The Mountain

I: A Metaphor

The mountain as metaphor looms large in the lives of marginalized
people, people whose bones get crushed in the grind of capitalism,
patriarchy, white supremacy. How many of us have struggled up
the mountain, measured ourselves against it, failed up there, lived
in its shadow? We've hit our heads on glass ceilings, tried to climb
the class ladder, lost fights against assimilation, scrambled toward
that phantom called normality.

We hear from the summit that the world is grand from up
there, that we live down here at the bottom because we are lazy,
stupid, weak, and ugly. We decide to climb that mountain, or
make a pact that our children will climb it. The climbing turns out
to be unimaginably difficult. We are afraid; every time we look
ahead we can find nothing remotely familiar or comfortable. We
lose the trail. Our wheelchairs get stuck. We speak the wrong lan-
guages with the wrong accents, wear the wrong clothes, carry our
bodies the wrong ways, ask the wrong questions, love the wrong
people. And it’s goddamn lonely up there on the mountain. We
decide to stop climbing and build a new house right where we are.
Or we decide to climb back down to the people we love, where the
food, the clothes, the dirt, the sidewalk, the steaming asphalt un-
der our feet, our crutches, all feel right. Or we find the path again,
decide to continue climbing only to have the very people who told
us how wonderful life is at the summit booby-trap the trail. They
burn the bridge over the impassable canyon. They redraw our topo
maps so that we end up walking in circles. They send their
goons—those working-class and poor people they employ as their
official brutes—to push us over the edge. Maybe we get to the
summit, but probably not. And the price we pay is huge.
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Up there on the mountain, we confront the external forces,
the power brokers who benefit so much from the status quo and
their privileged position at the very summit. But just as vividly, we
come face-to-face with our own bodies, all that we cherish and de-
spise, all that lies imbedded there. This I know because 1 have
caught myself lurching up the mountain.

II: A Supercrip Story

I am a gimp, a crip, disabled with cerebral palsy. The story of me
lurching up the mountain begins not on the mountain, but with
one of the dominant images of disabled people, the supercrip. A
boy without hands bats .486 on his Little League team. A blind
man hikes the Appalachian Trail from end to end. An adolescent
girl with Down’s syndrome learns to drive and has a boyfriend. A
guy with one leg runs across Canada. The nondisabled world is
saturated with these stories: stories about gimps who engage in ac-
tivities as grand as walking 2,500 miles or as mundane as learning
to drive. They focus on disabled people “overcoming” our disabili-
ties. They reinforce the superiority of the nondisabled body and
mind. They turn individual disabled people, who are simply lead-
ing their lives, into symbols of inspiration.

Supercrip stories never focus on the conditions that make it
so difficult for people with Down’s to have romantic partners, for
blind people to have adventures, for disabled kids to play sports. 1
don’t mean medical conditions. I mean material, social, legal con-
ditions. I mean lack of access, lack of employment, lack of educa-
tion, lack of personal attendant services. I mean stereotypes and
attitudes. I mean oppression. The dominant story about disability
should be about ableism, not the inspirational supercrip crap, the
believe-it-or-not disability story.

I've been a supercrip in the mind’s eye of nondisabled people
more than once. Running cross-country and track in high school, I
came in dead last in more races than [ care to count. My tense,
wiry body, right foot wandering out to the side as I grew tired,
pushed against the miles, the stopwatch, the final back stretch, the
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last muddy hill. Sometimes 1 was lapped by the front runners in
races as short as the mile. Sometimes I trailed everyone on a cross-
country course by two, three, four minutes. I ran because 1 loved
to run, and yet after every race, strangers came to thank me, cry
over me, tell me what an inspiration I was. To them, I was not just
another hopelessly slow, tenacious high school athlete, but super-
crip, tragic brave girl with CP, courageous cripple. It sucked. The
slogan on one of my favorite t-shirts, black cotton inked with big
fluorescent pink letters, one word per line, reads PISS ON PITY.

Me lurching up the mountain is another kind of supercrip story, a
story about internalizing supercripdom, about becoming supercrip
in my own mind’s eye, a story about climbing Mount Adams last
summer with my friend Adrianne. We had been planning this trip
for years. Adrianne spent her childhood roaming New Hamp-
shire’s White Mountains and wanted to take me to her favorite
haunts. Six times in six years, we set the trip up, and every time
something fell through at the last minute. Finally, last summer
everything stayed in place.

