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Keith Ludden:  It is August 19, [2014] and we’re talking with Ross Doerr.  We’re doing 
this interview in Augusta, [Maine].  Ross, do you mind if I ask what year you were born? 
 
Ross Doerr:  Not at all.  I was born in 1952. 
 
KL:  1952, okay.  So, let’s see.  What was going on in 1952?  You had the Red Scare. 
Actually, you were born just a year before I was. 
 
RD:  In 1952, there was a lot going on.  I’m sufficiently old that I remember things like 
the X-15 and the Sputnik launch and the very first suborbital space shot with Alan 
Shepard, all the stuff that kids today read in history books that make me feel terribly old.  
For 1952, I would have to add that that was truly the day of the surprise package 
pregnancy, because in those days, you didn’t have things like amniocentesis or AFP 
screening to find out ahead of time what your child was going to be like when they were 
born.  So, my particular visual impairment comes from a birth defect.  I have a rare birth 
defect.  It’s a mix of retinitis pigmentosa and macular degeneration.  At the time I was 
diagnosed with this, there were only fifteen people in the United States documented as 
having it.  That came from the people at the Mayo Clinic.  Of course, that was an awful 
long time ago. 
 
KL:  I’ve never heard those two paired before. 
 
RD:  Well, apparently neither had a lot of other people, so I’m special. [laughter] 
 
KL:  I’ve often heard the saying that the disability community is the only community that 
anyone can join at any time.  You began losing your sight at what age? 
 
RD:  I can’t really answer that [question] because I don’t know exactly when I started 
losing it.  It came to everyone’s attention when I was in first grade.  The earliest 
recollection I have was at the end of class one day when I was in first grade, when class 
was over, class was dismissed and the teacher walked over to me and told me to remain 
seated.  Now, when you’re in first grade, that puts the fear of God in you because you 
probably don’t know what you did wrong and I didn’t know what I did wrong and I 
didn’t know what I did wrong.  Well, the fear went into terror because after everybody 
left, the person who walked in the room was my mother.  So, here I am alone, my mother 
has come to school and I’m in there alone with the teacher.  I very clearly remember the 
teacher saying, “Well, I’ve asked your mother in here because we wanted to talk about 
your grades.  How come when I put things for the class to do on the blackboard,” – there 
were blackboards in those days – “you don’t do it?”  I said, “What are you putting on the 
blackboard?”  She said, “School work.  The school work I put on the blackboard.”  I said, 
“I don’t know what you’re putting on the board,” and it got real quiet.  Then the teacher 
said, “Do you mean you can’t see what’s on the board?”  I said, “Yes.”  So, I’m still 
sitting in my seat.  In those days, it was all assigned seating, so I’m like, four rows back 
in the classroom.  Finally, the teacher said, “All right.  Hold on a second.”  I heard her 
write something on the blackboard and she said, “Get out of your seat and walk toward 
the blackboard until you can see what I wrote on the blackboard.  When you can see it, 



stop.  I thought, “Okay.”  So, I walked up to the blackboard until I was about two feet 
away from it.  That’s when I could see what written there.  I said, “Oh, I can see it now.”  
You could have heard a pin drop in there.  Nobody said anything.  All I could think of 
was, “Oh, my god.  What did I do?  What did I do wrong?”  When your teacher and your 
mother both stop talking, it’s – wow.  So, that was the first recollection that I had of 
having lost my eyesight or having eyesight different from what other kids had.  That 
began a very long, very complicated and darn stressful series of doctor’s appointments.  I 
wound up going to a number of doctors in Detroit.  I was born in Detroit, Michigan, 
actually a suburb called Dearborn.  My father was a police officer.  Now, police officers 
back then weren’t exactly making a lot of money just like today they aren’t.  So, it was go 
to doctors there, get referred to other doctors and that whole series wound up referring me 
to the Mayo Clinic in Rochester, Minnesota, which turned out to be a trip to Rochester, 
Minnesota and the rest, as they say, is history.  Was a bit of a rocky road, but that’s pretty 
much how it started; first grade. 
 
KL:  So, what could you see?  It was just out of focus? 
 
RD:  No.  It just wasn’t there.  I suppose if you put a pair of clear glasses on and smeared 
a little dab of say, whipped cream smack in the middle of each lens, that’s what I was 
seeing.  The centralized reading vision was slowly being destroyed.  It was like this little 
circle of nothing there.  It’s funny you would mention that because that caused some 
problems between my mother and I when I was a kid growing up.  Because the doctor 
said, “What do you see?”  When you’re six years old, you are very transliteral.  The 
doctor says, “What do you see,” you tell him.  “Well, I see this little circle.”  “Well, look 
at me and where’s the circle?”  Well, I looked at him.  Instinctively, my eyes shifted up 
so I could see his face because I was sitting close enough to him.  I said, well, the circle’s 
over your head.  First thing my mother did was start telling everybody I was seeing halos 
over everybody’s head. [laughter] No, that’s not what I was seeing.  What I was seeing 
was a hole in my vision.  But, I interpreted transliterally and mother interpreted what I 
was saying.  There’s always that disconnect with the very young when they’re trying to 
describe their disability and they just don’t have the vocabulary to put it in the proper 
context where it will be understandable by a medical professional or even your own 
parents.  So, that was interesting. 
 
KL:  So, this was when you were in the first grade? 
 
RD:  Yes. 
 
KL:  So, what happened then?  Did you stay in a mainstream class? 
 
RD:  No.  The doctors back then said, “There’s a 50/50 chance he’ll go blind.  You need 
to get him into special training for his vision loss.”  Well, here’s what happened.  I was 
living, I believe it was two and a half blocks away from my elementary school.  I was 
sent to a special school, which meant I was no longer attending school three blocks away 
from my house where all of my friends lived and I was being bussed or sent by cab to this 
special school.  What that meant was somebody somewhere had set up what would today 



be known as a special education classroom and there were about a dozen of us kids from 
all over the city who were being put in there.  You were lumped in with absolutely 
everybody else of every other kind of disability – developmental disabilities, hearing loss, 
vision loss, mobility impairments.  In those days, you didn’t use what we would call 
politically correct terms.  It was, “There’s cripples, there’s the deafs, there’s the mutes.”  
That’s how you were referred to.  That really, really started to slow things down because 
that told me right there, there’s a whole lot of people in the world who are different than I 
am and I have just been put in with them instead of my friends.  That also had the 
practical effect of slowing down everything having to do with my school work because 
the ratio in that classroom might have been one teacher for every five students, but each 
one of those five students had such high demand needs, that by the time they got around 
to me, I might have gotten an hour – 
 
KL:  Excuse me.  I’m going to have to do something with this cat. [Tape Paused] So, 
you’re telling me about how you were put in classes with other students who had 
disability issues. 
 
