The Friday Club – April 1, 2011

Report by Hemmie Gilmore

     Traveling Blind; Adventures in Vision with a Guide Dog bu My Side by Susan Krieger was published in 2010 by Purdue University Press, Indiana.

     This is not a large book, only 200 pages with 14 chapters, which makes for an easier report- different from some I’ve worked on in the past – say, the tome about Brahms which contained years about his life and chapters of details all of which held some interest, and probably assigned to me because of my known love of music.

     I wondered about this one, however.  So far I am not blind, don’t have a dog, am not Jewish, and am not a lesbian.  But I have done a lot of traveling.

     The main focus of the author, Susan Krieger, is of interest, and of some importance really, to all of us as she struggles with the various challenges of losing her vision.  The word “appreciation” comes to my mind.

     She teaches in the Program in Feminist Studies at Stanford University.  Her other books are: Things No Longer There: A Memoir of Losing Sight and Finding Vision (2005), The Family Silver: Essays on Relationships Among Women (1996), Social Science and the Self: Personal Essays on an Art Form (1991), The Mirror Dance: Identity in a Woman’s Community (1983), and Hip Capitalism (1979).

     Susan has been teaching and writing about feminist ethnography for over twenty years.  Fifteen years ago, in 1996, her vision difficulties were diagnosed as “birdshot retinochoroidopathy” which is a rare auto immune disease causing inflammation on the retina and choroids affecting both the central and peripheral vision.  The scattered lesions in the eye are called “birdshot.”  The chronic condition with its swelling and scarring varies at times but is progressive with blind spots, distortions, color loss, blurred details, faulty depth perception and occasional double vision.  There is no cure.

     She can see primarily straight ahead but only in pieces.  Things can be seen then will suddenly disappear.

     This book is about her coming to terms with these developing visual impairments.  Of course, they have dramatically affected her ability to read and write and to move about.  There is always the concern for safety.  This was especially heightened when Susan was struck by a car that she hadn’t seen coming.  Though thrown flying to the sidewalk, she, most fortunately, was not badly hurt.  After that, she had to be more realistic about what she could actually see.

     She points out that most blind people have some degree of sight, and that brings other kinds of difficulties.  It brings unreliability and insecurity and the stereotypical assumption by others that blindness makes the person incapable and different.

     She writes, “In this book, I seek to combat some of the stereotypes surrounding blindness – particularly the negative assumption that blindness implies incapacity or lack.  Instead, I offer an account of mobility and activity, an appreciation for life, and a richness of both visual and emotional imagery.  Although I tell my own story, I hope it resonates with the experiences of others.  Coming to terms with one’s own ways of seeing seems to me an important process whether an individual is sighted or blind.  We all embark on journeys that are often unexpected and that require changed dependencies and new ways of seeing – new ways of integrating sight, sound, mind, and feeling.”

     Her partner, Hannah, of 29 years, has provided immense support and helps her adapt to her new daily life.  She drives Susan to revisit remote areas of the desert, regions previously enjoyed by Susan for their subtle colors and picturesque landscapes.  She becomes more and more important to Susan by her support and care as they confront the fears, despair, frustrations and insecurities together.

     A huge addition to all that was the addition of a guide dog named Teela.

     The book starts in 2003 when Susan and Hannah take an auto trip into southern New Mexico with a main objective to see Big Hatchet Mountain.

     The first morning in the area, she describes how she quietly got up and carefully moved through the lodge bedroom trying not to wake up Hannah or the dog so she could see the early morning light coming through the window.  She tried taking a photograph but there was no film in the camera.  But she was happy just to have seen the deep red spread into orange across the sky as the sun rose.

     As they start their day’s drive she writes, “I was not wearing sunglasses as we drove, although the sun was bright and at an angle.  I did not need them because the darkness within my eyes provided protection as I peered out as if through inner streaked glass.  Because of my impaired vision, I had a sense of blurriness and a sense that things were missing.  The scenery seemed to pass by very quickly.  I was not sure what I would be able to see as we drove on or when we reached our destination.  So I relished and took joy at each step, in almost everything I now saw – the road, the sky, the low juniper and pinon pines sitting like green Buddhas on dry, wheat-like fields.  These different pieces of the landscape entered my vision as if by surprise and suddenly I saw them.”

     She helped Hannah by reading the map with a magnifying glass.  Hannah would describe details of the passing scenery.  It sometimes helped clear some of Susan’s blurriness by looking through her camera’s telephoto lens.

     She welcomes the occasional stops so a closer view could be had of the rocks, plants and trees along the roadside or the stores along a small town’s Main Street.  Susan feels great frustration because of her need of help, not even able to read the large printed road signs.  Her memory from past trips into this area is fuzzy like her vision is now, plus the fact that there have been changes in the landscapes.