I love the mountains almost as much as I love the ocean, not
a soft, romantic kind of love, but a deep down rumble in my
bones. When Adrianne pulled out her trail guides and topo maps
and asked me to choose one of the mountains we’d climb, I looked
for a big mountain, for a long, hard hike, for a trail that would take
us well above treeline. I picked Mount Adams. I think I asked
Adrianne, “Can I handle this trail?” meaning, “Will I have to clam-
ber across deep gulches on narrow log bridges without hand rail-
ings to get to the top of this mountain?” Without a moment’s
hesitation, she said, “No problem.”

I have walked from Los Angeles to Washington, D.C,, on a
peace walk; backpacked solo in the southern Appalachians, along
Lake Superior, on the beaches at Point Reyes; slogged my way
over Cottonwood Pass and down South Manitou’s dunes. Leamn-
ing to walk took me longer than most kids—certainly most nondis-
abled kids. I was two and a half before I figured out how to stand
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on my own two feet, drop my heels to the ground, balance my

weight on the whole long flat of each foot. I wore orthopedic

shoes—clunky, unbending monsters—for several years, but never

had to suffer through physical therapy or surgery. Today, I can and

often do walk unending miles for the pure joy of walking. In the

disability community I am called a walkie, someone who doesn’t -
use a wheelchair, who walks rather than rolls. Adrianne and I have

been hiking buddies for years. I never questioned her judgment. Of

course, I could handle Mount Adams.

The night before our hike, it rained. In the moring we
thought we might have to postpone. The weather reports from the
summit still looked uncertain, but by 10 a.m. the clouds started to
lift, later than we had planned to begin but still okay. The first
mile of trail snaked through steep jumbles of rock, leaving me
breathing hard, sweat drenching my cotton t-shirt, dripping into
my eyes. | love this pull and stretch, quads and calves, lungs and
heart, straining.

o~ ~

The trail divides and divides again, steeper and rockier now, mov-
ing not around but over piles of craggy granite, mossy and a bit
slick from the night’s rain. I start having to watch where I put my
feet. Balance has always been somewhat of a problem for me, my
right foot less steady than my left. On uncertain ground, each step
becomes a studied move, especially when my weight is balanced
on my right foot. I take the trail slowly, bringing both feet to-
gether, solid on one stone, before leaning into my next step. This
assures my balance, but I lose all the momentum gained from
swinging into a step, touching ground, pushing off again in the
same moment. There is no rhythm to my stop-and-go clamber. I
know that going down will be worse, gravity underscoring my lack
of balance. I watch Adrianne ahead of me hop from one rock to
the next up this tumble trail of granite. I know that she’s breathing
hard, that this is no easy climb, but also that each step isn’t a stra-
tegic game for her. I start getting scared as the trail steepens, then
steepens again, the rocks not letting up. I can’t think of how I will
ever come down this mountain. Fear sets up a rumble right along-
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side the love in my bones. I keep climbing. Adrianne starts waiting
for me every 50 yards or so. I finally tell her I'm scared.

She’s never hiked this trail before so can’t tell me if this is as
steep as it gets. We study the topo map, do a time check. We have
many hours of daylight ahead of us, but we’re both thinking about
how much time it might take me to climb down, using my hands
and butt when I can’t trust my feet. I want to continue up to
treeline, the pines shorter and shorter, grown twisted and withered,
giving way to scrub brush, then to lichen-covered granite, up to the
sun-drenched cap where the mountains all tumble out toward the
hazy blue horizon. I want to so badly, but fear rumbles next to
love next to real lived physical limitations, and so we decide to
turn around. I cry, maybe for the first time, over something I want
to do, had many reasons to believe I could, but really can’t. I cry
hard, then get up and follow Adrianne back down the mountain.
It’s hard and slow, and I use my hands and butt often and wish I
could use gravity as Adrianne does to bounce from one flat spot to
another, down this jumbled pile of rocks.

~ o~~~

I thought a lot coming down Mount Adams. Thought about bit-
terness. For as long as I can remember, I have avoided certain
questions. Would I have been a good runner if I didn’t have CP?
Could 1 have been a surgeon or pianist, a dancer or gymnast?
Tempting questions that have no answers. I refuse to enter the ter-
ritory marked bitterness. 1 wondered about a friend who calls herself
one of the last of the polio tribe, born just before the polio vac-
cine’s discovery. Does she ever ask what her life might look like
had she been bom five years later? On a topo map, bitterness
would be outlined in red.

