brought the findings to the manager of a Trump golf
course, who brought the findings to Eric Trump, who
brought the findings to the Oval Office, who sent them
to Alex Cannon, who gave them to me and said, “Tell

me why this is wrong.” And it took me about a half an
hour to show him why that was wrong.

This is what was happening in that period of time. Peo-
ple were, and still have, largely disassociated from reali-
ty when it comes to conversations about whether or not
there’s voter fraud. There’s a lot of misinformation, but
the important thing about voter fraud or fraud of any
kind, obviously, is honestly that it’s identifiable and it’s
quantifiable and it’s verifiable. And if you can’t do
those three things with a claim of fraud, it’s not a valid
claim of fraud.

Cooper: Are you concerned about people that might
think you were bought off or you are trying to put false
information out there? 

Block: I will say that I have some extremely close
friends whom I cannot have any conversation with at all
about the issues that I cover in the book, because they
take their news from conservative media and they
believe it. These are some of the smartest people I per-
sonally know, and they are convinced that there has to
be voter fraud and that the work I did had to have been
wrong, that I wasn’t qualified–these are people I’m
friends with–that I wasn’t qualified to do the work, that
I must have had an agenda. All of the things that I
would expect to hear from somebody who was firmly
brainwashed into believing that there was a lot of voter
fraud, but not something I ever expected to hear from
someone I count as a close personal friend. But the real-
ity is that that’s where this conversation resides.

It’s unfortunate that we can’t have a rational conversa-
tion about it. Worse is that we’re going to have to deal
with it again because former president Trump has made
no secret that he’s going to scream fraud if he loses
again.

Cooper: If you were to go back in time when they first
contacted you, would you do anything differently?

Block: I wouldn’t, because especially knowing what has
transpired, I would absolutely do it again. I’m not sure
anybody else whom they would have contacted to do
the work would have done so in a straight-up honest
way. Beyond that, it is no exaggeration that this repre-
sented a fantastically unique opportunity to conduct an
audit of a national election with essentially unlimited
resources. Those things are there for sure, and for those
reasons I would do it again.

What’s really interesting for me, anyway, as a data per-
son, is why Trump lost, because you really only have to
look at the swing states. The reason for his loss is very
clear to me, looking at the data. It turns out it was also
very clear to Trump’s own pollster, and it was very clear
to Georgia secretary of state Raffensperger, who wrote
the forward for my book. The reason that Trump lost–
cutting out all of the analysis, which is interesting to me
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and everything else–but the bottom line is that I’m able
to show through data that Trump lost the moderate
Republicans. He denigrated them as RINOs, he made it
very clear to them that he didn’t want their support, and
he lost their support.

I can show you in the reddest counties of the reddest
states in the country, Trump did less well in 2020 than
he did in 2016. The explanation for that is the moderate
Republicans. It’s about 2.5% across the country. That’s
his underperformance. That’s my proof. Secretary of
State Raffensperger only looked to Georgia, but he was
able to bring forward 30,000 voters who participated in
the presidential primary in 2020 who did not vote in the
general election. Those 30,000 Republican votes were
lost to Trump. Those were also moderate Republicans.

Cooper: How do you know if they’re moderate or not?

Block: I was able to determine that they were moderates
based on the percentage and where that likely percent-
age overlaid with moderates in terms of their makeup of
the party as opposed to MAGA as opposed to other fla-
vors of Republicanism. I’ll tell you what Trump’s poll-
ster said, and that ties this whole thing together. Raf-
fensperger also found another 30,000 votes in the gener-
al election where the voters left the presidential selec-
tion blank but they voted for down-ticket Republicans,
which is also moderate Republicans unhappy with
Trump, unable to vote for Biden, who didn’t vote at all.
That same scenario, with those two flavors of presiden-
tial primary not voting in the general and leaving the
presidential selection blank while voting for down-ticket
Republicans, happened in Arizona. That’s 60,000 votes
that Trump lost in Georgia as quantified by Secretary of
State Raffensperger, he lost Georgia by fewer than
12,000 votes.

In the middle part of my book, I wanted to really dive in
and see if I could explain why Trump lost the election.
Could I, using data, come up with a proof for why
Trump lost? And there are two different reasons that
Trump lost the election. In Arizona, Georgia, Wisconsin
and Pennsylvania, the Libertarian candidate for presi-
dent, her name was Jo Jorgensen, won as many votes, if
not many times more votes in those states than the num-
ber of votes that Trump lost by in that election. And so,
in the case of Georgia, Jo Jorgensen won about 50,000
votes and Trump lost by race by 12,000 votes. Libertari-
ans lean more conservative than they do labor. The same
thing in Pennsylvania, same thing in Arizona, same
thing in Wisconsin. That’s one clear-cut, rational expla-
nation for why Trump lost.

A more important point that explains Trump loss is that
he made very clear his disdain for moderate Republi-
cans. He called them RINOs, he made it very clear he
didn’t want their support. He denigrated them frequent-
ly. They didn’t vote for him, and the evidence for that
shows up in a couple of different ways. What I’m about

to describe to you again holds true for Georgia, Arizona,
Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin. What happened was that
across the country, when you look at how Trump did as
a percentage of the vote in 2020 relative to how he did
in 2016, on a national level Trump did 2.3% less well as
a percentage of the vote than he did in 2016. That
decline in performance translates to statewide results
even in the reddest states. While Trump won the reddest
of the red states in ’16 and ’20, he didn’t do it by as
much in ’20 as he did in 2016. When you look now at
the red counties in Georgia–Georgia has 167 counties–
144 of them are red, meaning Trump won them in ’16
and he also won them on ’20. On average, Trump did
about 2.4% less well in Georgia’s red counties in 2020
than he did in 2016. Those were the RINOs. Those were
the RINOs who abandoned him. Across Georgia’s red
counties, Trump lost 100,000 votes based on his 2.4%
decrease in performance in 2020 versus 2016.

Georgia secretary of state Raffensperger also deter-
mined that the RINOs cost the election, but he—Raf-
fensperger wrote the forward for my book—came at this
differently. He was able to show that there were about
30,000 Republican presidential primary voters in 2020
who did not participate in the general election. Those
are presidential votes that should have gone to the
Republican candidate for president–at the time president
Trump–but no vote was cast by these people. Those
were very likely RINOs who couldn’t bring themselves
to vote for Biden, but also couldn’t bring themselves to
vote for Trump. Raffensperger also found another
30,000 voters who voted for down-ticket Republicans in
the 2020 presidential race in November but left the pres-
idential selection blank. That’s 30,000 votes lost to pres-
ident Trump again, again very likely RINOs.

The last piece of information that ties all of this together
and beyond a shadow of a doubt proves it is Trump’s
own pollster, a guy named Tony Fabrizio, who, I just
want to–with full disclosure state–that Fabrizio polled
my race for governor in Rhode Island in 2014. We really
do live in a small, small world. I just need to say that up
front. I haven’t spoken to Tony since 2016, so I haven’t
spoken to him since president Trump started using him
as his pollster. But what Fabrizio did in November of
2020, during an election day, they exit-polled 30,000
voters in the swing states. 30,000 voters were inter-
viewed by employees of Fabrizio, and they asked these
voters as they left the voting place, “Who did you vote
for? Why did you vote this way? Blah-blah-blah-blah-
blah.” And he collated that data and he published that
data in a report that was supposed to have been obvious-
ly secret for the campaign. That report was leaked and
it’s available on the Politico.com website. I found the
report, and what Fabrizio said in that report was that one
out of six voters that they interviewed had voted for
Trump in 2016 and voted against Trump in 2020. One
out of six.

Another one out of six voters that they interviewed were
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brand-new voters who had never voted before but had
been motivated to vote against Trump largely because of
how Trump handled COVID, if you can believe that.
Remember, COVID was a hot topic at the time then,
and all of this happened before January 6th. So, Fabrizio
called it “leakage,” where Republican support that he
should have had disappeared. I call it “bleeding sup-
port,” support that he had in 2016 disappeared in 2020.
And honestly, he still has that problem today.

In Pennsylvania, they just had their most recent presi-
dential primary, and Nikki Haley took 25% of the
Republican vote, and she suspended her campaign
months ago. Those voters who were voting for Nikki
Haley, aren’t happy with president Trump, and they’re
making that unhappiness known with their protest vote
for a candidate who has withdrawn (laughs) from the
campaign. So, unless former president Trump figures
out how to handle his RINO problem, it’s not solved,
and it’s going to be a big challenge for him in 2024.

Cooper: Will you have to testify?

Block: I consider myself a professional receiver of sub-
poenas.

Cooper: (laughs)

Block: I was subpoenaed first by Jack Smith. That sub-
poena was delivered with a phone call to my office line

from the FBI. I was served on the phone for that. That
was about a month to a month and a half before the
Washington Post broke the story that I had received that
phone call. A few weeks after the Washington Post story
broke, I got a knock on the door and I was served a sub-
poena by Ruby Freeman’s legal team. She had sued
Rudy Giuliani for defamation. They had read the article
in the Washington Post and figured, “Well, if he can
help Jack Smith, maybe he can help us.” Turned out I
really didn’t have anything related to Rudy Giuliani. I
never talked to him. I never saw any of his claims, but I
did receive the subpoena from them.

Then I got a call on my cell phone, again wondering
how that happened, but this time it was a prosecutor on
Fani Willis’s legal team in Fulton County, Georgia. So
yeah, I’ve had my share of subpoenas. Who knows if
these cases will ever proceed to trial at this point. If they
do, it’s probably not directly necessary for me to go tes-
tify because I’m what’s called a “fact witness.” My
emails and communications with the Trump campaign
are what the prosecutors in both of those cases were
interested in: the fact that I told them very clearly over
and over and over again that there was no voter fraud.
There was not enough voter fraud to matter. I want to be
clear about that. We did find some voter fraud; people
take two bites of the apple sometimes if they think they
can get away with it.

We found a handful of people who managed to vote
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while they were deceased. It happens. And some of the
people we found were prosecuted for voter fraud. But
none of it was enough to have changed the results in any
election. Might some prosecutor choose to put me on
the stand because there would be some drama in having
me be on there? I guess so. But it shouldn’t be specifi-
cally necessary because my communications tell the
whole story.

Cooper: Thank you. I remembered one of the questions
I had when you were talking about some of your
friends. Do you think they’ll buy your book?

Block: I don’t think so. Look, this actually brings up
one of the most frustrating things I’ve been dealing with
since the book was published, and that is how no con-
servative media anywhere has touched this story or will
talk to me. It manifests itself in the most extreme in the
form of a website called TheFederalist.com. It’s a con-
servative website. They try to be highbrow, thought-pro-
voking, that kind of thing, and they published a hit piece
review of my book by somebody out of Georgia whom I
didn’t recognize, and I became aware of it and I contact-
ed him and said, “Will you accept rebuttal?” and they
said, “Send it along, we’ll take a look.” We wrote a very
careful rebuttal that nobody could take a beef with, and
submitted it, and they refused to publish it.

So, we have tried to get opinion pieces published in
some conservative newspapers that were flatly rejected

but happily picked up by non-conservative newspapers.
It is just the nature of how our media have become par-
tisan in nature and it’s a gigantic challenge. For those
who consume conservative media, most of those folks
have no idea I exist, no idea that I was hired to do this
work for the Trump campaign, no idea that after all that
time, energy and money was spent, we didn’t find
enough evidence of voter fraud to matter. The only thing
they’re hearing is that voter fraud is everywhere. That’s
what conservative media is broadcasting to them. Liber-
al media doesn’t necessarily want to talk about some of
the changes that really should be made to make our
elections more secure. That’s not a narrative they think
should be talked about. They don’t even like talking
about the fact that we found some voter fraud.

This is harmful. I think that the only way we move past
where we are as a country is if people are receiving the
facts necessary to make reasonable decisions, and right
now, the way our media is working, nobody is really
getting all the facts they need to make these decisions
the right way.

Cooper: Yes. We’re all living it right now. I keep think-
ing of history and how in the Civil War, brother against
brother, or Germany, how they convinced a whole coun-
try that they were the victims and that they needed to do
what they did, and yet we have, as you were just saying,
how divided the media is—the propaganda machines,
and the media outlets on both sides driven by financial
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gains—which is led by, if it bleeds, it leads. Is there
anything that you can think of if you had that ability to
do something?

Block: It really is a very, very difficult problem that
we’ve become so hyperpartisan with the media that we
consume. I think it’s one of the biggest problems that
we face as a country, honestly, and I don’t have the
slightest idea what we can do to fix it.

Cooper: This has been great. Can you think of some-
thing else you might want to add? 

Block: We talked about one way we can make our elec-
tions better, which is a federalized voter registration. We
should make illegal the practice of gerrymandering.
Eighty percent of our congressional seats are not com-
petitive, and a large reason for that uncompetitiveness is
gerrymandering. Gerrymandering is when partisan
elected officials control the design of the maps for
which voters are in which district. It’s well documented
over the years that Republicans and Democrats both do
it if they have the power, and they purposely design
election jurisdictions that guarantee a partisan win. How
can we have any kind of pride in our democracy when
partisan actors can that easily manipulate the results of
our elections? It’s terrible. It should be outlawed. The
problem is, we need a highly partisan Congress to pass
the law that outlaws it. But that’s a huge reform. We
should absolutely do that.

