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