RD:  Yes.  Multiple disabilities there.  There was an awful lot of acting out.  When you’re 
in first grade or second grade, for the first time you’re seeing other kids pass out.  You’re 
seeing kids have seizures.  You’re seeing kids fall over and hurt themselves.  You’re 
seeing blood and you’re seeing ambulances.  You’re not getting schoolwork done, none.  
The practical effect was when the first school year was over, I was handed back to my 
mother with a stack of books where the teacher said, “Here’s your son’s homework for 
summer.  The board of education says you’re supposed to complete A, B, C, and D, and 
of course, he didn’t do that.  So, he needs to do it during the summer.”  In other words, 
they didn’t send me to summer school, they sent school home with me for the summer.  
Well, that caused problems because my mother thought I was goofing off and it wasn’t 
that at all.  It’s that the teachers couldn’t spend time with me because there were so many 
kids in the class with high needs, they couldn’t spend time with me and I couldn’t get the 
assignments.  I could do them, but I couldn’t get them done.  The equipment was a big 
thing, too.  Closed circuit TV systems that are used to magnify print in books, there were 
sort of reflective versions of that around back then.  They might have been around, but 
there were about four or five of us with visual impairments in the class and there was 
only machine.  How are you going to get any work done?  So, I ended up spending half 
my summer doing the work I should have gotten done during the school year.  So, 
everything changed.  Everything changed.  So, it really wasn’t very much fun.  Of course, 
this was before the days of the IDEA, the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, 
special education, specially trained teachers to deal with it.  You were put in a classroom 
with a teacher and a couple of aids or two teachers and a couple of aids.  You were 
locked in and that was pretty much how it worked.  You went in that classroom, it had its 
own bathroom.  You were not allowed out of the classroom.  You ate lunch there.  If you 
didn’t bring lunch, lunch was brought in for you.  It was a trip and a half. 
 
KL:  So, there was a lot of isolation? 
 



RD:  Oh, yes.  Yes.  So, the concept of mainstreaming really hadn’t come about.  I 
remember getting in trouble one time when somebody asked me, “What do you want to 
do when you grow up,” and I said, “I want to be the guy who makes signs for the 
classroom.”  The guy looked at me like I was strange.  He said, “What are you talking 
about?”  I said, “Well, there must be job security in it.  The sign on our classroom door 
has changed four times this school year because first it was ‘handicapped classroom’.  
Then it turned to special needs classroom.  Then it turned into the ‘disability students 
classroom’ and every time they changed the sign, somebody got paid to make all those 
signs.  Hey, job security.”  I said that.  That got me in trouble. [laughter] That wasn’t 
what they were looking for.  But when you’re six or seven years old, somebody asks you 
a question, you give them an honest answer. 
 
KL:  This was when you were six or seven? 
 
RD:  Yes.  Yes, my mother used to get me in a corner when I got home.  She said, “Will 
you watch your mouth?  You are not at home.  You’re in front of other teachers.”  So, it 
was – yes. 
 
KL:  So, this was in a separate school?  It wasn’t a separate section of the same school? 
 
RD:  Right, right.  This was completely across town.  To get to school, I would take a city 
bus to one school where I would then transfer to a school bus, which in turn, transported 
me from that school over to the other school, which was where the special classroom 
was.  Then, I would have to reverse the process getting back.  It wound up taking me well 
over an hour to get to school and to get home from school every day.  I was crossing 
Detroit.  This did not sit well with my father who was a police officer who said, “I moved 
into this neighborhood here so he could walk to school three blocks away.  I don’t want 
him over there.”  He knew what the streets were like.  There were a lot of discussions all 
the way around, but what are you going to do?  It was the day of the surprise package 
pregnancy.  All of a sudden, there was a child that everyone was being told he will 
probably go blind.  Half the doctors said that.  The other half said, “No, he’ll never go 
blind.  His eyes will be this bad, but they’ll never get any worse.”  So, you really didn’t 
know exactly what was going to happen.  My parents kept saying, “If you go blind, you 
got to know what to do when you’re blind.”  I started hearing that at age six and it went 
all the way up through high school.  That mantra really began to tell the tale in a lot of 
different ways because by the time I was in high school, I had paid very close attention to 
what everybody was telling me.  I was looking at what other blind people were doing.  
What other blind people were doing was one of two things, nothing or they were caning 
chairs.  That wasn’t a future.  Is that why I’m going to school?  A good education is 
going to get me what?  So, you learned braille and you learned how to cane chairs, so that 
you could do something.  It was either that or you went to work for Goodwill Industries 
assembling wooden toys for blind kids.  It just wasn’t – that wasn’t clicking with me.  As 
a matter of fact, the whole concept that that’s what I ought to be doing to my mind was 
boy, talk about being held back.  All the other kids are out doing a whole lot of other 
things that are a whole lot more fun.  Why am I being told sit here and learn how to read 
these bumps? 



 
KL:  So, in the 80s, you would have been in your 30s or there about? 
 
RD:  Yes.  Yes. [inaudible] 
 
KL:  Were you involved in the disability rights movement? 
 
RD:  Was I involved in it?  Not really because being involved in the movement would 
suggest that I was part of some sort of – it was some sort of organized group with a 
specific agenda; I was not.  I was very much involved with how can I get training to get a 
job that will pay me money as opposed to landing on something like supplemental 
security income.  I kept looking around, trying to figure out how do you get paid.  This 
thing called vocational rehabilitation in its early incarnations had begun to come out.  I do 
recall the one point, not long after my grandfather had passed away, my grandmother 
took me with her and I think I was about fifteen or sixteen years old.  She had an 
appointment with a lawyer.  We went to see this lawyer and I went in the room with her 
and the lawyer was blind.  Well, he hadn’t been blind when he started practicing law.  He 
lost his eyesight over the course of many years and I don’t know exactly what the cause 
was, but it was immaterial.  But here is a man who was smart and my grandmother who 
could see, who could drive, who could and walk and talk, was paying him money.  Well, 
if he could do it, how come I can’t do it?  I was thinking college, some sort of profession.  
Everybody else was thinking caning chairs, learn braille.  When I was in high school – 
geez, I graduated from high school in 1970.  Everybody had guidance counselors when I 
was in high school.  I had one, too.  I remember the gentleman’s name.  His name was 
(Wayne Wickstrom?), very nice man.  When I went in to sit down and talk to him when I 
was senior in high school, he said, “Ross, I don’t know what to tell you.  Right now, 
you’re what we call ‘legally blind.’  Honest to God, I don’t know what to tell you.”  We 
had moved by that time from Michigan down to Florida and I was living in Pompano 
Beach, Florida.  At that point, mainstreaming had taken effect, and I was being put into 
regular classrooms with everybody else with large print books.  Mainstreaming at that 
time was sufficiently new and relatively unknown to the point where most of us who had 
been put in mainstreaming referred to it as the sink or swim approach to education 
because you were in a classroom with a bunch of kids who had no disability.  The 
teachers were regular teachers; they had no special training in disability.  You were put in 
there to keep up with everybody if you could.  The most you would get for me was large 
print books.  So, when I was talking to Mr. (Wickstrom?) my guidance counselor, he 
said, “I don’t know what to tell you to prepare for out of high school.”  I said, “Well, 
what do other blind kids prepare for out of high school?”  He said, “I don’t know.  You’re 
the first.  As a matter of fact, there’s only one other student who’s graduated from this 
high school who was blind and I told her that her best shot was to get married.”  In other 
words, if you were a girl and you were blind, get married to someone who can see; he’ll 
take care of you.  Well, in 1970 if you recall, Vietnam was going on.  I couldn’t get in the 
military, obviously.  There were no jobs or training programs for people like me.  When 
it came to jobs, if you were out looking for a job and you had a disability, if you weren’t 
a disabled veteran, you were in a class all by yourself because then, like now, you would 
certainly hire a disabled veteran.  After all, they became disabled in the service of their 



country.  So, you learned a lot very quickly back then.  Is any of this making sense to 
you? 
 