There are a lot of other things that we should do in
terms of making things better. States maintain their
voter registration systems in a silo. Rhode Island
doesn’t know often its voters move to another state. The
federal government should put together the computer
system necessary to identify that problem and help
states clean up their voter rolls. New York State has a
terrible data problem. So does New Jersey. In the state
of New Jersey (laughs), and this is kind of incredible,
the state of New Jersey has 25,000 registered voters
with a year of birth of 1800.

Cooper: (laughs) Sorry! That should win Florida!

Block: It’s amusing, except that in 2020, 8,000 of those
voters cast votes.

Cooper: That’s where I thought you were going. I made
the joke of Florida because it’s the retirement state.

Block: That’s not voter fraud. That’s sloppy, sloppy,
sloppy data. The state should be compelled to clean
this stuff up. New York State has a similar problem but
the scale isn’t as bad. They have thousands instead of
tens of thousands of 1800 voters, and hundreds of
them voted as opposed to thousands. But New York
State has a bigger problem, and that is that the only
way in our country to–with certainty–know when
someone has passed away is to know that person’s

Social Security number, because when somebody pass-
es away, the Social Security Administration is made
aware of it. They maintain a list of everybody who has
passed away. We even have a federal law as of 2004
that says that when states register new voters, they’re
supposed to make sure they collect Social Security
numbers from those voters specifically for this reason,
so that the state can maintain its data when the time
comes to do so.

Well, New York State has a dramatic problem. They
have 3 million registered voters on their rolls who don’t
have Social Security numbers registered, and two mil-
lion of those voters cast votes in 2020. The other million
who didn’t vote have been registered for at least 20
years and haven’t cast a vote for at least 20 years. Those
voters have likely long ago moved away or passed
away. This describes something called “voter bloat.”
That term describes a voter roll with a whole bunch of
voters who should have been removed long ago, but for
whatever reason haven’t.

New York State should be given special help because of
the size and scale of their problem to federal assistance
to help clean up their voter rolls. Because you have to
be able to identify your voters. The second biggest rea-
son there were so many false claims of voter fraud in
2020–the first one was that these people who were
doing these amateur analytics didn’t understand what
they were doing and didn’t understand what they were
looking at–but there was another class of error that was
committed, and that was people who looked at data in
two different states and saw someone with the same
name and the same date of birth and said, “That’s got to
be the same person.” It turns out that that analysis is
wrong 90% of the time, and it’s one of the big reasons
that when you’re in a larger hospital, they ask you for
your Social Security number because on any given day
in a big hospital, you can have two people with the
exact same name and the exact same date of birth.

Cooper: I did not know that.

Block: It’s not a very well-known fact, but it’s right
there in the book. (laughs)

Cooper: And you might not want that procedure that the
other person gets.

Block: Right, absolutely. So, there are a whole bunch of
things that deserve to be addressed and fixed, but we do
need a functional Congress to make any of that stuff
happen.

Cooper: It was great talking to you.

Block: Thank you, it was a really great interview, I
appreciate it.

kenblock.com
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Long before Michael Che and Colin Jost, Kevin Nealon
sat at the “Weekend Update” desk of Saturday Night
Live (SNL). Multiple replacements (joints) later and at
the age of 70, Nealon isn’t sitting or slowing down. He’s
hiking. You can find him on YouTube doing just that,
while talking to celebrities. When he’s not hiking,
Nealon is standing up on the road, entertaining the
masses with his “constant tour.”

ABILITY’s Chet Cooper met with Nealon to talk about
his health challenges as well as his long-term relation-
ship with comedy, writing and acting. Nealon spoke
about the birth of “Hiking with Kevin,” his life experi-
ence on tour and how he’s doing what makes him
happy.

Chet Cooper: You interviewed Ray Romano, and he
brought out that he had anxiety disorder. I had inter-
viewed him, and he never brought that up.

Kevin Nealon: I don’t even remember that.

Cooper: You do such a nice job; it becomes so personal-
ized. I’ve been thinking about creating a similar show,
but instead of hiking in the beautiful outdoors it would
be ‘Scuba diving with Chet’.

Nealon: (laughs) That would be funny. There would be
a problem with the sound. 

Cooper: Do you know what the magazine’s about and
why we’re here?

Nealon: Yeah, I think I was on the cover of one once.

Cooper: I didn’t know that.

(laughter)

Cooper: How are things going with your A-fib [atrial
fibrillation].

Nealon: Things are going great with the A-fib. I had it
for maybe 12 years and it became more persistent. The
doctor told me it would get to a point where I would
have to do something about it. That’s called an ablation.
That’s what I had done, and I haven’t had a problem
with it since. An ablation is where they go in through
your groin, like a robotic thing, and through your neck,
and they solder around that electrical situation in your
heart. They put dots all the way around that electrical
portion of your heart, like a corral and it keeps it in
there so it doesn’t come outside.

Cooper: Do you have a device…

Nealon: No, I don’t have a mechanism. They went in to
do the surgery or whatever they call it, the procedure
with a wire and they would solder, do a little burn,
around this whole area that was affected.
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An A-fib is caused by the electrical circuits in your
heart. They’re misfiring somehow. So, the doctor finds
out where that area is and looks on the screen and goes
in up your arteries or whatever it is to get there, and
there’s a little burn, burn, burn, all around that area so it
won’t be able to go outside of there.

Cooper: So, it neutralizes whatever is not working prop-
erly?

Nealon: Yeah. Keeps it confined so it doesn’t get out.

Cooper: Can you imagine who figured that one out?

Nealon: It’s amazing how technology and advances in
medical issues have progressed so quickly. And all the
advances they’re finding for all other kinds of diseases,
too, that we’re not even hearing about now, but they’re
on the edge of discovering things. It’s exciting.

Cooper: I was at the Cleveland Clinic
watching with some physicians and psychi-
atrists around deep brain simulation, and
they had a patient in another room. They
had already mapped the brain and placed
the probe. They said, “Lift your glass.” And
his hand was shaking violently. They turned
on the device and asked him to lift the glass.
The shaking and tremors stopped.

Nealon: Wow, that’s amazing!

Cooper: All that electrical.

Nealon: Is he cured from that now?

Cooper: Oh, he died on the operating table.

Nealon: Oh, he did?

Cooper: Sorry, no I’m kidding. How did
you come up with “Hiking with Kevin?

Nealon: Matthew Modine is a friend of
mine. I hadn’t seen him for a while—from
“Full Metal Jacket” and “Stranger Things”
now—And I said, “Matt, you want to go for
a hike in the canyon?” And he said, “Sure.”
So, we’re hiking and it’s a really steep
incline, and we’re so out of breath and
we’re talking, and it’s like you can’t finish a
sentence. It’s very broken up. And I said.
“This would be funny if this was like an
interview show.” [mimics speaking while
hardly able to breathe] So, I posted that on
Twitter, two-minute interstitials, you know?
And I put two or three of those up, and peo-
ple really liked them. And Matt said to me,
“You should do a weekly show, a ‘Hiking
with Kevin’ kind of a thing.”

Cooper: I think I stumbled on YouTube of
you doing this because of something—you know, the
algorithms that follows you once you look at something.
I think from that you appeared a few times with Conan,
and then your name started popping up. Do you still
produce the show?

Nealon: Yes 

Cooper: The feeds I saw were four to six years ago.
That’s why I didn’t know if you had done any newer
ones. I looked at your website, but it was there?

Nealon: Because I’m mostly promoting my stand-up
tour on that website. That’s a good point. I should have
it redone and updated a little bit.

Cooper: It would increase your audience. 
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Nealon: Yeah, I’m in the process now of taking it out
and trying to get it sold to the platform. And then maybe
increase it, do international hikes.

Cooper: And when you expand, you might not be able
to do them all yourself. You could say, “And co-hosting
is Chet.”

Nealon: (laughs) Good idea, yeah!

Cooper: You could do co-hosting.

Nealon: I was going to do one—I still might do it. —
where I’m hiking with somebody and Conan comes
down the other way interviewing somebody else.
(laughs)

Cooper: (laughs) Nice.

Nealon: He takes my guests, I take his! That’s a good
idea. I do need to expand my website and then maybe
do some merchandise, too, for the hike.

Cooper: Merch is always good. Maybe contract a third-
party to do it for you because, as busy as it is, especially
if you’re still producing and editing.

Nealon: Yeah, yeah, that takes a long time.

Cooper: What software are you using?

Nealon: I use Premier Pro. Adobe. Do you do that?

Cooper: Yes, we have some video interviews.

Nealon: Can I ask what is your disability?

Cooper: I have a couple I’ve acquired and a couple I
was born with, ADHD and Dyslexia.

Nealon: How does ADHD manifest itself? My wife
keeps accusing me of having ADD or ADHD.

Cooper: You guys make jokes on your hike with Conan.
He is answering a question, and you call out squirrel or
something. Going off-topic. Very creative minds tend to
go off tangent.

Nealon: Oh, I see what you’re saying, where I keep
changing the topic.

Cooper: (laughs) Yeah.

Nealon: I learned that from Howard Stern. He would
ask a lot of rapid-fire questions of people. And then he
would hit on one. That’s based on that.

Cooper: The methodology...

Nealon: But the ADHD thing, how does that—

Cooper: It might manifest with problem paying atten-
tion, short attention span, maybe difficulty focusing…

Nealon: So as long as you’re able to focus, you don’t
have it? Because I can sit down and paint for, like, two
hours.

Cooper: I’ve interviewed people who had a severe
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involuntary movements, but when they paint their
spasms or tourette tics stop. I mention that because there
maybe something about truly engaging in something
one loves doing then your “squirrel” distraction stops
and you can be focused.

Nealon: I know. On the way down here, I was listening
to an Audible book in my car, and I had to rewind it
four or five times because my mind just wandered off. I
wasn’t listening to it.

Cooper: I’m sorry, what were you just saying? 

Nealon: (laughs)

Cooper: Growing up, my biggest challenge with dsylex-
ia was trying to get good grades in all classes. Different
teaching styles and subjects it was difficult.

Nealon: You get good grades studying backward coun-
tries.

Cooper: (laughs) Nice!

Nealon: Do you know who else has dyslexia is Joe
McHale, the actor. Do you know him? 

Cooper: Yes. What was the last thing he was in?

Nealon: I think it was “The Great Indoors.”

Cooper: With your traveling schedule, have you looked
into doing shooting “Hiking” in other states?

Nealon: Yeah, in fact, I often bring my camera and stuff
with me in case I run into somebody. When I go to New
York I might run into a celebrity. Or I’ll just bring it to
get B-roll, like flying a drone.

Cooper: What kind of drone are you using?

Nealon: It’s a Mavic drone and then a DJI drone, a
smaller one.

Cooper: I’ve got a mini-drone, but I haven’t learned to
fly it without worrying it will fly away or run into some-
thing. It does have obstacle avoidance.

Nealon: The newer ones have that. I have that and the
mini-four EGI. I’ve crashed, like, five drones. I was
able to repair them, but you know, you take your eye off
of them for a minute and either the wind takes them or
it’s not on the right setting.

Cooper: Mine has about 30 mile wind resistance.

Nealon: Wow! What do you use it for?

Cooper: Taking baths. I haven’t filmed with it yet. 

Nealon: Oh! (laughs)
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Cooper: I’m still practicing on it. I surf with a friend and
as we’re getting older we’d like to capture some footage
before it’s too late—

Nealon: How old are you now?

Cooper: How old do you think I am?

Nealon: Forty?

Cooper: We’ll leave it at that. (laughs) What did you do
prior to SNL?

Nealon: Stand-up is all I ever really wanted to do. Now
I’ve done commercials here and there and some guest
spots on TV shows. 

I had the A-fib, I’ve had four joints replaced from
arthritis.

Cooper: Which ones?

Nealon: Both my knees and a hip and a shoulder.

Cooper: How long did it take you to recover?

Nealon: The hip was easy. That was the easiest one.
And then the shoulder was a little more difficult. But the
knees are the hard one. This one I had about a year and
a half ago and this one about six months ago. It’s still
painful going up stairs.

Cooper: But you were hiking in between both of those?

Nealon: I can get back there for three months. But it’s
got to be a little flatter. The inclines have gone down
each year.

Cooper: You could always hike downhill.

Nealon: (laughs) Actually, it’s harder to hike downhill
with bad knees. But I remember when I had the surgery,
I would see other people hiking and get really envious
of getting out there, you know, people running, jogging.
So, I had that done. I think those are my only disabili-
ties, just the sore joints and the A-fib, which could
always come back, but it hasn’t yet.

Cooper: When did you first start stand-up?

Nealon: That’s all I really wanted to do, stand-up. I still
watch it on TV all the time. I like telling jokes. I came
out to Los Angeles to do stand-up, and all the other stuff
was secondary. I started getting a commercial or two
here and there or a guest spot on a show. Somebody said
once, “I know you like to do stand-up, but are you 
taking any acting classes?” I said, “No, not really.” He
said, “Well, you should be because, one day, some cast-
ing agent will come into the show room and see you
perform and want you to come in and do a cold reading,

audition.” I said, “That makes sense.” So, I started tak-
ing some acting classes around LA for a couple years,
started getting auditions and started getting more and
more stuff. I started doing “The Tonight Show” and Let-
terman, all those talk shows, doing stand-up.

And then “Saturday Night Live” came along; all of a
sudden I had to change gears. I’m not thinking about
jokes any more; I’m thinking about characters and writ-
ing sketches. But I never stopped doing stand-up. I
would always continue to do it through the breaks and
the hiatuses and in between different shows I was on.
It’s really, really what I wanted. And here I am, 70, still
doing stand-up.