     She was also still getting used to walking with the guide dog.  Teela had been with her for only two months.  This brought many new considerations and some conflict of thought.  Her dependency was now greater on the dog but her safely was more assured.  A simple fall could have drastic results.  She also had to get used to comments and questions from people she met.  Teela always evoked stories from others about their experiences with dogs.

     They drove up a dirt road leading up the steep sides of Hatchet Mountain and stopped to take in the views.  Susan took delight in taking photos hoping that she could inspect them later with a magnifier and see the colors and details more vividly.  Along with her camera she carried twelve-power binoculars which she used interchangeably.  Even so, the scene appeared as though it was in a wash and she was seeing it underwater.  The cactus and trail side brush looked blurry with fuzzy shapes.  It was better not to get too close to them!  They drove back down the narrow road while still wanting to go higher like they had done on an earlier visit.  Susan worried she might not ever be able to come back to a place she so enjoyed.  But these days the important thing was to be with those she loved, Hannah and Teela.

     Yet she continued with her inner battles over the terrible struggles to see and wishing Hannah, as wonderful as she was, had the same passions and interests as she did.  Instead of camping in a remote cabin they stayed at a luxurious lodge.  They worked at making their compromises and pleasing each other.  She laments upon leaving the Big Hatchet region, “If only I had taken a picture, if only Hannah had told me.”

     She goes on: “The eyes are viewed as telling, as reliable, as providing a sense of really having been there, as sense felt as most true when it is most sharp, when, in fact, that is not so.  They are one door, one entry.  I have told myself this over and over, but I mourned the detail I missed.”
     In search of an authentic poncho they drove across a flat plain to the Mexican border.  This is where Susan suddenly became edgy and feared they would have their money stolen, their car looted, and worse, someone would try to steal Teela.  She held tightly to Teela’s harness as they parked and walked across the border into the Mexican town.  It was impossible to look up and enjoy the surroundings in such an unfamiliar place.  Susan focused straight ahead and walked purposefully.  Curbs were high, the sidewalk was uneven.  They had to cross several streets and walk two more blocks to get to the restaurant.  She feared the young boy who wanted to pet the “perro” and sat stiffly in the busy, noisy restaurant, not feeling relaxed until finally back at their car.  She felt more comfortable wandering through a cactus garden nearby.  Susan had not expected to feel so vulnerable nor have the heightened need for order and reassurance about her safety.

     They stopped for a closer look at the “Middle of Nowhere Bar & Café” and spent the night in the town of Truth or Consequences.  Again feeling insecure, this time because their room was on the second floor, Susan had their room changed to one at the ground level, both for her ease of walking and for Teela.  She worried about Teela having to walk over what she considered sharp pieces of gravel.

     I, the reader, was thankfully spared too many more romantic details of Susan and Hannah’s session in the hot tub, candles flickering along the wall.

     Susan expresses more conflicting feelings, trying not to think of herself as a failure or giving in to her fears or worries of acceptability.  She did not like attracting attention which got worse because of having a guide dog, but then she goes on to say that her “blindness softens things. . . . It makes the world more friendly, more interesting, and more peculiar; it makes my environment feel less foreign at the same time as it is more foreign and only partially visible.”

     “Because of my lack of eyesight, I focus more on what I do see.  I want to notice everything.  And in a way, what I see is simpler than if I had better vision.  I do not judge it as much.  I take joy in it, except when it frightens me.  Every look, every turn is some sort of picture for me, surprising and to be relished because it is there.”

     The next day Susan ventures out on her own with Teela to explore the area.  None of it was familiar.  She started out twice before gaining the confidence to cross some streets, even a wide commercial street.  She counted the blocks and concentrated on landmarks she hoped to remember on her way back.  Teela would follow her orders and steer her around obstacles and stop at curbs but Teela couldn’t guide her back the way they had come.  Who knows where Teela would wander if left on her own!

     It was difficult to identify what was in many of the stores that lined the Main Street.  She would sometimes have to ask, and then be careful not to confuse the dog by going into and out of too many of the stores.  She decided to bring Hannah back and have her help pick out postcards or a special purchase.

     Turning back, anxious to not get lost, she feared crossing the busy road so she could walk down the other side.  Her memory of the many long walks she used to routinely take saddened her.  She brightened with the current comfort of having Teela which allowed her to still have adventure.  Walking with Teela Susan felt an “intangible freedom.”

     There was a great feeling of triumph when she and Teela found their way back to the lodge.  Susan expected trumpets to sound her return.  She even managed to discern which pot held the decaf coffee in the breakfast room.

     Her excursion to go view Christmas lights was interesting.  At night Susan can see the glow of lights which stand out against the black of night.  They drove up and down neighborhood streets where houses were festooned with Christmas decorations.  Some homes were completely outlined with lights.  Colored lights were preferred but all white ones would do.  Her favorites were the soft glowing luminaries, but they were usually only put out on Christmas Eve.  