KL:  Yes, it does.  It does, certainly.  What was it like before the ADA?  You started to 
talk about employment a little bit.  In terms of accessibility, what was it like before the 
ADA? 
 
RD:  Whatever you could hustle, I suppose is the best way to do it.  You had to go in and 
convince an employer that – I mean, there was none of this stuff about well, do you 
disclose or don’t you disclose, is the accommodation you’re going to request reasonable 
or unreasonable, is the employer a covered entity or not.  None of that even existed back 
then.  I would pick up jobs wherever I could find them.  If there was nothing available, 
I’d put a good shirt on, a good pair of pants and I started walking.  I walked to stores.  
“Do you need a salesman?  Is there anybody in your stock department?  Do you have a 
need there?  I have a visual problem.  I can’t see as well as the next guy, but I’m willing 
to work.”  I used to get a lot of jobs just like that.  A lot of guys would hire me, but 
eventually, they would come to me and say, “We can’t advance you because you can’t 
see well enough to read the paperwork.”  There really wasn’t a lot of adaptive equipment 
around in those days to do the paperwork reading for me.  So, it was all entry-level, very 
basic employment and I was getting very, very frustrated.  I did construction work.  I 
worked in a marina.  I worked wherever I could find a job.  But like I say, back then, if 
you were willing to hustle and you were willing to work, you could almost come up with 
something.  You just weren’t getting decent pay and it was really subsistence, very base, 
low wage work. 
 
KL:  Tell me about construction. 
 
RD:  Well, it was South Florida.  I’d gone through high school in South Florida and it 
was hot.  If you want – [laughter] if you want work, I suppose the best counterpart to that 
in Maine would be are you willing to go out and work when it’s twenty below and 
snowing.  Well, down there, were you willing to go out and work when it was ninety 
degrees with real high humidity and no wind.  If you’re willing to work, you could get a 
job doing something.  I started out as a block mason’s laborer.  I was hustling concrete 
blocks from the truck that delivered the pallets of concrete blocks over to where the block 
masons needed them.  If I wasn’t doing that, I was hoeing and hauling buckets of mud, so 
that they could put the bricks in place.  Let me tell you, you get in good physical 
condition really fast and you get one heck of a tan.  One of the things I started to notice 
though when I was doing that work was we were always waiting for the electricians.  The 
plumbers, yes, you had to wait for the plumbers a little bit, but almost always you had to 
wait for the electricians because the electricians, they got electricity to the job site.  Once 
they got electricity to the job site, the place would get built to the point where they started 
putting in their pipes and things to run their wires through.  So, you worked until you got 
to a stage where the electricians had to come in and do something.  So, I talked my way 
into an electrical outfit.  I said, “Look, my eyes are bad, but I’m willing to work.  How 
about taking me on as an apprentice?”  Well, the first outfit said, “I don’t think.”  The 
second outfit said, “I’ll give you a shot.”  So, I was hired on as an apprentice and I started 



learning.  Well, I could see the handwriting on the wall that they probably would not be 
willing to sign off on me to get a journeyman’s card.  But I realized that if you were 
willing to do the attic rat work – I mean, get in an attic in Florida at about eleven o’clock 
in the morning when the sun’s been beating on it; it’s hot.  Nobody else wanted to do 
that, but I would do that.  You had to run wires if you were doing remodeling work or if 
there was some problem that there was a break in a wire somewhere or something had to 
be installed for renovations, if you were willing to get dirty and sweaty, there was a job.  
So, I was an attic rat.  I was willing to do it.  I remember after I’d been working with a 
crew for about a year and a half, I got plugged into doing custom homes – I mean, really 
nice homes – back in the 80s, early 80s.  I did one house that was just shy of seven 
million dollars.  Now, put that in context.  Seven million dollars on the Intracoastal 
Waterway in the 1970s or early 1980s in Florida.  Do you know what that was?  It was 
the biggest mansion you ever laid eyes on.  There was only really two guys who ended up 
finishing that job.  It was me and the journeyman I was working with.  We were the only 
ones who knew where all the wires went.  It was huge.  It was complicated.  I was really 
proud of that.  After that job was done, it got lit up, it passed inspection, everything was 
fine.  I went to the boss and I said, “I’d like two things.  I’d like a raise and I’d like you to 
sign off, so that I could take the journeyman’s test.”  He said, “You’re not getting a raise 
and I’m not signing off for you to take the journeyman’s test.  You’re half blind.  What if 
you were a journeyman and you crossed wires and burned a house down?”  Well, that 
was the dead end of that.  I had just hit a brick wall.  There was no ADA then.  So, in the 
construction industry in Florida, every time – what’s the best way to put this?  Every time 
the prime lending interest rate fluctuated by half a percentage point, what you wound up 
with was a drop in construction and people would get laid off.  I was always one of the 
guys that got laid off.  There was no job security.  So, finally, I said, “This is crap.  I got 
to get to college and learn something.  Learn something different.  Besides, I’m tired of 
sweating my backside off in the hot sun.  I’ve always liked history.  How about I get a 
history degree and get a job as a history teacher?”  So, I went to college.  Got my history 
degree.  Let’s see.  I graduated from Plymouth State College.  I’d had some junior college 
under my belt and I think it was around the mid-80s.  I don’t remember exactly when I 
graduated, but it was mid or early 80s.  I got my degree in East Asian history with a 
minor in political science.  I went to college in Plymouth, New Hampshire.  When I 
graduated, all of a sudden, the bottom dropped out of the economy.  There were no jobs.  
There were no jobs for anybody, especially if you had a disability and you weren’t a 
veteran. 
 
KL:  This would have been about what year? 
 
RD:  This would have been early 80s.  I would have to guess – 
 
KL:  Yes, I remember that well. 
 
RD:  ’81 or ’82.  Right around there.  Don’t hold my feet to the fire on that because I’d 
actually have to go back and look, look at my diploma.  Oh, I’m sorry. 
 