Cooper: Were you considered the jokesters in school?

Nealon: You know what happened? I love memorizing
jokes in the back pages of the newspaper. They’d have
my favorite jokes from whoever were the contemporary
comedians back then. I’d memorize a couple of those
and I’d go to a party and personalize them, like it had
happened to me in real life. I’d say, “Did you hear about
that guy who stole a fire truck downtown?” And people
would go, “Are you serious?” And I’d say, “Yeah, yes-
terday, he stole a fire truck.” “Did they get him?” “Yeah,
some guy stole a cop car and pulled him over and got
him.” (laughter) That kind of stuff. I would tell those
jokes.

At school I was a little more shy. I was a little more
comfortable with my friends in the neighborhood, but at
school I was a little shy. I wasn’t like the class clown or
anything. In college I became more and more interested
in stand-up. A friend of mine once said, “You should try
those comedy clubs in New York.” I was telling all
those jokes.” And I thought, first of all, I’ve got to write
my own material.

So, I would go in and look at those clubs and I’d be
really intimidated. They were New York kind of clubs,
tight, the comics were real brash and edgy. I thought, “I
don’t think I could do this here.” So, I decided that in
California people seemed more laid-back. I came out
here and it was the perfect home for me.

Cooper: And along the way, did you make a lot of
friends who are still friends today?

Nealon: Comics, you mean? Oh, yeah. I started in the
late ’70s, so I’ve known everyone, from Robin Williams
to Jay Leno to guys who aren’t around any more. Gary
Shandling was a good friend of mine, Bob Saget,
Richard Louis. It’s kind of odd losing these people
along the way. Everybody our age, or my age, you lose
people. That’s part of life.

Cooper: Bob Saget was friends with Regina Hall and we
had a fun interview. Pretty nice person.
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Nealon: As far as losing people along the way, it makes
you appreciate people more because you never know if
they’ll be around the next day.

Cooper: Yeah. Robin Williams, I talked to him a couple
of times because he was friends with Christopher
Reeve.

Nealon: Yeah, they were roommates.

Cooper: Right. He wanted to wait and be interviewed
after he produced the movie about the life of John Calla-
han. If you aren’t aware of his cartoon style the jokes
are a little dark. One scene shows two cowboys ready to
have a gun fight in the main street. A voice shouts out
“Don’t be a fool Billy” and looking at the two cowboys
you notice Billy is without arms. Robin always support-
ed Christopher Reeve’s journey.

Nealon: So many people who have gone by the wayside
over the years. And I remember jokes from comics a
long time ago. I used to be in the clubs all the time, and
there wasn’t such a proliferation of comics as there are
now, there are thousands of comics. Before it was more
of a novelty profession. I knew every comic, I knew
their jokes, I knew when they would swallow before
they would say a punchline. Those are the people who
hit you harder when they pass, as opposed to now, there
are so many comics, good ones, too. I’ll see someone I
never heard of before, and they’re great. It’s because
I’m not in the clubs every night any more. When I went
to do SNL, like I said, I never stopped doing stand-up,
but I wasn’t living at the clubs like I used to.

The funny thing is, comedy was so fertile in the ’80s,
when you would work at a club from Tuesday through
Sunday, every night. Now, it’s just basically Thursday,
Friday, and Saturday, or Friday, Saturday, and Sunday,
three nights. But you would run into the other comics at
the hub airports, like St. Louis or Salt Lake City. They
were coming from one club; you’re going to another
one. It was pretty cool. Now I don’t think I would rec-
ognize half of the comics who were walking through a
club or an airport.

Cooper: How did you get casted on SNL?

Nealon: Some people are hired as cast members. I was
hired as a writer the first year and a feature player,
which meant they would give me seven on-air shows.
But I got on every show. The next year Lorne Michaels
offered me that I could either be a regular cast member
or I could continue to be a writer and a feature player.
So of course I took the cast member, but we all continue
to write on that show. We all wrote, whether we were
recognized or paid as a writer or not. You have to give
yourself as many opportunities as possible. That’s what
I did there.

And I had to learn how to do sketches and create char-
acters. I’m just a stand-up. I wasn’t thinking along those
lines. I was thinking along the lines of setting up a
punchline. And now all of a sudden, I have to come up
with characters and a sketch idea.

Cooper: It worked.

Nealon: Yeah, I was a quick learner. I had to adapt. It

Dana Carvey and Kevin Nealon in SNL's "Pumpin' Up" with Hans & Franzs
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was a great experience, nine years.

Cooper: What was your degree?

Nealon: B.S. in marketing.

Cooper: Which you’re not doing with your show that
well. We’ll get to that. Do you prepare the intros or do
you just go right into it?

Nealon: No, the intro I don’t really prepare. Maybe
when I’m driving over there, I think of something, but
it’s really more spontaneous. What’s going on, what I’m
feeling right now. Is it raining?

Cooper: You have great openings, funny and informa-
tive, it sounds organic.

Nealon: That’s the other thing about those hikes. It’s so
disarming for the guest because you’re out in nature,
you’re hiking, there’s no audience, no lights or big mics.
They’re a lot more forthcoming and revealing about
more personal issues. I always give them the opportuni-
ty to tell me if they don’t want me to leave something in
there. So, that’s one of the great things about that hike.
And it’s a lot of work because I hike for maybe an hour,
and hour and a half with them, and I only use maybe 15
or 20 minutes. But on some I do have two- or three-
parters, which I have in the bank. I bank those.

Cooper: You’re still doing it?

Nealon: Yeah. I want to get somebody else to edit for
me because that takes the longest time, but half of the
comedy is coming from how you edit.

Cooper: There is so much young talent in your back-
yard, including USC and UCLA film students.

Nealon: Yeah, there are a lot of them out there. Some-
times I think perhaps a more seasoned person is better
with the comedic timing and would maybe know my
style better, but I guess it could be anybody really. It just
depends on their background and their sensibilities.

Cooper: I think it would save you time — what is it you
want to do when you grow up?

Nealon: (laughs) I’m doing it now. That’s why I’m so
happy in life. I’m doing everything I wanted to do.
Although when I turned 60, I decided that the things I
had been talking about for so long, I would start doing
them. So, I started painting, caricatures, I started taking
Spanish, I’ve been taking Spanish for three years now. I
started learning how to play the piano.

Cooper: Wow, that all takes a lot of time!

Nealon: That’s the hard part. I’m not good at all. I’ve
played the guitar since I was 10, and the banjo. But the

piano is a much easier instrument because you can see
all the keys laid out C, D, E, F, G, A, B, C. And on the
guitar, I never looked at it that way. I knew scale pat-
terns on the guitar, but I didn’t see the way the chords
were formed, the notes. I like it in that respect. I don’t
play a lot now because I’m doing so many other things.
I’m painting. I have a book out called “I Exaggerate My
Brushes with Fame.” It’s a bunch of caricatures I drew
of celebrities and anecdotes with it.

Cooper: Some great pieces, however they’re not on your
website? (finger wagging)

Nealon: It’s not on the website, but it’s on my Insta-
gram. (laughter) You’re right. Thanks for putting that
fire under me. I’ve got to do something about that.

Cooper: Use your degree in marketing —tell us about
your stand-up tour.

Nealon: (laughs) People can check out the tour on my
website, KevinNealon.com. They can see where I’ll be,
in their hometown or whatever. I don’t really have a

Kevin Nealon's painting of Christopher Walken
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tour name because it’s a constant tour.

Cooper: That’s the name!

Nealon: Constant Tour! It’s just fun to do. I’ve been
doing it for so long.

Cooper: Do you go to the same venues?

Nealon: A lot of the same ones, and sometimes not. I
have agents who get offers in and come to me and they
try to route them sometimes so they’re in the same gen-
eral area. 

Cooper: Some comedians love the road.

Nealon: Yeah, it’s strenuous sometimes. It’s a lot of
work. I’d rather be home sometimes. But it always is
fun to be out there. I like to stay engaged, too. As I’m
getting older, I don’t want to be just sitting at home
watching news or hanging out with a couple of old

friends. I like to get out in the comic clubs in LA and
find out what’s going on, be around younger people,
engage with them, see where they’re coming from. I
think that keeps you young, too, more stimulated.

Cooper: Do you see the audiences as people who know
you, or do you see newer audiences that maybe aren’t
aware of your background?

Nealon: I think the younger people aren’t aware of a lot
of the shows I guess like “Weeds.” That was before they
were born. Sounds weird saying that. But then the older
people are kind of—They know what they’re coming to
see. And some people have never seen me before. I was
telling somebody, sometimes I get on stage and I get
depressed because it’s all old people, and then I realize,
“Wait a minute, I’m older than they are!” (laughter)

Cooper: I know, looking into the mirror and thinking
who’s this? Is the road exhausting?

Kevin Nealon's painting of Tilda Swinton Kevin Nealon's painting of Kevin Nealon
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Nealon: Oh, yeah, yeah. It’s not exactly the same
because I’m not out hitting the clubs or the bars after
my stand-up or getting in at 2 in the morning, and hun-
gover the next morning. Now it’s much more doable. I
get to come to nice hotels, or towns, meet new people,
see different audiences. It’s interesting. I’ll be standing
up there thinking, “I’ve never met these people in my
life. I never knew they even existed.” And now I’m see-
ing them, and they’ve had their whole life, all of their
laughs, all their crying, all their bowel movements,
(laughter) and that’s kind of a special experience for me.

Cooper: That’s a great way to think about people, places
and life’s journey.

Nealon: But I do like people. That’s the bottom line. I
have a certain, I don’t know, a certain compassion for
people. I like to see people laughing. I like to see people
happy.

And the “Hiking” show or YouTube? That’s what I love
doing. I’ll never retire. I’m fortunate to be able to be liv-
ing in my passion. I’m not one of these people who
says, “Oh, man, I really want to do this,” and then they
never do it, and they have a boring job.

Cooper: It’s rewarding in making people laugh. Proba-
bly every time I’m in an elevator, I think of something
to engage with people as they have their heads down
feeling awkward being in a closed room with strangers. 

Nealon: You’re a good elevator act? (laughter)

Cooper: A new show! And I love it when I’m in another
country and I don’t know the language and I can still
make them laugh.

Nealon: That’s a real skill right there. I like to make
people laugh. Working in a store or whatever, servers,

Cooper: When people are stressed, get them to have a
happy moment.

Nealon: It’s a lot easier to get someone like that to
laugh, somebody who’s down about something because
comedy works better with tragedy. It’s a release.

Nealon: You know who you remind me of a lot? Dick
Cavett.

Cooper: When I was in high school, a teacher gave me
an A, I didn’t think I earned it but she said I reminded
her of Dick Cavett — and she loved him. I should have
thanked him.

Nealon: No way, really? Not physically, just the style of
interview and conversation. It’s very thoughtful and
gentle.

Cooper: FU.

Nealon: And he would say that too. 

(laughter)

Cooper: Do you think there’s an intrinsic darkness to
comedians. I know many that are at least very introvert-
ed, shy, but great writers.

Nealon: That’s not rare. There are a lot of comics who
are kind of dark and who like to crawl into a cubbyhole
after they get off the stage. I was very fortunate because
I grew up in a great family, great parents. There wasn’t
really anything I didn’t need or want.

Cooper: Where was this?

Nealon: Connecticut.

Cooper: What did they do?

Nealon: My father’s an aeronautical engineer and my
mother was a homemaker, housewife and was around
that the whole time. My comedy doesn’t come from the
darkness, it comes from my imagination.

Cooper: What else can we say before we wrap up?

Nealon: My father used to say this to us a lot when we
were leaving to go somewhere: “Go have fun.” 

kevinnealon.com
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Known as the Olympics of the Art
World, the Venice Biennale is an inter-
national contemporary art exhibition
held bi-annually in Venice, Italy. Cele-
brating its 60th iteration this year with
the theme Foreigners Everywhere, e
Venice Biennale hosts a select few
artists from 86 nations to showcase
their creations on a prominent world
stage. e high-profile nature of this
event may seem intimidating to some,
but to others, like artist Jenni-Juulia
Wallinheimo-Heimonen, it presents an
incredible opportunity to draw atten-
tion to important pressing social issues
in the hopes of creating a chain event of
awareness and change.