I thought about the model of disability that separates impair-
ment from disability. Disability theorist Michael Oliver defines im-
pairment as “lacking part of or all of a limb, or having a defective
limb, organism or mechanism of the body. ”! 1 lack a fair amount of
fine motor control. My hands shake. I can’t play a piano, place my
hands gently on a keyboard, or type even 15 words a minute.
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Whole paragraphs never cascade from my fingertips. My long-
hand is a slow scrawl. I have trouble picking up small objects, put-
ting them down. Dicing onions with a sharp knife puts my hands
at risk. A food processor is not a yuppie kitchen luxury in my
house, but an adaptive device. My gross motor skills are better but
not great. | can walk mile after mile, run and jump and skip and
hop, but don’t expect me to walk a balance beam. A tightrope
would be murder; boulder hopping and rock climbing, not much
better. I am not asking for pity. I am telling you about impairment.

Oliver defines disability as “the disadvantage or restriction of
activity caused by a contemporary social organisation which takes
no or little account of people who have physical [and/or cogni-
tive/developmental/mental] impairments and thus excludes them
from the mainstream of society.” I write slowly enough that cash-
iers get impatient as I sign my name to checks, stop talking to me,
turn to my companions, hand them my receipts. 1 have failed
timed tests, important tests, because teachers wouldn’t allow me
extra time to finish the sheer physical act of writing, wouldn't al-
low me to use a typewriter. I have been tumed away from jobs be-
cause my potential employer believed my slow, slurred speech
meant I was stupid. Everywhere I go people stare at me, in restau-
rants as I eat, in grocery stores as I fish coins out of my pocket to
pay the cashier, in parks as I play with my dog. I am not asking for
pity. I am telling you about disability.

In large part, disability oppression is about access. Simply be-
ing on Mount Adams, halfway up Air Line Trail, represents a
whole lot of access. When access is measured by curb cuts, ramps,
and whether they are kept clear of snow and ice in the winter; by
the width of doors and height of counters; by the presence or ab-
sence of Braille, closed captions, ASL, and TDDs; my not being
able to climb all the way to the very top of Mount Adams stops
being about disability. I decided that tuming around before reach-
ing the summit was more about impairment than disability.

But even as I formed the thought, I could feel my resistance
to it. To neatly divide disability from impairment doesn't feel right.
My experience of living with CP has been so shaped by ableism—
or to use Oliver’s language, my experience of impairment has been
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so shaped by disability—that I have trouble separating the two. I
understand the difference between failing a test because some stu-
pid school rule won’t give me more time and failing to summit
Mount Adams because it’s too steep and slippery for my feet. The
first failure centers on a socially constructed limitation, the second
on a physical one.

At the same time, both center on my body. The faster I try to
write, the more my pen slides out of control, muscles spasm, then
contract trying to stop the tremors, my shoulder and upper arm
growing painfully tight. Even though this socially constructed limi-
tation has a simple solution—access to a typewriter, computer,
tape recorder, or person to take dictation—I experience the prob-
lem on a very physical level. In the case of the bodily limitation,
my experience is similarly physical. My feet simply don’t know the
necessary balance. I lurch along from one rock to the next, catch-
ing myself repeatedly as I start to fall, quads quickly sore from ex-
ertion, tension, lack of momentum. These physical experiences,
one caused by a social construction, the other by a bodily limita-
tion, translate directly into frustration, making me want to crum-
ple the test I can’t finish, hurl the rocks I can’t climb. This
frustration knows no neat theoretical divide between disability and
impairment. Neither does disappointment nor embarrassment. On
good days, I can separate the anger I tumn inward at my body from
the anger that needs to be turned outward, directed at the daily
ableist shit, but there is nothing simple or neat about kindling the
latter while transforming the former. I decided that Oliver’'s model
of disability makes theoretical and political sense but misses im-
portant emotional realities.

I thought of my nondisabled friends who don’t care for
camping, hiking, or backpacking. They would never spend a vaca-
tion sweat-drenched and breathing hard halfway up a mountain. |
started to list their names, told Adrianne what I was doing. She
reminded me of other friends who enjoy easy day hikes on
smooth, well-maintained trails. Many of them would never even
attempt the tumbled trail of rock I climbed for an hour and a half
before turning around. We added their names to my list. It tumed
into a long roster. I decided that if part of what happened to me
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up there was about impairment, another part was about desire, my
desire to climb mountains.

I thought about supercrips. Some of us—the boy who bats
486, the man who through-hikes the A.T.—accomplish something
truly extraordinary and become supercrips. Others of us—the teen-
ager with Down’s who has a boyfriend, the kid with CP who runs
track and cross-country—Ilead entirely ordinary lives and still be-
come supercrips. Nothing about having a boyfriend or running
cross-country is particularly noteworthy. Bat .486 or have a boy-
friend, it doesn’t matter; either way we are astonishing. In the crea-
tion of supercrip stories, nondisabled people don’t celebrate any
particular achievement, however extraordinary or mundane.
Rather, these stories rely upon the perception that disability and
achievement contradict each other and that any disabled person
who overcomes this contradiction is heroic.