KL:  That’s all right. 



 
RD:  Check my resume on exactly when.  It was early 80s.  So, from there, I figured, all 
right.  There are no jobs.  Nobody is hiring.  I had been told after poking around, “Well, 
even if we were hiring, we probably wouldn’t hire you.  I mean, you’re blind.  How are 
you going to handle a classroom?  What about kids who are cutting up?  How are you 
going to grade the papers?  How are you going to do your work?”  There weren’t a lot of 
computers out then.  Computers were things that were just starting to come into their 
own.  The really fancy stuff was either out in California, in Harvard University computer 
labs or in some top-secret lab somewhere with the United States Army around it.  You 
have to realize kids today think computers have always been around.  No, they weren’t.  
They were most definitely not around.  Frankly, a lot of the computing power you see in 
a Texas Instrument calculator is more than what was in the command module and the 
lunar exploratory module for Neil Armstrong when he landed on the moon.  Think about 
that.  Think about how it was.  They landed on the moon in 1969.  That’s how different 
things were.  That’s also an indicator of just how old I am, that I would even know that.  
So, this is all pre-ADA.  So, when you say was I part of the movement, no, I was on my 
own.  I knew what the issues were.  I knew what the problems were.  The one thing I 
didn’t need was somebody saying, “You need to accept your disability.”  I wasn’t the one 
who needed to accept it.  It was the people who were refusing to hire me who needed to 
accept it.  I knew exactly what my disability was.  So, if there was a movement, I 
certainly was not part of it.  I was too busy trying to solve my problem on my own, 
because my experiences in junior college and frankly, in college, when special needs 
offices really started to come into their own in the late 70s and early 80s, if you asked 
them what was going on, they didn’t answers for you either.  The people who were in the 
know didn’t know and I interpreted it back the way I did when I was in grade school – 
you’re on your own.  The authority figures don’t have the answers.  Do it yourself. 
 
KL:  Just a point of curiosity.  I want to go back to the electrician a little bit.  You were 
asking to made a journeyman or to take the test for a journeyman.  One of the issues was 
could you wire something correctly.  Electricians use color-coded wire. 
 
RD:  Right. 
 
KL:  You must have had some kind of strategy for dealing with that. 
 
RD:  Yes and no.  It really depended upon what the lighting was like.  If the light was 
bright enough and direct enough, I could see the colors.  If I couldn’t, I would have to 
clip a piece of wire off in the shadow, bend the wire in a recognizable way, take the piece 
of wire I’d clipped off out into the sunlight, look at it, know what color wire it was and 
then go back and identify the wire in my own way.  All electricians have their own way 
of identifying wires once you’ve pulled wire or once you’ve strung wire.  If you’re 
stringing Romex for example, there’s pretty much three colors.  There’s a black wire, a 
white wire, a red wire, and a bare copper one for a ground.  So, if you’re running say, a 
three way or a four way, you have to twist the wires together in such a way that it’s 
identifiable.  That was fairly standard down in Florida when I was working down there.  
It actually helped me because if I went into a building that had already been wired, I had 



to go by the way the previous electrician had identified the wires.  When I had to put 
switches in, receptacles in or wire up certain pieces of equipment, that actually worked 
quite well for me.  I would have to point out, too, that back then, if I wanted to be an 
apprentice, the state of Florida was a non-union state.  What that really meant was any 
building four stories or less back then, if it was four stories or less, it could be a non-
union job.  If it were four stories or higher, read the high rises, the condos, and all the 
fancy stuff, that had to be a union job.  The unions wouldn’t even talk to me because I 
was half blind. 
 
KL:  The unions wouldn’t even talk to you? 
 
RD:  Oh, no.  Of course not.  I was blind.  They didn’t want a blind union member. 
 
KL:  Did you attempt to make a case to them? 
 
RD:  There was no making cases in those days.  The answer was no.  You left.  It was a 
very black and white world in a lot of those ways then.  There really was no appeal.  It 
was just like a lot of other things.  If you knew the right people, you could get past some 
of those business agents. 
 
KL:  Now, you said you weren’t part of the disability rights movement.  Did you follow 
it? 
 
RD:  No.  No.  I’d heard that things were going on regarding it, but for the most part, 
nothing was happening.  People were talking.  People were going to Washington and 
marching.  People were going to the state house or the legislature talking to legislators 
and stuff.  I didn’t have enough money half the time to put decent food in the refrigerator 
and pay one room efficiency rent.  The thought of going to Washington or going to the 
State House, that’s like saying, “I’ll just get on a plane and fly to London.”  The money 
isn’t there.  It’s not realistic to even consider it.  People with resources do that.  People 
who belong to groups and even only then certain people who belong to groups would go.  
The entire group couldn’t go.  So, I had bigger fish to fry.  I was trying to put food in my 
mouth.  My family was not a wealthy family.  By the time I was in high school my 
parents had divorced.  My mother was a waitress.  She was working two jobs and I was 
trying to hustle a buck.  My brother was in the military.  He was in the Coast Guard.  He 
was a gunner’s mate.  Going to Washington or going to Tallahassee for something having 
to do with disability, why?  I mean, it was – the isolation, the fact – it wasn’t so much 
that you were isolated that you were more or less on your own.  I can’t even say you were 
abandoned by the powers that be because if you had spent as many years as I had talking 
to people whose responsibility it was to make sure that somebody with some sort of 
disability – pick one, blindness, deafness, whatever – had a way to stay alive, if you 
asked them what are blind people doing for a living, they didn’t have answers.  Well, 
what are blind people doing in college?  They didn’t know.  Because nobody did know 
then.  A lot of the adaptive technology wasn’t around.  Unless you had someone who was 
willing to read things to you and be your eyesight, you were on your own.  That’s what I 
was.  I was on my own.  I used what little eyesight I had to the maximum potential and 



ate a lot of aspirin.  It took me until I got accepted into law school to discover why I was 
going through a bottle of aspirin about every two weeks.  I had raging, raging headaches.  
Felt like my eyes were going to come out of my head and like somebody hit me in the 
back of the head with a baseball bat.  It was eyestrain.  I didn’t know what eyestrain was.  
Well, that started explaining a lot of the headaches I started getting back when I was an 
electrician.  Stuff like that. 
 
KL:  You said you were somewhat aware of some of the movement towards disability 
rights.  Is that right?  Did I hear that correctly? 
 
RD:  Yes. 
 
KL:  What did you think about it? 
 
RD:  Well, I handled it the way I handled everything else.  I was curious about it.  I 
looked into it.  I asked questions.  I made telephone calls.  I found out what they were up 
to.  Then I went back to what I was doing because none of it had an impact on me.  None 
of it would have an impact on me that I would see.  For me, back then, there was this 
organization called the National Federation of the Blind and that really hit its stride after 
World War II when there were a lot of veterans who had lost their eyesight in the military 
and it really started to grow and a lot of people were getting involved in it.  That was 
good.  But, I carried it that extra step.  Okay.  You have an organization and you’re 
saying people should hire you.  Who’s getting hired?  What are they doing?  What 
education did they have to have to get that job?  Nobody had any answers for me.  
Nobody.  So, I defaulted back to you’re on your own; get to work. 
 