Wal l inhe imo-He imonen
JENNI-JUULIA

ART AS ACTIVISM
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Will you Marry me, Space, 2022-2023
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artists, artists with neurodiverse issues, but also all kind
of minorities like LGBTQIA, the Sami and people of
color, and I think this has affected that there are now
three artists who, I mean, we all share this little prob-
lematic relationship with this world that is not perfectly
designed for our needs. So, I think that why we three are
having things in common and still very separate prob-
lems, but we need to sometimes do a bit more to sur-
vive, and then for us it’s really, it’s hard for us to divide
our lives and bodies from the art we make, so we’re also
all art activists, somehow, (laughs) in different ways, but
still.
Woodall: Can you tell me about the work for the exhibi-
tion and what the piece is about and what it’s like? I
know you mentioned it’s called The Pleasures We
Choose. Can you tell me what it looks like visually and
the artistic decisions that you all made about that?
Wallinheimo-Heimonen: My work consists of three dif-
ferent elements. We have made—there’s a short film, a
two-screen film, and then there is a textile installation
and a kinetic sculpture. I’m more like a storyteller, it’s
hard to tell you how they look. I know I should be able
to do that. But they are all inspired by hate speech
towards people with disabilities in Finland. They are
inspired by this survey that our Ministry of Justice has
repeated from 2015-17. I think the next one was in
2019. Hate speech is a huge problem in Finland, they
wanted to know how it’s affecting Sami people, Roma
people, people of color, LGBTQIA, and us, and there is
one very big difference between the disability commu-
nity and other minorities, because for us, the most com-
mon place to face hate speech is actually the social and
healthcare, which doesn’t surprise the disabled commu-
nity, but it’s something that they’re not talking about at
all.
Wallinheimo-Heimonen: In the first survey, it was
almost 50% of hate speech that we face that comes from
the social and healthcare workers, and then I wanted to
bring this up because then if such an opportunity for a
disability artist, I was thinking first, what is the most
important thing? It would be the social model. But if the
gatekeepers, the medical world, doesn’t even understand
that they, in a gatekeeper position, have such a negative
attitude towards us, I have to first point up this hate
speech issue.
All these pieces I have been making are very playful,
very shiny and glittering and fun, but the title is, How
Great Is Your Darkness. I mean the question of knowl-
edge, if you don’t even know that you don’t know how
deep in this darkness you actually are when you don’t
even see your own darkness. The biggest challenge for
me was to—this is a very international exhibition, so I
was trying to, for example, in the video, use bodies and
pantomime to express the hate speech in a way that
everybody can read its negative attitude. There is actual-
ly even no words, there is no sound, there’s just an

ABILITY Magazine’s Chet Cooper and Jennifer Woodall
met with artist Jenni-Juulia Wallinheimo-Heimonen in a
virtual interview to discuss what it means to navigate
social systems as a woman with a disability, creating art
as a catalyst for change and being invited to participate
in one of the most prominent art events in the world. 
Jennifer Woodall: Hello, hello! How are you?
Jenni-Juulia Wallinheimo-Heimonen: Good. I’m just
getting the right webcam. Is it this one? Yes! (laughs)
Hello, so nice to meet you!
Woodall: Nice to meet you as well. How is everything
over there? It’s nighttime over where you’re at, right?
Almost 7 p.m.?
Wallinheimo-Heimonen: Yeah, it’s actually—there was
a little change, so I’m right now in a hotel room still in
Venice, because there was a little polishing last-minute
touch-up, so I’m leaving tomorrow morning. Still here,
but it’s going really good. It’s like 99.99% ready.
(laughs) 
Woodall: That’s awesome. And an extra night in Venice,
come on! Who doesn’t want to stay in Venice a little
extra? (laughs) 
Wallinheimo-Heimonen: (laughs) Yeah, yeah, it’s been
really an experience. Still unbelievable. A city of
bridges and stairs and lots of challenges to do practical
things. But I think it’s so much fun. It’s a so rebellious
city. I really respect its attitude here.
Woodall: That’s great! You’re one of three Finnish
artists representing Finland at the Venice Biennale art
exhibit, right?
Wallinheimo-Heimonen: Yes. We have a collaborated
exhibition; we call it The Pleasures We Choose. We are
three artists, but also, our amazing curators, Jussi Koitel
and Yvonne Billimore, we have worked together a lot,
discussed about the topics, and then we even have an
architectural intervention, also related to access issues.
We are three artists but also three very important per-
sons supporting us and working together.
Woodall: Tell me about how you all got involved with
the Venice Biennale? Were you invited? Did you have to
apply to that? What was that process like?
Wallinheimo-Heimonen: Actually, honestly, I don’t
know why it’s me, but I’m not sure if you’re aware that
there was of course a little criticism for our selection in
Hyperallergic magazine? This time the Frame Contem-
porary Arts Finland decided to use invitations, so Jussi
Koitel and Yvonne Billimore selected three artists. I
think in the background is their many-years-long pro-
gram Rehearsing Hospitalities, where they were trying
to look for artists in marginals, like they were doing a
lot of collaborations with artists with disabilities, deaf

ABILITY   51

Juula-revisited.qxp__QuarkTemplate.qxd  6/10/24  2:49 PM  Page 51



52    ABILITY

Am I Your Inspiration, Really, 2021

Juula-revisited.qxp__QuarkTemplate.qxd  6/10/24  2:49 PM  Page 52



ABILITY   53

audio description. Many of those elements that I’m
using in the film I have embroidered and used them also
in this textile installation and the kinetic sculpture also.
I’m so deep in my work, so I’m just sitting and embroi-
dering and it’s really hard for me to go to the details.
But there’s a lot of beads, a lot of glitter, because I want
to have a huge contrast with the darkness and then the
happiness. That’s been my practice for 20 years,
because disability art has such a negative feeling in peo-
ple’s minds, so I’m kind of tricking people to come a bit
closer, and I hope they don’t even realize in the begin-
ning that they’re actually watching a very serious art
work, because the first impression is hopefully humor-
ous and fun. The point is that maybe you know who we
are laughing at and we’re laughing at these practices
that sometimes healthcare makes things more difficult
for us, where they could make our lives easier. But
there’s a lot of protocol, a lot of things that have to be
done in a certain way that makes it even less accessible
for us than it should be.
Woodall: Absolutely. I think too that it will be interest-
ing to see, because it’s so easy to be drawn to release
shiny things and really pretty things, so it’ll be interest-
ing to see people get drawn in by those aspects of it and
then realize the deeper meaning behind the artwork. It’s
almost revealing what the artwork is about itself, where
you’re in the thick of this darkness and you don’t even
know you’re in there, and then hopefully all of a sud-
den, they’ll be like, “Wait a minute, am I in this, too?”
That’ll be interesting, to see how it’s interacted with.
That’ll be cool.
Wallinheimo-Heimonen: Finnish people say what we
think, but I can honestly say that I am right now in the
stage where I have this fear that as a disabled woman,
talking about the problematic attitudes of people who
have so much more power than I do, that there is of
course a huge risk that they will not be angry at me, but
more like explain me away, saying, “Oh, we’re sorry for
your negative experiences, and we hope to do better
next time,” which means “end of discussion.” That’s
why I didn’t want to go to the words, so that their atten-
tion doesn’t go to who said what and when to whom,
but more like, what makes a person snap in the situation
where you’re alone with a patient who needs more time
in communication, dressing up, who may be asking
things that other patients don’t ask that you should give
some positive, special treatment, and you just get upset.
I’m more interested in this psychological question of
what is going on, and then the second very important
thing for me is that when I was talking with other
women with disabilities about this, the problem is that
authorities don’t recognize the hate speech towards us.
If they don’t recognize it, our hands are kind of tied for
what we can do to change things.
For example, in many countries, if you threaten with
violence or if you say to someone, “I want to kill you or

hurt you or make you suffer,” it’s a crime. It’s a very
black level hate speech. But if you say to someone that
“It would have been better if you had died in that acci-
dent,” or “Your mother should have aborted you,” many
authorities don’t even see that’s hate speech. Of course,
women with disabilities especially don’t usually report
these, we just share them in our peer groups. We go
through the experience on our own. But they also shape
our thoughts about ourselves, the value, everything that
if you get used to this feeling, they can say anything to
us, you accept this kind of behavior more and more, and
I don’t want anyone to get use to this kind of way to
talk.
I’ve been thinking about the moment, if a friend with
cerebral palsy, if you go to the police and say, “The
nurse told me that if I’m not staying still in this mam-
mography machine, she’s gonna make sure it will hurt.”
It’s hate speech. But I’m sure that the police would say,
“Yes, that was not nicely said, but go home.” (laughs)
“We can’t do anything about it.” Then, accidentally in
’21, when I was already processing this hate speech on a
bigger level, there was also I think that Harvard Univer-
sity published a study about American physicians atti-
tudes against patients with disabilities. That is also a lot
about the same issues. There are even really funny
things, like, most of the surgeons, for example, think
that if a wheelchair user gets breast cancer, they always
want to have everything removed because “Women with
disabilities don’t care about their appearance.” (laughs)
I used to be a chair of a women’s working group in the
Finnish Association of People with Mobility Disabili-
ties, years ago, but I think we definitely, all our mem-
bers, we’ve cared a lot (laughs), we even invited fashion
students and people checking what colors match us. It
was a little bit challenging, because some of us wanted
to show our disabilities and some wanted to know how
to hide a curved back. But anyway, we all definitely—I
think sometimes maybe we care a bit more because it’s
so strongly linked to how we are met in public situa-
tions. But there are these attitudes, and I think it’s not a
taboo because there are a little of studies and surveys,
but still, nothing is happening. They don’t do anything.
And now I’m going to Venice and I’m here, but I’m tak-
ing this topic up and I don’t know what’s going to hap-
pen. Maybe nothing. Maybe it’s big for me, but still, I
wanted to bring it to light. I hope it’s not offensive.
(laughs) 
Woodall: I’m also a disabled artist. As a disabled artist,
my thought process is, even if it is offensive—like, I
hope it does offend somebody sometimes.
Wallinheimo-Heimonen: (laughs) 
Woodall: I know that’s not how everybody views it, but
sometimes that’s what needs to happen to make people
take a step back, take a moment and really connect with
what’s happening. Navigating the health industry as a
woman anyway, and then a woman with a disability can
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be a total nightmare. It’s so much mental effort to try to
advocate for yourself and to convince somebody that
you have this thing that you need help with. The Venice
Biennale is such a huge stage to bring this to, it’s so
exciting! It’s awesome, and I feel like just that alone is
acknowledging the situation. Hopefully there’s some
traction to that, that some change can come from that.
That would be amazing!
Wallinheimo-Heimonen: I really hope that there will be
real, honest discussion. I’m very solution-oriented. I
would like to hear what the physicians think about what
they could do. I am quite openly blaming that they are
so ableist that they are teaching it. I’m always thinking
about the young girls and women, there are so many sit-
uations where if they just changed their way to work,
the social model would spread much, much more easily
in Finland. For example, I think still that physicians can
say to girls, “You should maybe choose a profession
where you don’t have to walk long distances or maybe
something you can do with computers,” and I’m like,
come on, they should say something like, “When you go
to working life, there will be a lot of obstacles but we
can teach you how to fight them.” They still think that
everything is coming from our bodies without even
thinking that they are actually very ableist and they’re
spreading this 30-year-old, old-fashioned medical view
still, in 2024, and I wish this would stop. I was in Cana-
da, in North America, there disability is taken more seri-
ously there than in Finland or there’s more punishment
if you break the rules, but in Finland, things that have
nothing to do with medicine, like if you need a big

screen to read books, you have to go to the doctor, who
then has to write you a paper that you really need this
big screen. They have to write a paper if you need
access to your sauna or your balcony, things that. They
are privileged people who don’t understand that this bal-
cony can be the only place where you get fresh air, and
if they say that it’s not necessary for you, they can block
your independence and block your life in such dramatic
ways, without knowing that, without ever thinking that.
They can sometimes cause a lot of harm.
This doesn’t mean that I’m against medicine in the big
picture. I think it’s perfectly okay if they can improve
some impairments so that your real life quality gets bet-
ter. That’s okay. But a lot of these procedures cause
more pain and suffering and hospital days than actually
make your life better. So, this balance is challenging,
but they are throwing away the Finnish healthcare sys-
tem–our new government–so let’s see if in the future
nobody gets healthcare! (laughs) They want now the
“American way,” insurance for everyone. (laughs) 
Woodall: (laughs) I’m sorry!
Wallinheimo-Heimonen: No, no, it’s not yours, but it’s
such a big difference. We had such a wonderful govern-
ment–the previous one–with Sanna Marin, young
woman leading the country, and everything was going
better. Now we have the opposite, like it always hap-
pens, that the old men activated and now we are going
back to the 1960s. (laughs) But I’m going too far.