To believe that achievement contradicts disability is to pair
helplessness with disability, a pairing for which crips pay an awful
price. The nondisabled world locks us away in nursing homes. It
deprives us the resources to live independently.” It physically and
sexually abuses us in astoundingly high numbers.* It refuses to give
us jobs because even when a workplace is accessible, the speech
impediment, the limp, the ventilator, the seeing-eye dog are read
as signs of inability.” The price is incredibly high.

o~~~

And here, supercrip tums complicated. On the other side of super-
cripdom lies pity, tragedy, and the nursing home. Disabled people
know this, and in our process of knowing, some of us intemnalize
the crap. We make supercrip our own, particularly the type that
pushes into the extraordinary, cracks into our physical limitations.
We use supercripdom as a shield, a protection, as if this individual
internalization could defend us against disability oppression.

I climbed Mount Adams for an hour and a half scared, not
sure I'd ever be able to climb down, knowing that on the next rock
my balance could give out, and yet I climbed. Climbed surely be-
cause I wanted the summit, because of the love rumbling in my
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bones. But climbed also because I wanted to say, “Yes, I have CP,
but see. See, watch me. I can climb mountains too.” I wanted to
prove myself once again. I wanted to overcome my CP.

Overcoming has a powerful grip. Back home, my friends told
me, “But you can walk any of us under the table.” My sister, a seri-
ous mountain climber who spends many a weekend high up in the
North Cascades, told me, “I bet with the right gear and enough
practice you could climb Mount Adams.” A woman who doesn’t
know me told Adrianne, “Tell your friend not to give up. She can
do anything she wants. She just has to want it hard enough.” I told
myself as Adrianne and I started talking about another trip to the
Whites, “If I used a walking stick, and we picked a dry day and a
different trail, maybe I could make it up to the top of Adams.” I
never once heard, “You made the right choice when you turned
around.” The mountain just won't let go.

IIl: Home

I will never find home on the mountain. This I know. Rather
home starts here in my body, in all that lies imbedded beneath my
skin. My disabled body: born prematurely in the backwoods of
Oregon, 1 was first diagnosed as “mentally retarded,” and then
later as having CP. I grew up to the words cripple, retard, monkey, de-
fect, took all the staring into me and learned to shut it out.

My body violated: early on my father started raping me,
physically abusing me in ways that can only be described as tor-
ture, and sharing my body with other people, mostly men, who did
the same. I abandoned that body, decided to be a hermit, to be
done with humans, to live among the trees, with the salmon, to
ride the south wind bareback.

My white body: the only person of color in my hometown
was an African-American boy, adopted by a white family. I grew
up to persistent rumors of a lynching tree way back in the hills, of
the sheriff running people out of the county. For a long time after
moving to the city, college scholarship in hand, all I could do was
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gawk at the multitude of humans: homeless people, their shopping
carts and bedrolls, Black people, Chinese people, Chicanos, drag
queens and punks, vets down on Portland’s Bumside Avenue,
white men in their wool suits, limos shined to sparkle. I watched
them all, sucking in the thick weave of Spanish, Cantonese, street
talk, English. This is how I became aware of my whiteness.

My queer body: I spent my childhood, a tomboy not sure of
my girlness, queer without a name for my queerness. I cut fire-
wood on clearcuts, swam in the river, ran the beaches at Battle
Rock and Cape Blanco. When I found dykes, fell in love for the
first time, came into a political queer community, I felt as if I had
found home again.

The body as home, but only if it is understood that bodies
are never singular, but rather haunted, strengthened, underscored
by countless other bodies. My alcoholic, Libertarian father and his
father, the gravedigger, from whom my father learned his violence.
I still dream about them sometimes, ugly dreams that leave me
panting with fear in the middle of the night. One day I will be
done with them. The white, working-class loggers, fishermen, and
ranchers | grew up among: Les Smith, John Black, Walt Maya.
Their ways of dressing, moving, talking helped shape my sense of
self. Today when I hear queer activists say the word redneck like a
cuss word, I think of those men, backs of their necks turning red in
the summertime from long days of work outside, felling trees, pull-
ing fishnets, baling hay. I think of my butchness, grounded there,
overlaid by a queer, urban sensibility. A body of white, rural, work-
ing-class values. [ still feel an allegiance to this body, even as I re-
ject the virulent racism, the unexamined destruction of forest and
river. How could I possibly call my body home without the bodies
of trees that repeatedly provided me refuge? Without queer bod-
ies? Without crip bodies? Without transgendered and transsexual
bodies? Without the history of disabled people who worked as
freaks in the freak show, displaying their bodies: Charles Stratton
posed as General Tom Thumb, Hiriam and Bamey Davis billed as
the “Wild Men from Borneo”? The answer is simple. I couldn’t.

