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COMMENTARY: Katie Wright 

It Is Possible To 
Overcome Handicap 

Special educators such as myself and, 
;pecial parents who daily live and work with 
handicapped persons do so with the pternal 
hope that our loved ones will someho" 
"overcome" their particular handicapping 
condition - be it a physical handicap, 
deafness, mental retardation, emotional 
disturbance, speech handicap or blindness. 

Well, several of us had a . happy reminder 
recently that it is possible to live with and 
overcome a handicap. Our precious frined 
Lena Rivers L£,':Us, of . Champaign, lUi.Il.I.?ls 
came to"town! Mrs. Lewis is totally biT'i1d 
and is now eighty one years old. She is well 
known to the older generation of blacks 
from throughout the state, who attended the 
University of Illinois at Champaign/Urbana 
back in the days when black .students (we 
were called Negroes then) were not allowed 
to live in the dormitories on the campus. 
Mrs. Lewis wa~ one of the many gracious 
townswomen who roomed and boarded 
students in their homes. Abbie Birge, Bill 
Douthitt (the Sl. Louis Urban League 
Chief), the late Thamous Wooten and I werl' 
among those students. 

Le na Lewis was blinded in c'arly 
adulthood - but as shn always chu., l\i l''> and 
says - she didn't lose her bright mInd, her 
sense of humor, her vitality nor her will to 
live. All of us, I am sure are familiar with the 
story of the famous Helen Keller and how 
she adjusted to blindness. Well, the Lena 
Lewis story is not 'j:\S well known, but it is 
just as inspiring. 

Mrs. Lewis is a person who has truly 
conquered her fears and her handicap. She is 
a joy to behold (at -eighty-one-she still looks 
good) and it is uplifting just to talk with hpr. 
I've never heard her complain nor bemoan 
her fate. 

All of us, I'm sure have one or two 
friends who are fearful hypochrondriacs -
who never see a well day - let them tell it. 
But not so with Lena Lewis! She has 
overcome her handicap and is aging as 

gracefully as good wine. She continues to be 
interested in the welfare of others and she's 
not self- centered as are quite a few elderly 
and/or handicapped persons. She continues 
to be interested in her church, her young 
f",ends and relatives and in keeping her 
apartment and herself attractive . (We had a 
lot of fun shopping for her new hat and new 
cologne at Stix the other day.) This woman 
is an example and lesson for all of us - and 
that is why 1 share her story and lifestyle 
with you. 

Being with Mrs. Lewis again this past 
week reminded me-and I am amused as I 
remember this .- that it was she who stayed 
"on my case" until I learned to properly 
make a bed. (Bed making has always been 
my "short suit" -my mother and aunts just 
gave up on my ever getting a bedspread on 
straight. ) But anyway· even though Mrs. 
Lewis was blind when Abbie and some of 
the rest of us roomed with her - she insisted 
that ollr rooms, beds, closest, et cerera were 
in ordrr. How could she tell if I had the 
bedspread on straignt? Well, she simply used 
her sensitive fingE.'rtips to discover whether 
or not the lines and ridges in the Chenille 
bedspread were properly aligned. She used 
her fingers as her eyes! The point is that 
even though she is blind she cares enough 
about herself and other to insist upon a neat, 
orderly and attractive lifestyle. 

It is possible to emulate Mrs. Lewis in 
overcoming handicapping conditions by 
maintaining healthy inner and outer values, 
by continuing to search for self-fulfillment, 
and by ha\ing reverencp for all life. These 
values, so apparent in Lena Lewis, are 
essential for developing self-esteem, inner 
security and self-worth. It is evident that 
Mrs. Lewis learned early in life to deal with 
life positively so that she was not subdued 
by blindness and has not been subdued by 
the aging process. He bright outlook and 
inventive mind found a way to overcome her 
handicap . She is a inspiration! 
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