     There was a irony in this attraction because both Susan and Hannah are Jewish.  Living in America Chanukah is celebrated in defiance of the Christian tradition.  They felt they were out among the Philistines.  Nevertheless the gay lights brought enjoyment to Susan though she felt like an outsider.

     She expresses it:  “I am not sure if there is anything I do for Hannah that matches her willingness to drive me to see Christmas lights, anything for which I cross the same line, go against my deepest up-bringing.  As we drove, I was thinking about our pairing and about how much I enjoy the lights, despite feeling that I ought not.  I don’t put up Christmas lights myself, so I am beholden to others for their displays, and I feel as if I am partaking of other people’s worlds.  I am an outsider peering in through an invisible glass.  It is similar to my experiences with my eyes: I walk around feeling I am in a strange land, more strange each day I set out.  What will I see now?  I wonder.  . . .”

     Susan finds that being partially sighted brings great anxieties and contradictions.  There is her own uncertainty about what she sees and how others see her.  As she puts it: “I must emotionally navigate my identity at the same time as I physically navigate my route.”
     “I do not see well, yet I keep trying to.”

     “My vision is impaired, yet I enjoy my sight.”

     “It’s easy to feel that my vision is reassuring, that my sight is a good guide, even when it is not.”

     One whole chapter is devoted to her frustration over people often asking if she was training the dog.  Even when she replies simply that “she’s working” the training question gets repeated.  The worst reaction she’s received was by some people almost accusing her for an ability to see but posing as blind!

     Flying in a airplane presented another set of difficulties.  The first was her booking a seat in the bulkhead row which has ample space for her dog but is also an emergency exit row.  People sitting there must have the ability to follow directions and assist others in disembarking if necessary.  Susan fought the attendant’s demand that she move to a different seat by claiming that was discriminatory.  She finally acceded when they claimed the dog would block the aisle.  She learned later that booking in the bulkhead row lost her any status for the disabled.  Hannah was not allowed to meet Susan at the gate and help her navigate through the airline terminal.  The authorities were not aware of the seat change which had been made on board.

     While going through security Susan is adamant about no one touching the dog.  Teela must not be distracted; besides, she suggests, the dog may bite!  Susan, however, has to undergo the pat down.

     Walking through crowds of people requires strict attention and is nearly impossible to avoid bumping into someone.  Susan is aware people watch her but feels they are friendly towards her.  She just has to learn to tolerate the inevitable question, “Are you training that dog?”

     There are more struggles over how much assistance she should ask for or accept.  Sometimes there is no question about it, such as times when the dog needs a place to relieve herself between flights.  

     Two years later they go back to New Mexico two weeks before Christmas.  They attend a festival at a plaza where there are rows of luminarias and colorful displays of lights.  They sampled food, caressed the displays of soft pottery, and wandered the area.  Hannah would describe the artwork and what was around them.  Susan had to watch her every step and constantly worried about having enough space in the crowds for her and Teela.  She had to guess at what she was missing in the artwork or who was speaking to her.  She stood and waited for some to approach her while Hannah explored places she dared not go.  Susan worked on fixing what pieces she could see into her memory since she didn’t take photos with her camera.  

     She writes, “This has been a story of some of the lights I saw on a small town plaza one night, never perhaps to see them quite the same way again.  I have tried to create the pictures I did not take with my camera.  This picture in words of how it felt and what I saw – as I moved between darkness and light, seeking self-acceptance, and trying to keep images from fading from my view – this memory of a dazzling array of glowing paper bags shining more brightly in the night than I ever expected reminds me of my desire to enjoy both the fleeting moments of light and the longer nighttime darkness.  Especially, this memory of my night among the luminaries represents a gift from Hannah – a gift of patience, of taking me back, of braving Christmas and giving guidance and instruction, asking where I want to go next.  I am often so lost in a sense of my own separateness, increased now by my blindness, that I forget that I am not alone.  I am sharing the path, the adventure, the meandering walk, holding a leather leash and grasping a harness, Teela in front of me, Hannah by my side.  It takes three of us now.  Teela led as we headed up the sidewalk lined with luminaries, walking toward the parking lot back to the car.”
     It felt good to her to offer some support to a woman she met in a store who confessed that she didn’t see either and was now on her fifth year with Macular Degeneration.  Susan showed off her talking watch and gave her one of her favorite black felt-tip pens.

     Susan Krieger ends her continuing story by writing, “I have had to learn that when I cross borders and experience fear, I can recover.  I now memorize maps and places where there are cracks in sidewalks  I need space at my feet for my dog.  I won’t be helpless and I don’t drive.  I like mountains and remote places and early morn ing light.  I like the shadows and the darkness more than I ever did before.  I see more than my eyes can comprehend.  I see and yet I must always remember that I don’t see, which is a much harder recognition.  I am comprehending the world anew each time I set out.  I am traveling blind.”