Group image of actors getting ready to film “How Great is Your darkness”
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Woodall: (laughs) That’s all right. Go too far. It’s fine. I
totally understand and absolute resonate with that,
which is why I’m excited to see this piece. Also, some-
thing that was interesting to me, in some of the past
pieces that you’ve done, like Am I Your Inspiration
Really? and Will you Marry me Space–which, I love
them both, they’re great–you mentioned the idea of
“discrimination framed as kindness.” Can you go deeper
into what you mean by that?
Wallinheimo-Heimonen: It’s an English translation by a
friend. I think I have invented this new word in the
Finnish disability vocabulary. “Discrimination framed
as kindness” (says it in Finnish), I mean those situations
where you don’t get honest response from other people.
For example, a young journalist, a wheelchair user, they
are not giving her opportunities to go to interview peo-

ple because they think it’s too challenging for her to go
to meet people. They don’t even ask, but they think that
they are acting kindly, but they are actually discriminat-
ing you and treating you differently because they want
to make things smooth and they don’t want to have a
conflict and they don’t want to really ask and even think
that maybe you want to do things. And then as an artist,
it’s a very real thing in criticism, for example. It’s really
hard to get a real criticism when you do disability arts
because people just come to you and they are in tears
and they think it’s so sweet that you’re doing these
things, but you never know for sure whether this is just
a small-talk blur and they want to be nice to you.
Also, I think it’s the situations where I or my friends
behave badly, if a disabled person walks in the street
blaming people, yelling bad stuff, people just pass by

Portrait of Jenni-Juulia Wallinheimo-Heimonen
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because they think that maybe it has something to do
with a disability, and they don’t tell you, “Hey, behave!
That’s not okay!” I started using this term to point out
these situations. The older I get, the more I understand
that it’s really painful. I don’t want to be paranoid, but
there are more and more situations where all this non-
verbal language, you see that the person is just wanting
to be—I mean, Finland is not a country of small talk. In
this we have a very different culture–but a person comes
very nicely to have a chat with you but you read
between the lines that this is just actually this kind of
childish attitude, that they underestimate me as an
almost 50-year-old woman. I would really appreciate
more very straight feedback.
Woodall: It’s kind of like being treated like you’re made
out of glass, right? They want to be so delicate and pre-
cious. I get that. I totally understand. I really liked that
“discrimination framed as kindness.” When I read it in
the art description, it stuck out to me. I wanted to talk to
you about your artist process. Can you tell me what you
go through from idea to final piece and how you work?
Wallinheimo-Heimonen: I’m now in the stage, I’m in
Venice, so I think I’m going to reveal the crazy process.
The big artists give you a beautiful description of their
process, but the real truth is that I am talking with my—
I have worked with men with disabilities, but just a little
bit, mostly women–we just have our everyday chats or I
read their social media and their experiences, and then
there are things that really hit me. “Oh, there’s a won-
derful story, could we somehow work on this?” Because
I always need the story first or the survey first or some
very important topic, and then my background is in tex-
tile arts, but I can change the media depending on what
I’m going to say. So, sometimes I’m learning new
things. If I want to work with wood, if that fits better,
then I just order a book and start working with wood,
which is a lot of fun and a lot of learning, but it’s also
sometimes problematic, because then when you do it for
the first time, it cannot be as good as those who have
used the same materials for years and years. The textile
of course is something is following me all the time. In
the beginning, when I was collecting these stories, it
was more like I was asking women and telling their sto-
ries with my mouth in the exhibition space. But when
the cameras got better in phones, I started filming their
stories. I wasn’t supposed to make films, but it was real-
ly fun to show people the video of the person telling the
story together with the artwork, so then it doesn’t have
to be me always repeating someone else’s experiences.
Nowadays it’s very common that I combine a simply
made—I think sometimes “short film” is too big a word,
because I’m not a film director, but I love making these
crazy films. Nowadays everybody who has a phone can
be a filmmaker.
The elements and things that happen in a film I bring to
installations or sculptures or some kind of artistic work.
It sounds prettier than it really is. I have a studio space

that is full of boxes of fabric that people have donated to
me. I go to flea markets, I try to use—because as textile
artists, we should not increase the number of textiles to
the world–so I’m using a lot of recycled things and
beads. The truth is that I am sitting or crawling or lying
on the floor. It’s better for me to work on the floor than
in front of a table, so I just have these fabrics and scis-
sors and needles and everything around me, and for the
first time, for Venice, why try to show that this is pretti-
er than it really is? I’m the messy old woman on the
floor with my materials around, and of course I get up
when I need to take some coffee or something, but I’m
mostly going on my knees to the next place, and if my
back hurts, I’m lying on pillows. When we talk about
embodiment, and the difficulty of separating life and art,
that is my pleasure also. I’m enjoying it. I have tried
working in front of a table, but it doesn’t work. It’s a lot
of lonely work, and I have eBooks on all the time, so I
read almost a book per day when I’m sewing or stitch-
ing. Not of course if I’m writing things down or filming.
I have my hearing books, and I forget my body that is
just going and doing. Now that all in Venice. I don’t
know. It’s definitely not this kind of white beautiful
artist where I’m sitting in front of a desk and having vis-
itors, having a nice couch, blah-blah-blah. It’s just like
yarn’s coming out of my clothing. (laughs) 
Woodall: Art born from chaos is some of my favorite. I
don’t know if you’ve experienced this, but the art world
can be surprisingly prejudiced to navigate. From the
outside when you’re looking in, you think “they’re
artists, they must be open-minded” and then when you
navigate it, especially as a woman with a disability, it
can be incredibly prejudiced. There’s an attitude that
things need to be highbrow. But to me, give me all the
art, give me the chaos. I’m a chaotic creator, too. I’ve
got stuff everywhere. That’s the type of energy I like. I
appreciate that process. (laughs) 
Wallinheimo-Heimonen: That’s why I think our process
has been so amazing. I’m so grateful for our two cura-
tors. I’m the messy person crawling there, and then  Pia
Lindman who had the mercury poisoning and it’s about
toxic things and her relationship with her surrounding
that can make her ill. She’s interested in all kinds of
healing processes. Her art is that she’s having a healing
session with people and what comes out of that, how it
resonates. She brings that to her art.
Vidha Saumya is also working on this, so for her, it’s
about a nation-state thing. She came from India to work
and live in Finland. She’s questioning gender issues
overall, intimacy things, these things. I think there’s a
lot of practices that don’t match—just like you said,
there’s an artist’s profile that you should be processing.
That’s why I also think that when I said in the beginning
that there was a little criticism to select these kind of not
so—well, Pia is very well-known. She has had in New
York, MOMA, MIT, and blah-blah-blah. But for exam-
ple, me, I’m very not-known in Finland, so I think that
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if we always have these open calls and if we think that
that’s the fair way, only the artist who can work for free
or who can read Finnish, Swedish, or English, there are
so many artists who don’t even hear about these open
calls, who don’t have resources to make their sketches
for weeks for this call. I think it’s very important that
there are those good people, like our curators, who want
to themselves go to look for something different. That’s
why this has been such an amazing process. It’s also
very encouraging, that my strange process, I’m not well-
known but I can go to Venice if these people trust me.
We can create something amazing together. I’m so
grateful! I don’t know what’s going to happen. I’m
overwhelmed. I’m too excited, nervous, but happy. I’m
super happy. We’ll see what happens. (laughs) 
Woodall: It’s an amazing opportunity. I’m excited for
you. I’m excited to see what the work looks like, to see
how people feel about it, too. What an incredible stage
to have it on as well. They call it the Olympics of the art
world.
Wallinheimo-Heimonen: I have heard that, and that’s
why I am surprised, I was so surprised to get this oppor-
tunity. Sometimes life surprises you. I don’t know
what—I don’t think I have done anything, it just
dropped from the sky. Just out of nowhere. I was always
dreaming of getting—I don’t have a gallery, there are no
curators running after me, but I have been very active in
the disability arts field, in Europe, because I’m follow-
ing what’s happening in the UK. I’ve been working with
Shape Arts. I was at CoMotion in Canada. I have been

in exhibitions in Switzerland. They were all disability-
related, there are lots of good artists, but the audience is
not the same as here in Venice. Their audience was real-
ly interested in disability arts, but I don’t think there’s
so much like these gatekeepers who could open galleries
and help us to join the mainstream. This is maybe some-
thing I have to process now because I want to have it
all. I think it’s very important for my own community to
still participate in all these strange, small disability-
related things where we can come together and be
super-active and have very strong messages, but of
course there is part of me who would like to say that it
would be nice to have the structures that are in the
mainstream, that there are curators, there are people
putting lights and people carrying your stuff, because
often when I’m working much alone, it’s just me and
my husband and my relatives who are carrying stuff,
installing things, driving around, doing this voluntarily
to make this possible–which I’m so grateful for that–but
it would be nice to try when there is a little bit more out-
side help. It’s just the practicality is–sometimes I’m
proud, I know how to do it by myself–but the older I
get, it would be nice to get some more physical help.
Woodall: Absolutely. It would be really great to see
something like that in play, some sort of environment
where it is a collective, a combination of everybody
working together, disabled and non-disabled people, to
help make art and shows more accessible. That would
be great. Are you funded to create your piece for this
upcoming exhibition? Does the Venice Biennale fund?
How does that work?

Gunilla Sjövall, Founder Dance Ability Finland her middle finger opposing  hate speech by social & health care workers. Image by: Rasoul Khorram. 
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Wallinheimo-Heimonen: The Biennale is not funding.
All the countries that have a pavilion have their own
funding. Finland is a small country, so I don’t know
how it works, but I have heard rumors that last year the
U.S. had, like, $6 million. (laughs) I’m laughing
because we are getting a commission for creating new
work, and when it’s Venice, of course it was easy to
apply for the artist funding for the last 16-month period
that I have been working, so that has been really, really
wonderful. The Kone Foundation gave me full funding
for 20 months so I could work on this, and then we get a
commission. (laughs) I’m poor, and I’m staying poor,
but I get to do these things. I’m in a hotel here and we
get paid for travel and hotels and all this. I’m not poor
in the sense that other disabled artists are in Finland. I
get food for my kids and they get to go do their hobbies,
but art is never a good business. Or I don’t know, maybe
in some part of the world, but not in Finland. (laughs) 
Woodall: It’s not over here, either. You know the phrase
“starving artist”? It’s interesting, and I don’t know how
you feel about it, but as an artist, I don’t have a choice. I
have to create. A lot of times people are like, “Why
would you choose this career path?” I didn’t choose
this. I have to do this. I don’t have a choice. I have to
make art. I don’t know if you feel the same way. 
Wallinheimo-Heimonen: I totally feel it, and earlier,
when there were gaps between fundings, it was really
nice that I got a job at the Threshold Association, which
is a human rights organization for people with disabili-
ties. It was run by a most famous Kalle Könkkölä, who
was even in the UN negotiation with all these things,
like the UN Convention on the Rights of People with
Disabilities, all this. It was really good working there
because he was all the time respecting the role of dis-
ability arts together with advocacy. He kind of could
read me that even I was doing some brochures and plan-
ning some campaigns, he still knew that there was this
artistic part of me. Like most artists, sometimes you
have to do other things to be able to do you art. This is
something that I kind of regret, but there is part of me
that is actually interested in medicine and that, and I
have been joking about why I didn’t go to medical
school first and specialize in, for example, those who
have the hardest time to find doctors in Finland, like
people with intellectual disabilities. Something like this,
and then I could do that for three days a week, and I
could have an amazing studio if I could work as a doc-
tor for a few days a week. I never did it, and I’m too
old, and I won’t do it any more, but for the young peo-
ple, it would be good to have something that you can
survive on that doesn’t take too much from your body
so that you don’t have the energy for the arts. I didn’t
plan well, but I’m so old! (laughs) 
Woodall: I don’t know, you could still become a doctor. 
Wallinheimo-Heimonen: I could, but if I have to choose
going back to physics and mathematics, it’s just this

thing that I think my experience in disability politics
could make me—because that kind of doctor is writing
those certificates that this person needs access to the
balcony, so I would love to be the one doing this, but on
the other hand, I have had this idea of, why don’t we
have committees of disabled people who could get paid,
they don’t even have to be social workers, but a dis-
abled committee, and then if you need something,
because Finland mobility is all free, access renovations
in your house are free if you pass first the process. Why
put this weight on doctors, because there could be a
good group of disabled people who could also know
how to do this cheap, what is a good company to reno-
vate your things, what is a good brand of the wheel-
chair? They could read the applications and then say yes
or no. I think it doesn’t happen in any country because
they think that they need the medical knowledge. I don’t
know, I’m not a social worker, maybe you need some
knowledge that this committee idea doesn’t have, but I
still would like to test it.
Woodall: In ABILITY Corps, which is a nonprofit orga-
nization connected with ABILITY Magazine, we do
housing where we team up with Habitat for Humanity to
build houses for people with disabilities. There’s also
another organization that’s doing that in Africa that we
interviewed for the magazine as well. I think they’re try-
ing to do a movement towards that, which is really cool
to see. 
A lot of your art, from what I was looking at, seems like
preference and installation pieces. Do you sell any of
your artwork?
Wallinheimo-Heimonen: I would be happy to sell every-
thing if someone wants to buy, but the problem is, as
you see, Would You Marry Me Space? is like, that is
now in the Helsinki Arts Museum, they bought it. But I
every month pay more and more for storage. (laughs)
I’m not talking about big money, but I just had to
change my nine square meters of storage to 30 square
meters because of the crates I had in Canada, I had an
exhibition at Harbourfront Centre, so they came back
and I didn’t have a place for them (laughs) so I would
be happy to sell. When they are textile arts, they are
very fragile things, so I think they are more like muse-
um pieces. Of course you can buy a carousel for your
living room if you want to have a wheelchair carousel,
but I don’t know many people who have such a resi-
dence for such a big thing.
My husband always says, “Why don’t you make stamps
that would be easy to carry and ship all around?” Maybe
it’s also because of my body and I’m so short and I’m
breaking easily, it’s kind of challenging myself. Maybe
I’m getting some crazy feelings from this moment, like,
I’m going through this hard metal and okay, it’s not well
done like a professional welding person would have
done, but I managed to do it somehow. I just want to try
what my body can do. But always, if anyone wants to
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buy anything, I’m always selling! I would like to high-
light the Wynn Newhouse. I just heard in March that
I’m one of the six winners of the Wynn Newhouse
Award in the States. I’m so grateful for this title. When
they asked for my portfolio, I wasn’t aware that some-
one had done a selection of 15 people, and they asked
for my portfolio, and then I got this happy news. I’m
very grateful for the foundation. They know what dis-
ability art is. That means that those people who are deep
in disability art saw something in the work. In Finland
disabled artists, maybe we are 10 or 15 active artists.
Our community is really small. Of course there are
some new young people all the time, but we are always
in the same festivals together. The same artists, same
actors, same writers, always working together. It’s a
very small circle here.
Woodall: That makes it seem like a tight-knit communi-
ty, though. When you get to know somebody so well,
when it’s in a smaller area, I think collaborating on
pieces flows a little bit easier as well. I prefer the small-
er groups. It’s more like an intimate creative space.
Wallinheimo-Heimonen: I love literature, so recently I
have been very inspired and also we wrote to the Venice
publication. We have a super poet, a disabled poet,