KL:  So, were you aware of when the Americans with Disabilities Act passed? 
 
RD:  Oh, yes.  Yes.  I heard about it.  I heard that it was being debated.  President Bush 
signed it.  There were people like Bob Dole who were very much involved in it and very  
much in favor of it. [laughter] When that passed, by then I had graduated from law 
school.  Law school was interesting because computers were really starting to get used a 
lot then.  I graduated from Law School in 1988. [laughter] I remember when I went to –
 there was a special – I’m going to use the wrong word here, I just know it.  There was a 
special admissions policy to get into that particular law school.  I wound up going to 
Santa Clara University School of Law.  That was in Santa Clara, California.   I had been 
rejected fourteen times by New England region law schools.  I remember applying to a 
law school in – actually, the law school here in Maine.  This is ages ago.  They rejected 
me.  I called the admissions office.  I asked them.  I said, “Well, you know, I have a high 
B average and a low A average for the most part in college and I did that being blind and 
I did that on the strength of just good old fashioned hard work because frankly, it was 
darn hard to read the text books.  So, my A ought to be worth something.  My B ought to 
be worth something.”  I’ll never forget the response I was given.  The woman said, “If we 
were to accept you with your blindness, we would have to generate a secondary class of 
student.  We do not accept second class students.”  She hung up on me.  That is the God’s 
honest truth.  That hit me hard right between the eyes.  So, I had heard about Santa Clara 



University School of Law and I applied to them.  They had a special admissions policy.  
I’d seen those before and there was a lot of lip service given to them, but once again, 
what I had noticed was, those sort of things, forgive me for pointing this out, but they 
were more or less for disabled veterans.  I wasn’t a veteran.  Well, much to my utter 
astonishment, they accepted me.  Santa Clara not only accepted me, but they had a part-
time program for students just like me in case we couldn’t handle the full time program.  
It wasn’t a part time program special for students with a disability.  It was a part time 
program for everybody.  I thought, “Son of a gun.  I’m in.”  So, I dropped everything and 
I went to Santa Clara, went to go to law school there.  Try to go to law school on social 
security.  There is a trip and a half.  My second day on campus when I was going through 
orientation – this will sound familiar to you, Keith.  I was headed towards an orientation 
session and a woman came over to me and said, “Are you Ross Doerr?”  I said, “Yes.”  
She said, “Come with me.”  I said, “Yes, ma’am.  Whatever you say.”  We were outside 
the main hall, the main administrative building for Santa Clara.  She marched me upstairs 
and walked me into the Dean of Students.  She said, “This is Dean George Strong.  He is 
the Dean of Students for Santa Clara Law School.  He would like to speak with you.”  All 
I could think of was that day back in first grade. [laughter] This guy, he was a hoot and a 
half.  He was very nice.  He was very polite.  He said, “Ross, relax.  Nobody’s going to 
shoot you.  Would you like a cup of coffee?  Are you comfortable?  I really only have 
one question for you.”  I said, “What is that, sir?”  He said, “The last blind student we 
had in here washed out in the first semester.  Just what the hell makes you think you’re 
going to make it where he failed?”  It was the Dean of Student Affairs for that law school 
and that was my first day.  I said, “Dean, you have absolutely no idea what I went 
through to get here.  If I wash out, you rest assured I will go out kicking and scratching 
every inch of the way.”  I said, “I don’t know about the other student.”  “Well, the other 
student lost his eyesight in the United States Air Force in Vietnam.  He couldn’t make it.”  
I said, “I’m not him.  Please judge me on what I can do.”  That was an experience and a 
half.  It just seemed to me that everything that had followed me from grade school 
through high school was still following me in law school.  I was the first legally blind, 
going blind, law student to be admitted to and to graduate from Santa Clara University 
School of Law at that time in twenty years.  Guess what I tried to intern in.  It was a 
unique new organization called the Protection and Advocacy Network for Kids with 
Disabilities.  I was interested in the kids.  After all, I’d been a kid once and I had a lot of 
experience being disabled and being a disabled kid, so why not?  I graduated from law 
school.  Let’s give it a shot.  Was I hearing about this movement having to do with the 
disability – the disability movement as you referred to it or the ADA?  Yes, I’d heard 
about it, but it wasn’t really in the fore of my knowledge.  I was pursuing something.  I 
was pursuing a way to make a living.  By this time, I had decided if I can be an attorney, I 
can probably make a difference for somebody somewhere in the field of disability 
because frankly there’s not a lot of people who want to do it. 
 
KL:  So, did you meet very much resistance in taking the bar exam? 
 
RD:  [laughter] Well, let me put it to you – I came back to New Hampshire.  I didn’t want 
to pass – I didn’t want to take the bar exam in California.  I wanted to come back to New 
England.  I like the four seasons.  In California, that was lacking.  It’s a nice place.  I 



don’t see anything bad about California.  I just didn’t want to be there.  I had to complete 
one semester and while I could still get student loans to get me out of California and get 
back to New Hampshire, that’s what I did.  I went back to school for my final semester at 
what was then called Franklin Pierce Law Center.  It’s now part of the University system 
of New Hampshire. [laughter] This was a law school that had rejected me on three 
applications.  I was coming back to them having been admitted to – admitted into a law 
school that was in the top ten percent of the country at that time.  Franklin Pierce was in 
the bottom 20%.  This is what you get if you think you’re going to walk through the door 
having proven people wrong.  My first day there, I was assigned an individual who 
remembered me from when I had applied.  The gentleman worked there and he had been 
assigned to show me where the classrooms were.  We were walking down a hallway 
between classes and he stopped and he said, “I remember you.  I remember you from the 
times we rejected you.  Where did you get into law school, anyway?  I did not recognize 
the man’s name at all.  I said, “Well, I wound up going to Santa Clara University School 
of Law.”  He said, “That’s in California, isn’t it?”  I said, “Yes.  As a matter of fact it is.  
It’s a little bit south of San Francisco.  It’s kind of a nice place.”  He said, “Well, you 
know how California law schools are.  They’ll take any white trash thinks they want to be 
a lawyer.”  He said that to me.  I was thunderstruck.  When you have a disability for some 
reason there are people who feel you are more – it’s okay for them to abuse you and to 
insult you and to degrade you.  You also learn that if you do what you want to do, you’ll 
never work.  What I really wanted to do was grab him by the lapels and say, “Are you out 
of your mind?  Who do you think you’re talking to?  Remember, there’s a construction 
worker in here.”  You don’t mess with construction workers. [laughter] I bit my tongue 
and I just said, “I’m sorry you feel that way.  Could we please find the classrooms I need 
to find?”  That carried over from that into, when I graduated, and I went to take the bar 
exam for the state of New Hampshire, what I discovered was another blind applicant had 
tried to take the New Hampshire bar exam four times and had flunked out all four times.  
His fourth time after he had flunked out – in New Hampshire if you don’t pass the bar 
after four times – I don’t know if it’s still this way or not.  Back then, you had to ask 
leave of the court to take the bar exam a fifth time and you had to give them some sort of 
assurance that you got a better shot at passing it this time.  At that time, New 
Hampshire’s bar exam was the third most difficult to pass in the United States.  I looked 
stuff like that up. [laughter] I wanted to know what I was getting into.  Anyway, when I 
first applied to take the bar exam, and told them that I was blind and I would need 
somebody to read the exam to me, I met with very officious scrupulous detail to time 
limits, constraints, and detail.  They watched me like a hawk for everything everywhere 
and I was very much given a cold shoulder for a long time.  I missed that bar exam, 
passing it, by, I think it was – it was either one point or two points.  The reason I missed 
it – I can tell you exactly what happened.  The person who was filling in the bubbles on 
the computer cards – you had to take a multiple choice exam – double bubbled a couple 
of them, so the last fifteen questions were actually one bubble off on everything.  She was 
trying to correct it.  When the time was up, the proctor walked in and said, “Okay.  
Time’s up.  Give me that card.”  She said, “I’m trying to correct my mistake.”  He said, “I 
didn’t ask you what you were doing.  I told you to give me the card.”  That’s how I was 
treated.  What I didn’t know was, the man who had gone ahead of me in prior years, had 
not only tried to take the bar exam a fifth time, but when the Supreme Court said, “No, 