The body as home, but only if it is understood that place and
community and culture burrow deep into our bones. My earliest
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and most enduring sense of place is in the backwoods of Oregon,
where I grew up but no longer live, in a logging and fishing town of
a thousand that hangs on to the most western edge of the conti-
nental United States. To the west stretches the Pacific Ocean; to
the east the Siskiyou Mountains rise, not tall enough to be moun-
tains but too steep to be hills. Portland is a seven-hour drive north;
San Francisco, a twelve-hour drive south. Home for me is marked
by Douglas fir and chinook salmon, south wind whipping the
ocean into a fury of waves and surf, Marked by the aching knowl-
edge of environmental destruction, the sad truth of that town
founded on the genocide of Native peoples, the Tuni and Coquille,
Talkemas and Latgawas. In writing about the backwoods and the
rural, white, working-class culture found there, I am not being nos-
talgic, reaching backward toward a re-creation of the past. Rather I
am reaching toward my bones. When I write about losing that
place, about living in exile, [ am putting words to a loss which also
grasps at my bones.

The body as home, but only if it is understood that language
too lives under the skin. I think of the words crip, queer, freak, red-
neck. None of these are easy words. They mark the jagged edge be-
tween self-hatred and pride, the chasm between how the dominant
culture views marginalized peoples and how we view ourselves, the
razor between finding home, finding our bodies, and living in exile,
living on the metaphoric mountain. Whatever our relationships
with these words—whether we embrace them or hate them, feel
them draw blood as they hit our skin or find them entirely fitting,
refuse to say them or simply feel uncomfortable in their presence—
we deal with their power every day. I hear these words all the time.
They are whispered in the mirror as I dress to go out, as I
straighten my tie and shrug into my suit jacket; on the streets as
folls .gawk at my trembling hands, stare trying to figure out
whether I'm a woman or man; in half the rhetoric I hear from envi-
ronmentalists and queer activists, rhetoric where rural working-
class people get cast as clods and bigots. At the same time, I use
some, but not all, of these words to call out my pride, to
strengthen my resistance, to place myself within community. Crip,
queer, freak, redneck burrowed into my body.
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The body as home, but only if it is understood that bodies
can be stolen, fed lies and poison, tom away from us. They rise up
around me—bodies stolen by hunger, war, breast cancer, AIDS,
rape; the daily grind of factory, sweatshop, cannery, sawmill; the
lynching rope; the freezing streets; the nursing home and prison.
African-American drag performer Leonard/Lynn Vines, walking
through his Baltimore neighborhood, called a “drag queen faggot
bitch” and shot six times. Matt Sheppard—gay, white, young—
tied to a fence post in Wyoming and beaten to death. Some bodies
are taken for good; other bodies live on, numb, abandoned, full of
self-hate. Both have been stolen. Disabled people cast as supercrips
and tragedies; lesbian/gay/bisexual/trans people told over and over
again that we are twisted and unnatural; poor people made respon-
sible for their own poverty. Stereotypes and lies lodge in our bodies
as surely as bullets. They live and fester there, stealing the body.

The body as home, but only if it is understood that the stolen
body can be reclaimed. The bodies irrevocably taken from us: we
can memorialize them in quilts, granite walls, candlelight vigils; re-
member and mourn them; use their deaths to strengthen our will.
And as for the lies and false images, we need to name them, trans-
form them, create something entirely new in their place, something
that comes close and finally true to the bone, entering our bodies
as liberation, joy, fury, hope, a will to refigure the world. The body
as home.

The mountain will never be home, and still I have to remember it
grips me. Supercrip lives inside my body, ready and willing to push
the physical limitations, to try the “extraordinary,” because down
at the base of the mountain waits a nursing home. I hang on to a
vision. Someday after the revolution, disabled people will live ordi-
nary lives, neither heroic nor tragic. Crip, queer, freak, redneck will be
mere words describing human difference. Supercrip will be dead,;
the nursing home, bumt down; the metaphoric mountain, col-
lapsed in volcanic splendor. Post-revolution I expect there will still
be literal mountains I want to climb and can’t, but I'll be able to
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say without doubt, without hesitation, “Let’s turmn around here.
This one is too steep, too slippery for my feet.”