Sanni Purhonen , she just received—they are now trans-
lating in the states her poems for a U.S. audience. It’s
happening right now. I don’t know when it’s coming
out. She has inspired me so much. I see her poems as
pictures and she’s almost doing half of the work when
she puts her work out, she words it so beautifully that I
see these strange images and stories coming. This kind
of collaboration is really lovely, when everybody knows
each other so well.
Woodall: I’ll look her up, I love poetry. I like reading
poetry from all over the world because the cultural
influences are so different. Right now, I’m reading a
book of Korean poems. I would love to read something
from Finland, at least the English versions. 
Wallinheimo-Heimonen: They are coming soon. There
is someone living in the U.S. who also knows enough
Finnish to help and they are working together on the
translation. It’s going to be super because she published
first with a very small publishing company and finally
for the third book she got a big publishing company in
Finland, and now, suddenly—poetry is such a small
field in literature, and now you get translated into Eng-
lish from Finnish! It’s like a Venice Biennale! 
Woodall: I definitely am looking forward to reading

Artists of the Pavilion of Finland in the 2024 Venice Biennale; Vidha Saumya (left), Jenni-Juulia Wallinheimo-Heimonen and Pia Lindman
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them. Is there anything we haven’t covered yet that you
would like to talk about?
Wallinheimo-Heimonen: I am jumping from one topic
to another. Our sweet curators gave me advice to
remember that the exhibition is not all about disability
arts, that I’m just one of three. There are other conflicts
with bodies. I just wanted to say that it doesn’t all come
down to disability questions. (laughs)
Woodall: Are you are all collaborating together on a
cohesive piece?
Wallinheimo-Heimonen: We have done our individual
pieces, but we have spent a lot of time discussing about
privilege and bodies. In my case, “toxicity” is a bit too
strong of a word, but the challenges with the environ-
ment. That has inspired us a lot, like each other. For
example, with Pia Lindman, I’m talking about the
power of medicine and she’s working with healing, but
more like natural healing and subsensorial healing. It’s
really interesting that probably many disabled people
don’t even want to think about healing, because healing
is like, “Come on, I’m okay like this, don’t try to heal
me.” Then we still have lots of deep discussions about
how differently we can understand healing, like in her
process it’s so different from classical medicine healing
and thoughts and also how gender and disability are also
strongly connected. I’m talking about women, but over-
all, earlier I often talked about women with disabilities
who are kind of a-gender, because in Finland, many
people don’t even see us as women, we’re just the dis-
abled. They see young boys and disabled men, but
women are just lonely creatures living in their home
with our families and kids and all that. This has been
like a collaborative process, but of course we all build
our own pieces that are now beautifully installed a little
bit mixed to their own–to the space.
Chet Cooper: You had mentioned that after the exhibit
you were hoping that the discussion would continue, not
just having a one-off, but how do we do something that
manifests some kind of not just awareness but actual
change in the medical field? Do you have any thoughts
on what could be, would be the best-case scenario of the
work starting a new movement?
Jenni-Juulia: I’m personally thinking very locally. I
have been visiting the school for teaching nurses or
there have been situations where I have been as a patient
role, where the young doctors can ask questions. I’m
hoping that maybe this raises questions so that I could
get some invitations to give a short presentation about
this project to people who are working in medicine. The
best way so far with my artworks has been that I make a
10-15 minute presentation when there are seminars and
conferences in Finland, I ask them, “Do you want some-
thing funny for your coffee break? I can come to give
you a 10-15 minute presentation, show some images
and bring a topic in a nice way.” Those have been a very

easy way to get the theme. I have received a lot of good
feedback from that, because many conferences have
their real speakers and their own program going, but
they are very open to short things to lighten the atmos-
phere a little bit, something funny and light. Then of
course, I don’t know about the medical field interviews,
because the power difference is so strong that I’m not
sure if I’m able to convince doctors that they should
turn their biological thinking more towards the social
model. I hope they would, but that can be a bit harder. I
think it’s easier to touch people’s hearts, for example, by
showing a glimpse of a film during a coffee break in
some events.
Cooper: I think that’s a wonderful idea. I’m glad that
you’re doing that. My quick background: I was pre-
med, and the medical school nearby started a curriculum
for medical students dealing with disabilities. They
understood early on that they needed to change atti-
tudes, to bring awareness. My peers–doctors–are pretty
linear in our thoughts–in the way we think. You study
the sciences. It’s structured but willing to learn, but not
necessarily abstract thoughts, not like a Ph.D. An MD is
oftentimes more, study, put your head in the books and
study, study, study. That’s why you always hear about
this bedside manner. It’s novel when a doctor has good
bedside manner, because they’re more about just the sci-
ence structure of the human being.
I think that push to try to get into medical school or
nursing school, to have curriculum built into every
school in the world, not just in your country or our
country, that’s been a struggle. I’ve seen the people who
have put the curriculums together, and it’s difficult to do
it. But I think getting there and then even if you get into
college, that whole idea of mainstreaming these con-
cepts, what is ableism and how to get that message
across. That’s great that you’re doing that. I love the
idea of mixing humor and short pieces of content to start
that awareness building. It’s very cool. 
Chet Cooper: I know you’ve been with us here for quite
a while. We’ll let you get going. 
Jenni-Juulia Wallinheimo-Heimonen: Thank you both
so much. This was a wonderful evening, afternoon,
whatever.
Jenny Woodall: I really appreciate your time today.
Thank you so much for taking the time to talk about
your art and the process and the upcoming exhibition. I
really appreciate all of your insight.
Wallinheimo-Heimonen: Thank you so much that you
are interested in this, you’re a big magazine. This means
a lot to me to be able to talk with you. I’m looking for-
ward to your writing. 

jenni-juulia.com
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Claudio Berther is an in-house lawyer with expertise on the intersection of technology and Swiss,
European, and American privacy law. He’s also a wheelchair user with cerebral palsy, and to his
knowledge, the first Swiss national with a disability to become a Fulbright scholar. From 2005 to
2012, he studied public law at the University of Zurich, earning a Bachelor’s and a Master’s. During
this time, he spent a year abroad at the University of Georgia, Athens, where he got his first taste of
American culture. In 2019, he returned to the US, this time on a Fulbright scholarship, and earned
his LLM from the University of California, Berkley, the birthplace of the American disability rights
movement. He weathered California’s notorious wildfires and smog, as well as the advent of
COVID-19, challenges which, he says, have only made him stronger. Since 2021, Claudio has
served as a board member on the global, virtual chapter of the Fulbright Association, Fulbrighters
with Disability, helping scholars with disabilities navigate cultural norms and academic institutions.
It was my pleasure to interview my fellow Fulbrighter and friend for ABILITY Magazine. 
Itto: Good morning, Claudio! Thanks for agreeing to sit for this interview. 
Claudio: I can only sit for interviews. I’m in a wheelchair!
Itto Outini: Right, of course! [laughter] Can you start by telling us a bit about yourself? Where are
you from? 
Claudio Berther: Sure. I’m from Switzerland. I grew up in the mountains, in a very small village
called Danis, where everybody knows everybody. As a kid, I was known as “the one with the dis-
ability.” 
Itto: Were you born with a disability? 
Claudio: Yes, I was born too early, with a lack of oxygen. As a consequence, I have cerebral palsy,
which makes me use a wheelchair. I have a Swiss-Trac™ motor that connects to my wheelchair and
pulls me. It’s very strong. When I don’t need it—for example, when I’m in someplace narrow, like
an elevator—I can just detach it, and then I have a regular, manual wheelchair. It’s great. It gets me
everywhere. 
Itto: You’ve traveled a lot, haven’t you? 
Claudio: Yes, all over Europe, Africa, and both coasts in America. I love traveling, meeting interest-
ing people, learning new cultures, just basically being an adventurous person despite my cerebral
palsy and my wheelchair. 
Itto: What’s traveling like for you, as a wheelchair user? 

Interview with Claudio
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supportive. She helped make the transition to Zurich
much smoother. 
Itto: And what did you study? 
Claudio: Law. With a concentration in public and inter-
national law in Zurich, and privacy and technology law
in California. That’s one reason I was glad to go to
Berkley, because California’s at the forefront of techno-
logical development. 
Itto: Can you tell our readers a little bit more about the
Fulbright Scholarship? What is it? A scholarship for
persons with disabilities. 
Claudio: Not for persons with disabilities specifically,
no. Basically, it’s a scholarship given by the US Depart-
ment of State, either to US citizens or to international
students and scholars. It was founded 75 years ago, right
after World War II. The idea was to foster cultural
exchange between the US and other parts of the world.
They like applicants who have interesting stories and
can show they have the ambition to take what they learn
abroad and implement it back in their home countries.
When you finish a Fulbright, you’re required to go back
to your country and work there for a certain number of
years. How many depends on the country and the pro-
gram. That’s what I’m doing now: applying my law and

Claudio: There will always be unforeseen challenges.
But that’s something everyone experiences. It’s actually
helped me a lot, personally and professionally, because I
know not everything goes according to plan, and that
fosters a certain mindset of not giving up when you’re
facing adverse situations. I think that’s a very useful
skill, especially today, in our ever-changing world, and
it’s one that all disabled people have to some degree.
That’s something I hope more employers will see and
start appreciating in the future. 
Itto: Exactly. I feel the same. 
Claudio: As for traveling, one thing I’ve learned is to
take all your paperwork with you, and take extra time,
and be ready for surprises. If you do those three things,
then traveling gets a lot easier. Not completely hassle-
free, but easier, and definitely worthwhile. 
Itto: You came from a small Swiss village, and you
ended up at Berkley?  
Claudio: Yes! Well, first to Zurich, then to Berkley. At
the University of Zurich, that was the first time I wasn’t
singled out as “the one with the disability.” There was
more support, more recognition. Zurich is the largest
city in Switzerland. The head of the Counseling Center
for Studies and Disability, Olga Meler-Popa, was very
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for scholars with disabilities through the Fulbright
Association. 
Itto: What other resources were available to you? Did
you receive support before you boarded the plane to
California, or did you have to learn to adapt as you went
along? 
Claudio: We had some pre-departure meetings at the US
embassy, where general things were discussed. I was
able to raise some disability-related questions. I also did
a one-week orientation in New Jersey. They hosted it
there so we could see different parts of the country. We
got exposed to lots of on-the-ground technicalities, plus
more general cultural knowledge. That was called the
Fulbright Gateway orientation. I definitely recommend
it to any grantee. Some of the people I met in New Jer-
sey ended up in Berkley, too. It’s always good to have
some contacts on the ground when you arrive, to help
you navigate everything. 
Itto: How did you learn about the Fulbright? 
Claudio: I had a good friend who told me I should apply
for the Fulbright when I asked about studying in the US
again. My first reaction was, “Well, I don’t know…it’s
too prestigious…” but she said, “Why not try? What do
you have to lose?” That was two or three years ago. I
didn’t apply right away, but after some time, my situa-
tion changed, and I thought, “Now would be a good
time to try,” so I tried. And after a rigorous process, I
got it. 
Itto: Congratulations!
Claudio: Thank you! My advisor was helping me find
the right place to study, because of course there’s a lot
of universities in the US, and they send us all over. I
asked my advisor if it would be realistic for me to apply
to Berkley, and his reaction was, “They may just love
your story out West. I would not discourage you to try.”
For me, that was like, “Okay, this person sees so many
applicants, and if he tells me, ‘I would not discourage
you to try,’ then it’s definitely worth trying.” And I tried.
And I got it, again. 
Itto: What made you want to go to UC Berkley? 
Claudio: When I was doing disability advocacy, I visit-
ed a conference at the National University of Ireland in
Galway, where they showed a movie about the Ameri-
cans with Disabilities Act. I learned that Berkley and the
Bay Area played a big role in that movement. It was
basically the birthplace. And, of course, I knew about
Silicon Valley and technology, too, so I got really inter-
ested in going. I couldn’t afford UC Berkley, but then,
when I got the Fulbright, that was a significant contribu-
tion. They also helped with admissions. Berkley’s very
prestigious, but when you’re applying to a university, if
you’re a Fulbrighter, they’re the ones who send your

technology training at a scale-up here in Switzerland. 
Itto: Which scale-up?
Claudio: It’s called Yokoy (www.yokoi.ai). We do AI-
based spend management. It’s already an international
company, with offices in Zurich, Vienna, Munich,
Amsterdam and soon in the US, too. In July of 2021,
we had 30 employees. Now it’s around 100, and
they’ve raised $26,000,000 in Series A. I think the Ful-
bright really helped with that, changing the scope of my
work, expanding it geographically, but also content-
wise and in terms of professional connections. It’s an
amazing network of people all over the world. As a
lawyer, for example, with an international company, it’s
great to know lawyers in all different countries. If I
need to know about the law somewhere, I can easily
find someone to ask. International employers like to see
the Fulbright on your CV. It helps that way. And it
helps establish mutual respect. For example, once, I
was negotiating with a counter party, and all of a sud-
den, he sent me a connection request me on LinkedIn.
And I was wondering, “Why is he doing this when
we’re negotiating?” And then I saw that he was a Ful-
brighter and even had the same professors in Berkeley
as I did. Even though he was more senior than me, it
helped with the negotiations, just knowing we had this
experience in common.
Itto: Did you feel supported as a person with a disabili-
ty? Were your Fulbright advisors trained to help persons
with disabilities? 
Claudio: As far as I know, Fulbright advisors don’t get
that training. So, that part was a little tricky. There are
some other Fulbrighters with disabilities out there, but I
think none from Switzerland, so there was no one I
could talk to about disability and accessibility issues
with first-hand experience while I was applying, no
“unofficial channels” where I could ask frank questions,
for example, about how to get around, how to find hous-
ing, what disability-related resources are available. 
Itto: Why do you think that is? 
Claudio: There are lots of challenges. Lots of other
things that have to work for somebody with a disability
to go to a foreign country, study at a different university
and succeed. I don’t mean just academics; I’m talking
about all kinds of things: logistics, transportation, per-
sonal care. Of course, as I said, there are some Ful-
brighters with disabilities, as you know— 
Itto: Yes! I’m a Fulbrighter, too, and I’m totally blind!
Claudio: And we’ve worked together on the Ful-
brighters with Disabilities chapter. 
Itto: The virtual chapter. Which we started this year. 
Claudio: At this point, I think, it’s still the only resource