I’m sorry.  We don’t think you can do it,” he turned around and sued them and tried to 
sue them on the grounds of discrimination.  This was one year before the ADA.  I came 
in behind him.  He was blind, I was blind.  That was how I was met.  He did not make my 
road easy.  So, after I got my little notice saying, you flunked the bar exam, here’s your 
scores, I called the Bar Association and I got the same person that I’d been dealing with 
for a long time.  I said, “This is Ross Doerr.  I did not pass the bar exam.  Please tell me 
what forms I need to have filled out so that I can take the bar exam a second time.”  She 
said, “Oh, I’ve been waiting to talk to you.  Hold on.”  I heard her get up from her desk 
and close the door.  She came back to the phone, sat down.  This happened, Keith.  I’m 
not making this up.  She came back to the phone and sat down and she said, “You’re not 
at all like the person who took the bar exam ahead of you.”  She said, “You were treated 
pretty cold by us.”  She said, “I’ll make a couple suggestions to you on language that you 
should use to request to take the bar exam again.”  She said, “But frankly, you asked for 
time and a half.  If you ask for double time, we would be inclined to grant it.”  It was all 
it took.  I had to prove to her that I was a nice guy and that I had missed the bar exam by 
such a small amount.  I mean, “This is what you got.”  What you learned was, yes, there’s 
a disability movement out there all right, but there’s people going to come up behind you.   
Be careful how you act.  Be careful what you say.  Don’t use a four-letter word because it 
will come back and bite you.  So, at that time, when I passed the bar in the state of New 
Hampshire – had to take it a second time – I passed.  I was the first blind applicant to take 
the bar and pass it in memory at that time.  That’s what I was told. 
 
KL:  What year was this? 
 
RD:  Let’s see.  New Hampshire.  That was 1990. 
 
KL:  1990.  So, that was the year the ADA was signed. 
 
RD:  Yes.  I hate to say it, but they knew a lot more about what was going on with the 
ADA than I did.  I was studying for the bar.  I mean, when you’re studying for the bar 
exam, you eat, sleep, study, and that’s it.  You really don’t pay attention to things like the 
news, [laughter] what’s going on in politics.  You really just throw your life into it. 
 
KL:  So, now you spent a lot of time enforcing the ADA or am I wrong? 
 
RD:  Well, the ADA is the tip of the iceberg.  It’s the one that gets an awful lot of the 
publicity.  When I began working in the field of disability law, I was working for the 
governor’s commission on disability and the client assistance program.  That had a lot to 
do with vocational rehabilitation, independent living issues.  There were collateral issues 
like adaptable housing.  The ADA had just passed.  So, what is the ADA accessibility 
architectural guidelines?  What does this mean?  What’s it all about?  Who has to comply 
with it?  Who doesn’t?  It was all brand new.  Some organizations were exempt from the 
get-go.  Some had a couple of years to comply and it really was a juggling act.  They 
brought me out in the governor’s commission on disability as a part-time employee.  I 
was there as an administrative assistant, not as an attorney.  The executive director at the 
time cornered me and said, “You’re going to be an administrative assistant here and 



nothing more.  There are lawyers who work for the state of New Hampshire and you’re 
not one of them.  You’re working here as an administrative assistant in the client 
assistance program.  You’re not a lawyer for the governor’s commission on disability.”  
Well, I knew that.  I mean, if you read the law that established that particular office, I 
mean, it was quite clear, but I found myself having to deal with the Americans with 
Disabilities Act and employment issues, the Americans with Disabilities Act and 
architectural guidelines issues, the Americans with Disabilities Act regarding 
employment issues on real world stuff.  I began to see a hole.  That hole was employers 
and even people having to do with architecture were very scared that if somebody with a 
disability came to work for them, they were going to have to spend thousands of dollars 
accommodating them, which nothing could be farther from the truth even back then.  
Most of the accommodations were horse sense.  They were cheap, but you had a lot of 
people running around saying, “Don’t get sued by somebody with a disability under the 
ADA.  Let us handle your accessibility issues.  We’ll do it for you.”  I started to notice 
other things, too.  Certain job descriptions began to change.  All of a sudden, jobs that 
never required a valid driver’s license before now suddenly required one.  And of course, 
they’re not going to pay for somebody to drive you around.  So, I mean, little things like 
that started cropping up.  So, enforcement took on two prongs.  Was there enough legal 
grounds to send it over to a disability rights organization that did have lawyers who could 
sue.  Or did you get behind closed doors and talk turkey to them, saying, “What the heck 
are you worried about?  This person can do the job.  They have the adaptive equipment.  
Give them a shot.  Hire them.”  And it wasn’t just the ADA.  You had to use the ADA in 
conjunction with something called Schedule A appointment authority.  Have you ever 
heard of that? 
 
KL:  No.   
 
