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Standing at the Rim of
Grand Canyon the awe
never wanes. On every trip,
overwhelm is fresh again.
Although I try to personalize
this feeling with familiar
knowledge, the expanse and
magnitude are far beyond
my comprehension.

How is it possible to visit a place so familiar
yet feel so estranged? I strain for a glimpse of
the ribbon of life running through the heart of
this vast space. What color is the river today?
How many cubic feet of water are running?
These are not technical questions; they are
grounding, familiar, “How are you?” “How is
your life force?” Just asking these questions
transports me down there and connects me
to the river.
This nineteen-year ritual of reconnection
from the rim is always the same, always
thrilling. Images from my ten river journeys
dance in my mind. Breathing deeply to inhale
space into my soul, I am renewed, refreshed,
and filled with gratitude for this knowledge.
Gratitude carries me. How extraordinarily
blessed I am to ‘know’ there are secret
places down there… intimate places known
only from the river. It was this gratitude and
desire to share the unique river perspective
that inspired my first Grand Canyon project,
the book “Writing Down the River” and
companion public television documentary.
My passion is to return, again and again. I
do not allow thoughts that one day I might
be denied another river journey or access to
my special viewing points along the rim.
However, what if in an instant my abilities
were changed or rearranged?
What if someone else perceived that I
was not capable of returning and denied
me access? What if, even as I explained my
yearnings, or demonstrated my abilities,
another’s perception saw only limitation, and
barred my experience?
What if, no matter how I protested that I
am still the same person only with a different
way of negotiating life, it was determined
that “in my best interest and safety” my

access was denied?
How would I cope? How would I, an
independent, adventurous soul, handle being
dismissed, or labeled incapable, “disabled”…
like a damaged car
parked out back. How
would I handle the frustration and anger of
being denied access to live my life?
Yet, in an instant, any one of us can be in
this position. In fact, in our society one in five
of us is already there, living with a disability,
perceived to be incapable of participating
fully in life.
On September 10, 2001, we were loading
our boats at Lee’s Ferry to launch a seven
day trip. This was the first “Writing Down the
River” trip with a group of friends and three
writers from the book, for a river-writing
journey.
While photographing the details and
excitement of put-in, I observed the trip next
to us packing their boats. There was a young
man with quadriplegia being loaded onto a
boat. I was stunned. I knew the adventure
that lay ahead. I stood motionless, camera at
my side, not able to photograph this intimate
moment. Before I could ask about his trip, we
needed to load our boats and push off down
river.
The image stayed with me. However, the
night before our take-out, we learned about
the tragedies of 9/11. Our reentry to the ‘rim
world’ was surreal. Trying to comprehend
what the rest of the world had been living
with consumed every thought, and the image
of the young man faded from memory.
Several years later, while traveling to Grand
Canyon with my brother, John Ryan, I recalled
and shared this story. He asked if anyone had
produced a documentary on accessible trips.
We set about answering that question.
We started with three Grand Canyon river
outfitters that I had worked with for the
“Writing Down the River” project: Bruce
Winter, Arizona River Runners; Rob Elliott
and Alan House, Arizona Raft Adventures;
and Cam and Laurie Lee Staveley, and Garrett
Schniewind, Canyon Explorations.
The responses to our initial queries were
guarded. The outfitters were committed to
offering the Grand Canyon rafting experience
to everyone for the sole purpose of sharing
the journey. Not, we were told, emphatically,
for public relations. Their goal was to make it
possible for everyone, regardless of ability, to

experience Grand Canyon from the river.
We learned that accessible river trips
had started in 1991, with collaboration of
the outfitters, Grand Canyon National Park,
and outdoor adaptive recreation programs.
The City of Phoenix, Parks and Recreation,
Adaptive Recreation Services were among
the first to organize accessible raft trips.
By spring of 2005, we had formed a creative
alliance with the City of Phoenix Adaptive
Recreation Services, their River of Dreams
nonprofit affiliate, and all three outfitters
to produce a documentary, “Right to Risk:
A Fifteen Day Journey Through Arizona’s
Grand Canyon.”
We asked fourteen adaptive recreation
programs across the country to nominate
applicants. Our goal was to reflect the
diversity, ethnicity, age, physical challenge,
and culture of our nation’s disability
community.
We selected eight individuals, all of whom
live with disabilities, including blindness,
cerebral palsy, paraplegia, quadriplegia,
spina bifida, and multiple sclerosis. Just
like all of us who have chosen this grand
adventure, they were passionate about the
opportunity.
On May 12, 2005, our two motor rigs – one
for passengers and one for film crew – and
five oar boats pushed off shore at Lee’s
Ferry for a fifteen-day adventure. Our river
community of 36 included eight adventurers,
eleven support staff, including an ER doc and
flight nurse, nine river guides and film crew
of eight.
We chose the title “Right to Risk” to
represent a universal theme: that at the
heart of one’s ability to enjoy life is the right
to make choices, to develop and pursue life
goals, and to participate fully. This film shows
people with disabilities as active participants,
challenging the myth of disability as
tragedy.
What we learned is just how wonderful,
rewarding and full of accomplishment life with
a disability can really be. Although society
thinks the struggle is disability, “Right to Risk”
reveals that the real struggle is to maintain
dignity and assert self-determination – the
right to risk. Our hope in making this film is
that we can change perceptions and remove
some of the attitudinal barriers that prevent
individuals with disabilities from participating
more fully in our society.
“Right to Risk” asserts that it is every
individual’s right to choose what they are
willing to do and risk in pursuit of their
dreams. It also provides a great metaphor
for almost every aspect of our lives, whether
choosing to run the Colorado River or pursue
a new career path.

Our approach was to challenge
preconceptions and stereotypes about
people who have disabilities with the
actual experiences of people living with
disabilities. Common cultural misperceptions
consistently and spectacularly underestimate
what people can do, how happy they are, the
level of self-esteem, and virtually every other
measure of competence, productivity and
quality of life.
“Right to Risk” debuted on public television
stations across the country last November.
We signed a three-year distribution
agreement with American Public Television
so that public television stations may
broadcast the program at any time. We also
produced a high definition version, which is
being broadcast on the national PBS HDTV
Channel several times a year. We invite you
to check with your local public television
station to find out their broadcast schedule.
In addition, we produced a fully accessible
DVD, featuring an audio menu, video
description option, and closed captioning,
which is available online at: www.righttorisk.org
Our next phase is to build on the “Right
to Risk” theme to change perceptions and
educate the public about the issues of
disability. We are collaborating with the
National Organization on Disability (NOD)
and other national organizations to launch
a national public awareness campaign
beginning in October during National
Disability Employment Awareness Month.

We hope that “Right to
Risk” can raise awareness
that misperceptions are
inaccurate, that disability is
a difference not a defect.
Every day persons living with disabilities
must overcome conscious and unconscious
prejudice – often invisible to the rest of
society. The barriers they face begin with
attitudes rooted in misinformation and
misunderstandings about what it is like to
live with a disability.
Much has been done to remove physical
barriers to full participation; however,
society’s attitudinal barriers are still well
entrenched. We hope that with this film and
your help, we can begin to change public
perceptions of disability and challenge
stereotypes and cultural stigmas that create
barriers.