ABILITY   65

Claudio Berther.qxp__QuarkTemplate.qxd  6/10/24  3:06 PM  Page 65



66    ABILITY

application. There were maybe 6,000 applicants the year
I applied, but I stood out and was competitive because
of the Fulbright and my combination of interests and
experience in disability advocacy and technology. 
Itto: How did Berkley being the birthplace of the Amer-
ican disability rights movement impact your experi-
ence? How would you compare it to when you studied
in Athens, Georgia? 
Claudio: Generally, in my experience, the US is pretty
friendly for persons with disabilities. I got that even in
Athens. I always knew that public places should have
ramps, they should have elevators, they should be acces-
sible. If I have to go to the toilet, there should be a toilet
that’s wheelchair-accessible. I didn’t have to ask. Pri-
vate businesses don’t have that requirement, but just
knowing those things are taken care of in public places
makes life a lot easier. But there are some additional
things in Berkley. One thing I found really amazing was
a company called Easy Does It. They offer three main
services: personal care, transportation for wheelchair
users, and a wheelchair repair shop, all in one. Basical-
ly, there were some people with disabilities sitting
around together in 1994, saying, “What do we need to
function in our daily lives?” And they figured out three
things: “I need to get dressed, I need to go to places, and
if my wheelchair breaks down, I need to fix it.” So they
started a company that offers those services. I was really
impressed! I thought, “We should have this every-
where!” I ended up using their personal care service
because of the pandemic. It’s an emergency service, not
for everyday use, but with Corona breaking out all of a
sudden—
Itto: Right! You were there when the pandemic started!
Claudio: Yes. The whole fall semester was smoke and
wildfires, which caused power outages, and the spring
was Covid. It was an interesting year to go on the Ful-
bright! I had a personal care attendant, but when Covid
started, they didn’t feel comfortable coming to the inter-
national house with 600 people. But Easy Does It under-
stood the situation, and they made sure I got through the
final weeks of the semester. 
Itto: And now you’ve graduated?
Claudio: Yes. We’re all still waiting on our graduation
ceremony. Berkley promised they would do one for us
once the pandemic’s over. Everybody was expecting it
would happen this year, but, you know…these days,
nobody really knows. 
Itto: I hope you guys get to celebrate your accomplish-
ments soon. How else has the pandemic affected you, as
a person with a disability? How are you dealing with the
isolation? 
Claudio: I have regular Zoom calls to catch up with

classmates from Berkley. We got really connected with
each other, especially us Fulbrighters, because we were
going through all this together. I think the pandemic and
everything actually made me a stronger person. It gave
me self-confidence to deal with challenging situations.
Now, if I’m facing a difficult situation, I can just think
back to all the difficult situations I’ve already over-
come, and learn from them, and tell myself, “I’ll over-
come this one, too.” 
Itto: So, now you’re an international lawyer, and an
international advocate for persons with disabilities, and
you help support new scholars with disabilities, espe-
cially new Fulbrighters. What advice do you have for
new scholars with disabilities?  
Claudio: The same thing I tell everyone: if there’s some-
thing you want, just go for it. Just try. Even if you don’t
know what will happen. 
Itto: That’s so important. For us, especially!
Claudio: Exactly. We never know what’s going to work,
so we have to try everything. We can’t afford to say
from the beginning, “This won’t work.” If you’re an
academic with a disability and you’re interested in the
Fulbright, don’t be shy. Just try. If you have a disability
and an academic career in your country, that’s already
an interesting story. The Fulbright might be interested.
You just need a strong personality and to be open to
adventures and things not going according to plan. And
you have to be willing to ask for help. In my experience,
most people want to help. They just don’t know how
until you tell them. So, you have to ask. 
Itto: Speaking of asking, you mentor scholars with dis-
abilities, right? 
Claudio: I told the Fulbright Commission in Switzer-
land, and also UC Berkley, if you have any prospective
students or grantees with disabilities who want to talk to
someone, I’m more than happy to chat with them. I was
contacted by UC Berkley about two weeks ago because
they have a new student with a disability who was just
admitted and wanted to talk about the practical matters,
like, how do you get around, how do you organize this
and that. I know what it’s like to start an adventure like
this, and having some of those details cleared out of the
way beforehand makes it easier. 
Itto: How can readers reach you if they want to talk
about those issues and those opportunities?  
Claudio: The best would be through the chapter, Ful-
brighters with Disabilities. 
Itto: Thank you so much, Claudio. We’re so happy to
have you with us today. Again, thank you for your time.
We look forward to sharing your story. 
Claudio: Of course! Thank you.
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Hasan Tayem’s technophilia started at an early age. Born blind, he’s been
using computers since childhood and has long been enamored with assis-
tive technology. His love of sports and advocacy took root later, in college
at the University of Jordan, Amman. The fourth pillar of his passions
emerged then, too, as he studied the Italian language, and blossomed in
2021, when the Italian government awarded him a scholarship to study
human rights and multilevel governance at the University of Padova. 
Itto Outini: Hasan! How are you doing? Can you introduce yourself,
please? 
Hasan Tayem: Good, good! Introduce myself…okay. I’m Hasan. I’m 24.
I’m doing a Master’s in Italy. I did a bachelor’s in English and Italian back
in Jordan. Coming here to Italy has been my long-term dream. 
Itto: Congratulations! Why Italy?
Hasan: I love the language and the culture. Also, I love to travel. I always
travel for my running competitions. 
Itto: How did you get into running? 
Hasan: I got into sports in high school and took it up to the professional
level at the university. I’ve participated in competitions across Jordan, the
Middle East, Europe and Asia. We’re talking about five-, 10-, 22-kilometer
runs. Also, I did 42 kilometers, a full marathon, three years ago in
Lebanon. 
Itto: And your disability?
Hasan: Oh, right! I forgot about that one! I was born totally blind. I can see
light, but not objects. Not things. 

I n t e r v i e w  w i t h
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exchange some culture. In Malaysia, for example, I par-
ticipated in a volunteer group at a blind school. I helped
them organize activities.  
Itto: What’s your process for learning new languages? 
Hasan: It’s interesting. Speaking different languages
makes my brain work in different ways. For example,
when I speak Arabic, I have a different way of dealing
with things. It’s automatically implemented in my mind.
When I speak Italian, it’s totally different. When I speak
English, it’s totally different again. It’s like forcing your
brain to multitask, which is great because that’s how life
is. There’s always more than one thing going on. You
need a lot of different strategies and tools. 
Itto: And it helps with learning culture.  
Hasan: Of course! The language and the culture go
together. You can’t learn one without the other; it
wouldn’t make sense. You won’t be able to deal with
real people. For example, I recently started learning
German, and to communicate with Germans, you don’t
just have to know the language; you must understand
that German people are strict on time. They have strict
social rules. If you don’t know that, you’ll end up in bad
situations. 
Itto: Do you think there’s a connection between disabili-
ty and travel and multilingualism? I’m thinking of
blindness, especially. 
Hasan: Yes, I know what you mean. If you’re blind and
you decide to travel alone in some new country where
your language isn’t spoken, without learning theirs,
you’re going to end up…I don’t even know where!
[laughs] You must be able to ask for help, ask for direc-
tions, communicate with people. I think it forces us to
learn. English, especially, because it’s the lingua franca-
-if you’re blind and don’t know English, I really recom-
mend you learn. I encourage everyone who’s reading…
but I suppose this will be written in English.
Itto: Yes, but our readers might know someone. 
Hasan: Exactly. If you know someone who doesn’t
speak English, especially if they’re blind and they want
to travel and be independent, English is a must. You
should encourage them, to learn and to travel. But know
it’s not just getting on a plane and going someplace. You
must face a lot of things. You must get lost. You must
miss trains. You must have fun!
Itto: How about the challenges you face professionally,
as a blind international runner? 
Hasan: The big one’s the same challenge everyone faces
money. Getting sponsored is hard. 
Itto: How do you overcome that? 

Itto: I’m also blind, and I used to love running, just not
at the professional level. Can you describe what it’s like,
competing as a blind runner? 
Hasan: As you may know, we run with guides. Some-
times we hold hands, sometimes we have a piece of
rope, a cable or something connecting us, so we don’t
lose each other. The guide should be stronger, somehow,
in case we need a push, physically or psychologically. 
Itto: That one’s very important! Once, in Morocco, I
was running in a race, and my guide wasn’t strong, and
I wanted to win, so I bit him.
Hasan: You bit him?
Itto: I bit him! And he let go, and I just went all around
running! I nearly died! I ran into traffic! [laughter]
Hasan: Did you win the race, then?
Itto: No, no, it was the last time for me to run. After that
I was banned. [laughter]
Hasan: For me, I’ve never done that. 
Itto: That’s good. You wouldn’t have been able to com-
pete in all those competitions. Can you tell us more
about that? 
Hasan: Since 2016, I won first place in the Amman
Marathon and the Red Sea Marathon, Visually Impaired
Category, I’ve won the Beirut Marathon twice and I’ve
won medals in Asia, two in Malaysia, and then more
recently in Turkey and Italy.
Itto: Then it’s good you like to travel.
Hasan: Traveling is part of my journey. I love to visit
new countries, meet new people, learn new languages.
Every country I’ve visited, I’ve enjoyed. 
Itto: Which place has been your favorite, so far? 
Hasan: I would say, Malaysia. The first time I went, I
was only 18. I stayed for a month. The second time, I
went for running camp and stayed a month and a half.
That taught me a lot about independence. I traveled all
around the country that summer. That made me com-
fortable living on my own, away from home and my
family and friends and people I’d always known. 
Itto: What’s your favorite part of travel? 
Hasan: For me, it’s all about the language and the cul-
ture. When you travel, you run into new ways of doing
things, even new ways of thinking. In the beginning, it
might be a little bit hard, but the more time you spend
with the people, the more involved you get, the more
you start to understand. Wherever I go, I always try to
get involved, to make some positive impact and
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can’t do, so why call some of us “disabled”? The prob-
lem I’ve seen in Jordan--and I believe it’s happening all
across the Arab world--is people putting labels on things
they don’t understand, trying to help when they don’t
really have the experience or the knowledge.  
Itto: It’s the same all over the world. Just different
degrees. 
Hasan: Exactly. For example, recently, the government
tried to build a safe pathway for the visually impaired
on campus at the University of Jordan. The idea was for
blind people to get around campus on their own, without
someone guiding them. They put in maybe 1,500 meters
of bright yellow tile. The project cost a lot of money,
but in the end, we’re not using this lane. It has bumps, it
has stairways, people put trash cans in the way…it’s not
even for the totally blind. We wasted our effort and
money for nothing because they just asked people who
don’t have experience. 
Itto: How do you think we can start making change? In
Jordan, in the Middle East, and all across the world? 
Hasan: This might sound simple, but it starts with the
family. Parents should first educate themselves and then
their children. They should learn there’s no difference
between you, as a child, and this blind person walking