RD:  OK.  That is 5 CFR 213.3105.  That’s probably not going to mean a lot to you, but 
what that is, is that’s a Code of Federal Regulations Citation that sends you to something 
that says if you have a job and you want to try somebody with a disability in it, you can 
appoint them to do the job.  If you’re a state or an administrative agency – state or local 
government.  You can appoint them under this authority for twelve months or fourteen 
months, whatever the timeframe was back then and they don’t have to go through the 
competitive hiring process.  You just bring them in, tell them to get to work.  After 
twelve months or a trial period, what it boiled down to was a trial period, then at that 
point, you can make them a regular competitive employee.  But until that point, they’re 
protected.  Well, all of a sudden, this was a way to get around the competitive hiring 
process, where all of the ways people had come up with to screen you out had taken 
effect.  You had to have a letter from doctors or vocational rehabilitation saying, “Hey, 
this person’s qualified.  They have the training.  They have the equipment to do the job.  I 
think this person can do – somebody else had to tell the hiring authority they thought you 
could do the job.”  That’s how you got your foot through the door.  That is used very 
sparingly.  It was considered a well-guarded secret back then and even today if you say 
Schedule A hiring authority most people look at you like you have two heads and no 
brains.  They don’t know what you’re talking about.  If you ask them what is Schedule A 
hiring authority, they’ll give you some vague answer that goes something like, “Well, it’s 



how the handicapped get jobs without having to go through the regular hiring process.  
So, the ADA enforcement turned into an awful lot of talking and an awful lot of 
educating.  If you don’t want to get sued, look, use your head.  Nobody’s going to sue 
you under the ADA.  Just use the Schedule A hiring authority.  Hire them, bring them on 
board, give them a shot for a year, and be realistic with them.  Sometimes it worked.  
Sometimes it didn’t.  Another thing I realized [laughter] this resulted in me making a very 
bad career move.  On the one hand it was a bad career move I suppose, and another way 
it was.  I was having zilch for luck in helping other people with disabilities actually 
getting advancement when it comes to the important things that matter under the ADA, 
the big three.  The big three is employment, housing, and transportation.  Believe me, if 
you have a job, you can get your own housing and you can get your own transportation, 
whether it’s taxicabs, bus service, whatever.  You got to be careful where you live to 
make sure those services are actually available.  But step one, bar none, is the job.  That’s 
where everything seemed to stop.  Well, adaptive equipment was coming into play then.  
Things like radar canes for the blind, talking computers, closed circuit TV systems that 
would enlarge print, motorized power wheelchairs for people with mobility impairments, 
a whole host of things for an entire spectrum of disabilities.  Once again, I noticed that 
the people who were providing these services were good people.  They were well trained.  
Not one of them had a disability.  At that time, everybody I knew could see well enough 
to drive, did not have any motor impairments, no hearing impairments, no visual 
impairments.  For a while, the person who was handling adaptive technology for the state 
of New Hampshire’s vocational rehabilitation department was being contracted out of 
Vermont.  That tells you something.  It should indicate to you that you’re in a pretty darn 
low priority.  Well, put that in the context of the Americans with Disabilities Act.  How 
quickly are you going to be able to get the equipment and the training on that equipment 
that you need so that you can hit the ground running in a job?  You got a problem.  I 
know a gentleman who was at that time in charge of a nonprofit that provided services for 
blind people in the state of New Hampshire.  He said, “You know, we’re considering 
putting together an adaptive technology department.  You use adaptive technology to do 
your work.  Would you be interested in helping out with that?”  Well, I was beating my 
head against a brick wall where I was working and I said, “Okay.  I’ll do it.  I’ll do it on 
two conditions, though.  Number one, no sweetheart deals.”  There’s a lot of vendors out 
there that sell a lot of adaptive equipment and they would like nothing better than to say, 
“Oh, we’ll give you everything you need for demonstration purposes if you sign an 
exclusive contract with us.”  I said, “No.  No.  No sweetheart deals.  We test, we look at, 
we demonstrate and we figure out what works well and we do it with blind people.  
That’s how we figure out what’s going to go in.”  I said, “And number two, it has to be 
full time with benefits.”  He said, “Fine.  You’re hired.”  Just like that.  No competitive 
job process.  Nothing.  The man knew me.  He knew my work record.  He knew what I 
could do.  He knew that I had been in – by that time, I’d been in superior court, district 
court, federal administrative hearings because I had spent some time in private practice 
by then.  I had a success record.  I left the practice of law full time and went to work as an 
adaptive technology consultant.  He walked me into a room that was about 25 feet long 
and 10 feet wide that was lined with shelves.  He said, “Here’s your chair.  The phone 
will be hooked up in an hour.  Get to work.”  And he left.  You know what I knew about 
building an adaptive technology department?  Nothing. [laughter] Absolutely nothing.  I 



stood there and I sat down and I said to myself out loud – this is when I started talking to 
myself – “Well, Doerr, you hung yourself.  Let’s see you get yourself down.” [laughter] I 
got to work.  A year later, that room was filled with adaptive technology that I had gotten 
on loan or as a grant for demonstration purposes.  I had been part of writing a grant to get 
a computer lab set up, a six station computer lab with screen enlarging software and 
talking software on it, complete with headphones, the whole bit.  Since people needed to 
know how to use it, I wrote the training curriculum, I set up the classes and I scheduled 
the classes and I taught the classes on weekends.  That had to have to have been the most 
fun I had in a long time.  I built that baby from the bottom up.  It was my baby and it 
worked.  Worse career move in the world to make if you’re a lawyer, [laughter] because I 
went from practicing law to being an adaptive technology consultant for a couple of 
years.  But the bottom line was not only was somebody with a disability inside the state 
doing the training, but if the training couldn’t come to me, I went to them.  I used to get 
in a car with a driver and go to people’s houses and teach them how to use adaptive 
technology.  This was quite a change.  Nobody else had done it before.  The first question 
I would ask is, what kind of job are you doing?  If you don’t have a job, what kind of job 
do you want to do?  What’s the software like?  Let’s get a piece of that software, install 
the adaptive software on it and teach you how to use it because if somebody hires you, 
when you sit down at that desk, they don’t care what kind of software you have to use, all 
they care about is are you getting the job done. 
 
KL:  So, has the ADA made a difference? 
 
RD:  It depends on how you want to define the term difference.  In twenty-five years,  I 
have seen people with disabilities gone from being ignored, coddled, being viewed as 
pariahs, or just being viewed as being throwaway, to people knowing about them, and 
seeing that people with disabilities can do things, and they can do them well.  People with 
disabilities who couldn’t find a job said, “All right.  You won’t hire me.  I’ll start my own 
business.”  They’re doing it.  Is that different?  Yes, it is.  What are most of those 
differences in though?  Most people with disabilities are working in the disability field.  
There are not a lot of them that are working in the private sector or in corporate settings.  
So, have things gotten better?  Yes, in the employment field, yes, it has, but to a very 
limited extent.  The number employed people with disabilities who are working age, 
qualified people with a disability will range anywhere from 60% to 95% depending on 
whose statistics you’re looking at and what disability it is you’re talking about.  I would 
invite anybody who ever hears me say this part of this documentary, look that up online.  
Google it or whatever passes for Google when you get this, look that up.  Be historic 
about it.  Start looking at census statistics in the 1990s and look at it up to the date when 
you’re listening to my words right now.  Look at what those statistics say.  How much 
has it actually changed?  I hope you’re going to sit there and say, “Ross Doerr might have 
been right when he had that interview in 2014.  But things are a heck of a lot better now.”  
Another thing I’ve noticed, the ADA has generated a little bit – I’m not sure I should call 
it a problem, but I have seen a certain amount of a backlash develop.  People with 
disabilities, employers will fear them because they’re afraid of a lawsuit under Title One; 
that’s the employment section, or an accessibility section of some sort.  They will fear 
that.  I just read a case and this case happened in California, where two people walked 