Hasan: You must surround yourself with good people.
That’s really, really important. The people around you
give you the support--financially, sometimes, but more
importantly, psychologically. Some people give you
encouragement, some give you strategies to move your-
self forward when you’re stuck or lost. 
Itto: Speaking of the people around you, how do you
feel about this issue of disability and assimilation ver-
sus…I mean, in some places, they want to throw every-
one together, disabled and non-disabled, and in others,
they want to keep people separate and give each person
what they think they need. Which do you think is bet-
ter? How is it done in Jordan? 
Hasan: It depends on the disability. For deaf and blind,
they don’t really mix them; they each have their own
schools. Mental disabilities, it’s the same. For wheel-
chair users, they mix them with the general population.
If you ask me, I think mixing is better. I don’t really
think there should be something called “disabled” or
“non-disabled” at all. 
Itto: Labeling accomplishes nothing.  
Hasan: It’s just a way to organize the world. This just
came to my mind, and I wanted to say it: we all have
differences, we all have things we do and things we
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on the street, or studying in your school. That would
push this generation, the educated generation, to know
how to deal with people with disabilities in the future. 
Itto: What about for parents of children with disabili-
ties? 
Hasan: It’s the same. Also, don’t try to hide your chil-
dren. Don’t ever try to hide your children. If you’re
afraid because of shame, or because your kid might face
discrimination--if you hide your children, you’re the one
who’s making the discrimination. You’re the one
destroying your son’s or daughter’s future. 
Itto: I agree. 
Hasan: I always tell people, for example, if their child is
blind, and they don’t want to let him cross the road, I
tell them, “No.” I tell them, “If you’re afraid, you’re the
one making your child afraid. You should give him the
courage to go.” That’s how I was raised. I was always
playing, going around, falling down and splitting my
face, and it was fine! No one ever told me, “You’re
blind, so you should be afraid.” If someone said this to
me, it would’ve given me a very bad impression of my
life and my family. 
Itto: How are these attitudes affecting people with dis-
abilities in Jordan, and across the Arab world? 
Hasan: I can only speak for Jordan. In Jordan, some-
thing like 11 to 15 percent of the population have dis-
abilities. That’s a little over 1,000,000 people. Only 16
percent are employed, and only 10 percent of people in
the workforce have disabilities. Those are the official
statistics, but then, some people, maybe they don’t want
to say, maybe they’re hiding their disabled children, so
I’m sure it’s actually more. 
Itto: And what about employment? Education? 
Hasan: Officially, it’s something like 80 percent are not
economically active. They’re classified as “inactive per-
sons.” They don’t go to work; they don’t go to school--
nothing. They just sit in their homes. Imagine! 
Itto: That’s only the official statistic, again. 
Hasan: Exactly. It’s probably more. Also, the data from
2014, 2015, so it’s hard to say how it is now, after the
pandemic and everything. 
Itto: What about representation? How are the media rep-
resenting people with disabilities in Jordan? 
Hasan: So, there are some media representations, but the
way they deal with disability…it’s like, they don’t talk
about inclusion. They don’t talk about the law. It’s more
like, you know, “This is halal, this is haram, this per-
son’s blind, so he’s going to heaven, we’ll just let him
go and talk and do whatever he wants, but not give any

opportunities to anyone.” I propose the media should
talk more about things like the Convention on the
Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), universal
design, employment, meeting people’s accessibility
needs. 
Itto: And why--
Hasan: Also--sorry, this just came to my mind--but it’s
not just a media problem. It’s a problem some disabled
people are creating, giving the media this reputation.
Sometimes people go on the radio saying, “I’m poor,
I’m blind, I cannot find a job” --well, I’m sorry, but it’s
not because you’re blind! People who are blind can
work. People who are not disabled can be inactive eco-
nomically, too. Stop giving people this impression. I
just…I don’t know. I get upset when people give this
reputation. 
Itto: You said you’re a human rights advocate. What
kind of advocacy?  
Hasan: I started at the university in Jordan, telling stu-
dents and professors how to deal with people with dis-
abilities. I would tell them it’s not about this disability,
that disability; it’s about how different people live.
Maybe this person’s short and this other one’s tall, this
one’s white and this one’s brown--the real difference is
in how we deal with life, which choices we make, which
decisions. 
Itto: Then you moved on to working with the govern-
ment and nonprofit organizations?
Hasan: I started encouraging governments and NGOs to
just apply our laws. Jordan ratified the CRPD in 2007.
Since then, we’ve passed some new domestic laws, set
up workplace quotas, even taken international loans.
But unfortunately, most haven’t really been implement-
ed. I started volunteering with the United Nations Chil-
dren’s Fund (UNICEF) in 2019, leading the inclusive
strategy for the youth sector. That was a great opportu-
nity. I got exposed to different strategies and opinions,
let me see how things are dealt with at a higher level. 
Itto: What were you doing with UNICEF?
Hasan: My job was to design and implement strategies
for the youth sector, with a focus on acceptance and
inclusion. I also helped the Office of Human Resources
make the volunteer program more accessible for people
with disabilities. The youth program in Jordan was built
on volunteering, but I faced some difficulties, when I
was applying, with their online portal. Since I’m an
accessibility specialist, I helped make their website
accessible. Now anyone can join. 
Itto: What’s the hardest project you’ve worked on? 
Hasan: I would say, working with refugees with disabil-
ities. UNICEF deals with refugee camps, and they have
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lots of people with disabilities, including children. One
of the hardest points I remember, actually, was trying to
convince the refugees with disabilities to participate in
UNICEF’s programs. 
Itto: Does Jordan have a program for young refugees
with disabilities? Or for refugees with disabilities in
general? 
Hasan: Not for people with disabilities specifically, but
now that it’s accessible, anyone can join their team. I’ve
trained people working with them, managers and super-
visors, and also people in the youth centers in the
camps. Recently, I’ve been hearing from my former col-
leagues, and they say the program’s running smoothly.
As I said, I’m in favor of mixing.
Itto: What another advocacy do you do? As an accessi-
bility specialist, for example?  
Hasan: I love technology. I’ve been encouraged with it
since I was young. Nowadays, with so many resources
online, the world’s transformed. It gives us opportuni-
ties. A few years ago, I started contacting companies
and offering my business strategies, things I learned
from getting sponsored as a runner, and since then I’ve
worked with a bunch of companies that provide soft-
ware and hardware for blind people, helping with their
products and their Middle East business and marketing
strategies. I do technical translation, too, usually English

to Arabic, for apps and websites designed for the blind,
so people in the Middle East can use them. I’ve worked
with Cash Reader, which is a mobile app that lets blind
people recognize currencies. I’ve also worked with
Clew and some other apps. If I list them all, we’re not
going to finish, so—
Itto: [laughter] I understand! Speaking of which, we
need to wrap things up. Is there anything else you’d like
to share? Maybe, since you’re in Italy now, you could
share what it means to have dreams and accomplish
them. 
Hasan: Sure. If you have a dream, my advice is to work
hard, have patience and don’t give up. If you try some-
thing and it doesn’t work, try something else. If that
doesn’t work, try something else. Keep searching. Con-
nections are really, really important, so surround your-
self with encouraging people. Everyone needs support,
and that only comes from the people around you. Ask
for help, use your connections, and no matter what hap-
pens, just keep going. 
Itto: Thank you, Hasan. I couldn’t agree more. 
Hasan: Thank you.
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1. Autistic actress who starred in “As We See It” - 3 words
6. Floor cover
8.  “___, the people..”
9. Bono and Enya’s nationality
10. Buddhist branch
11. Actress,songwriter, disability activist, singer “Lift Me Up”
12. Singer Yoko
13. Color
14. Hardship
16. _____ for victory
17. Kidney-shaped nuts
20. Morning time, abbr.
21. Operatic melody
23. “Take your pick”
24. Family girl, for short
25. Wall __
27. “Blue Blood” actress who recently appeared in “Daruma” with 
two authentically disabled actors, ____ Hawk
30. Promotion piece
31. Museum contents
33. Relaxation center
35. Actress with Down Syndrome, her role on “Glee”, ____ Potter
36. Celebrity chef, Jamie ___ with dyslexia and campaigned for 
     healthy foods for school kids
37. Nutritionist’s figure, abbr.
39. First actress who used a wheelchair to appear on a Broad
     way stage, 2 words
42. “__ Light Up My Life”
43. Compass point. abbr.
44. St. Louis’s arch, symbolically
46. Band equipment
47. Deaf actor who created a Na’vi sign language for “Avatar: 
     The Way of Water” - 2 words

D O W N
                                                       
1. Owner of a motorsports company in Riverside who continues to 
      help orphan kids despite battling Parkinsons, Malcolm _____
 2.  President Theodore Roosevelt had this illness
 3.  Triumph for a pitcher, 2 words
 4.  Italian fast food
 5.  Very long time period
 6.  Gets better
 7.  Lead the way
 8.  Pale
11. Wheelchair user and disability advocate on her “Sitting Pretty” 
      You Tube channel, ____ Spencer
15. Cry of discovery
17. Celebrity make-up artist: “You cannot wait around for things to 
      get better to make your dreams happen. ..” Ernesto ____
18. Picnic troublemaker
19. Teachers’ fill-ins, briefly
21. Feel under the weather
22. Blind singing great, ____ Bocelli
24. Strainer
26. Make a mistake
28. N.Y.S.E. debut, abbr.
29. Musical interpreter for blind people, Amber _____
31. Temple Grandin is a famous activist for people with this 
      developmental disorder
32. Sends a message, in a way
34. Cupid’s weapon
38. “Break my Heart” singer, ___ Lipa
40. Button on a remote, abbr.
41. Campaigned
42. “Lets’ do it!”
45. “Lawrence of Arabia” writer’s initials
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$0 DOWN FINANCING OPTIONS!**

REQUEST A FREE QUOTE! 

ACT NOW
TO RECEIVE
A $300 SPECIAL 
OFFER!*

(877) 665-2693

*O� er value when purchased at retail. 
**Financing available through authorized Generac partners.
Solar panels sold separately.

PWRcell, Generac’s fully-integrated 
solar + battery storage system, stores 
solar energy that can power your whole 
home during utility power outages and 
save you money on your electric bill.

Prepare for 
Power Outages 
& Save Money

$0 DOWN FINANCING OPTIONS!**

REQUEST A FREE QUOTE! 

ACT NOW
TO RECEIVE
A $300 SPECIAL 
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877-243-3499

SOCIAL SECURITY DISABILITY BENEFITS
FOR OVER 25 YEARS!

FIGHTING FOR YOUR

Bill Gordon & Associates, a nationwide practice, represents clients before the Social Security Administra-
tion.  Member of the TX & NM Bar Associations.  Mail:  1420 NW St Washington D.C. Office: Broward County, 
FL.  Services may be provided by associated attorneys licensed in other states.

You Could Be Eligible To Receive:

Steady monthly income
depending on your paid 
in amount

A lump sum payment 
of benefits owed from 
back-pay

Annual cost of living 
increases

$

Need help Getting
Social Security
Disability Benefits?
We can help!

• We simplify the process & strive for       
   quick claim approval
• Starting the process is easy and 
   takes only minutes to complete

We can help!

Helping thousands get the benefits they deserve
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DON’T JUST KINDA TV  

DIRECTV

 
 

 

  

 

 

  

Contact your local DIRECTV dealer!

•  ACCESS 70,000+ SHOWS AND MOVIES
ON DEMAND.

 
 

Requires subscriptions to top-tier PREMIER programming. Other packages will have
fewer shows and movies.

 

•    
 

•    THE MOST LIVE SPORTS IN 4K HDR.    

 

• STREAM ON UP TO 5 SCREENS AT ONCE.
DOWNLOAD YOUR DVR RECORDINGS 
to your devices at home and watch
o�ine anywhere.** 

Limited 4K HDR programming available. CHOICE Pkg or higher required for most 4K 
HDR live sports. 4K HDR compatible equipment, minimum programming, 4K account 
authorization and professional installation required. If 4K TV does not support HDR, 
content will be viewable in standard 4K. Other conditions apply.

*Available only in the U.S. (excl Puerto Rico and U.S.V.I.). Req’s compatible device. Live streaming channels based on your TV pkg & location. Not all channels available to stream out of home. To watch recorded shows on the 
go, must download to mobile device using Genie HD DVR model HR 44 or higher connected to home Wi-Fi network. Rewind and fast-forward may not work. Limits: Mature, music, pay-per-view and some On Demand content is 
not available for downloading. 5 shows on 5 devices at once. All functions and programming subject to change at any time.

SIGN UP AND GET DIRECTV AND GET FIRST 3 MONTHS OF HBO MAX, 
CINEMAX, SHOWTIME, STARZ AND EPIX INCLUDED!
Access HBO Max only through HBO Max app or hbomax.com. HBO Max also includes HBO channels and On Demand on DIRECTV. Online account registration required. Data rates may apply for app download/usage. 
EARLY TERMINATION FEE OF $20/MO. FOR EACH MONTH REMAINING ON AGMT., $19.95 ACTIVATION, EQUIPMENT NON-RETURN & ADD’L FEES APPLY. New approved residential customers only (equipment 
lease req’d). Credit card req’d (except MA & PA). [See o�er details]
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DIRECTV SVC TERMS: Subject to Equipment Lease & Customer Agreements. Must maintain a min. base TV package of $69.99/mo. Programming, pricing, terms and conditions subject to change at any time. ©2022 DIRECTV. DIRECTV and 
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1-844-471-2346

Call now to save
on a Rave 2 stair lift! 

Don’t let the stairs
limit your mobility.

Contactless consultations, installations and delivery available!

The Rave 2 stair lift is the ideal 
solution for anyone:

That is worried 

Who wants to access all of
their home
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Keeps Out All Debris
Completely sealed system protects
your gutters — and entire home —

from damaging debris.

1-877-505-0577CALL US TODAY FOR
A FREE ESTIMATE

TH

E NATION’S

    G
U

T T E R  G U A RD1 2

“LeafFilter was a
great investment

for our home.”
–Bill & Jan.

uPVC Frame

Micromesh

Existing Gutter

Hanger

4

3

2

1

BACKED BY A YEAR-ROUND
CLOG-FREE GUARANTEE

LIFETIME
WARRANTY

INSTALLS ON NEW
& EXISTING GUTTERS

PROTECT YOUR HOME 365 DAYS A YEAR

Mon-Thurs: 8am-11pm, Fri-Sat: 8am-5pm, Sun: 2pm-8pm EST

BEFORE LeafFilter

AFTER LeafFilter

+
YOUR ENTIRE
PURCHASE*

20%
OFF

EXCLUSIVE LIMITED TIME OFFER!

Promo Code: 285

FINANCING THAT FITS YOUR BUDGET!1

1Subject to credit approval. Call for details.

FREE GUTTER ALIGNMENT  +  FREE GUTTER CLEANING*

SENIORS & 
MILITARY!

%
OFF10
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