into a sandwich restaurant out there and they walked in, ordered sandwiches and they 
looked around and noticed that there were an awful lot of violations of the ADA there.  
Just being able to get through the darn door, things like that.  Well, they filed a letter of 
complaint and they sent the owner of that business a letter.  They said, “Listen, we were 
in there the other day and we noticed this violation, this violation, this violation of the 
ADA.  By the way ADA took effect in 1990.  It’s now 2014.”  The owner of that 
sandwich restaurant promptly filed a lawsuit against them claiming trespass and 
extortion.  You can look that up online.  After I leave, you Google that.  You’ll find it.  If 
you can’t find it, I’ll send it to you. 
 
KL:  Where did this happen in California? 
 
RD:  I don’t where in California.  I belong to a lot of legal websites that have to do with 
various things, but the extortion count was of course removed.  I mean, it was dismissed 
out of hand.  The crux of the two claims was you can come in here to buy sandwiches, 
but if you come in here and find violations of a law that we should of complied with 
twenty-four years ago, it’s extortion and it’s trespass because you are a licensee to come 
in here to buy food.  You are not a licensee to come in here and find violations of the law.  
That is what I’m talking about.  His fear was this was going to be a drive-by, give us a 
couple of thousand dollars to go away as a settlement.  A true disability activist would 
have said, “I was in your restaurant.  I noticed these violations.  You were supposed to 
have complied with the Americans with Disabilities Act architectural guidelines when 
they came out back in the 1990s.  I don’t know what you’re waiting for, but I would like 
to see some activity in remedying this situation within the next, let’s say sixty days or I’ll 
file a complaint.”  That’s how you really should handle it, at least in my view.  Then if 
they’re going to turn around and scream at you, let them because you’re on the moral 
high ground.  They’ve had since 1990 to comply with them.  What are they waiting for?  
Another thing having to do with the Americans with Disabilities Act, this is a fringe 
thing.  Remember the passage of the Help America Vote Act?  Remember when the 
dangling chads issue came up down in the presidential election of – what was it?  2002.  
It was Al Gore and President Bush.  The state of Florida was won in a questionable way 
and there were a lot of questions about dangling chads.  What came out of that was 
something called the Help America Vote Act.  Now, the Help America Vote Act, section 
301 of that act, creates something that says if you’re an individual with a disability – I’m 
paraphrasing here.  This is not straight out of the law.  If you have a disability, you have 
the right to cast your vote in the same way and in the same manner as everybody else or 
reading between the lines, as close as we can get it with technology.  You may not sue 
under this act.  In other words, you can’t sue somebody under the Help America Vote 
Act.  They don’t allow for attorney’s fees.  If you take attorney’s fees out, you’ve pulled 
the teeth.  Here’s how it affects the Americans with Disabilities Act.  The Americans 
with Disabilities Act said, all state and local governments and municipalities have to be 
accessible to individuals with disabilities if it’s a part of the building where the public is 
going to be.  If I’m a taxpayer, I have – if I have to go in there and pay my taxes, the least 
you can do is make it accessible for me to get through the darn door.  That’s not unfair.  
Guess where most of the polling places are?  Inside public buildings.  Now, Title Two of 
the Americans with Disabilities Act takes effect.  You don’t sue under the Help America 



Vote Act.  You sue under Title Two of the Americans with Disabilities Act.  I have taken 
– I had a very sad case with one individual where the accessible voting machine.  The 
voting machine was accessible.  This individual is wheelchair mobile.  She couldn’t make 
it into the room where they kept the accessible voting machine for one reason.  The town 
ripped the wheelchair ramp out.  So, I got on the phone.  I talked to the client.  I got on 
the phone and I said, “What’d you rip the wheelchair ramp out for?”  “Oh, we don’t have 
to have it in there.  We’re grandfathered in under the ADA.”  “There is no grandfathering 
in under the ADA.  Who’s the town attorney?”  “Well, we still don’t have to put the 
wheelchair ramp in.  We can’t afford it this year.”  “Really?  You can’t?  Who’s the town 
attorney?”  “Well, I’ll have to find out.”  “You don’t know who the town attorney is?  
You work for the town.”  They were stalling me, is what it boiled down to.  To make a 
long story short, I did two things.  I had a lot of pictures taken and I dug back in the town 
meeting accounts.  I can tell you why they couldn’t afford to put that wheelchair ramp in.  
They couldn’t afford to put it in because they had just spent almost half a million dollars 
buying up forest land for a park.  They had money over the last two years to buy the 
parkland but they didn’t have three hundred and fifty dollars for a wheelchair ramp?  So, 
I took pictures of that and I took all of those town warrant votes to the attorney who 
worked for the municipal association that would have to fight them, and it was an 
attorney that I knew.  I dropped it all down in front of him.  I said, “Ed, this is what’s 
going on.  I want a wheelchair ramp in there before the next election.  Frankly, I want it 
in there in sixty days.  If I don’t, I’m going after them hammer and tong.”  He said, “Cool 
off, Ross.  I’ll send them a come to Jesus letter.”  What had happened here was the 
person who was the mother of the woman in the wheelchair, she was the one making the 
stink about the wheelchair ramp.  The woman in the wheelchair who was her daughter 
was dying.  I settled that case three weeks before that woman died.  She never did get to 
vote, but that’s one of the best jobs I ever did, right there.  That’s one of the best jobs I 
ever did.  That wheelchair ramp was in there and it was a good one.  I was just sorry that 
woman had not come to me sooner.  But the pushback under the ADA, it comes in all 
forms.  I’ll give you another example.  I used to go out and lecture with representatives of 
the elections division for the secretary of state’s office.  I did this in two states.  We 
would go out together because I was a disability rights attorney.  I was working for an 
office that did that kind of work.  I would go in and say, “Here are your obligations under 
the Help American Vote Act and under Title Two of the Americans with Disabilities Act, 
because you’re covered by that.”  Then, the secretary of state representative would get up 
and she would back things up and she would give a spiel on the accessible voting 
machine.  Try to take the fear out of using an accessible voting machine when you’re a 
town voting official because the instant reaction to the help America Vote Act was, 
“Well, maybe folks down in Washington are like that, but we’re not messing with that up 
here.”  That’s my right to vote.  What do you mean you’re not messing with it?  But you 
can’t lose your temper and you can’t get upset.  I would always get up there and say, 
“Okay.  I’m going to explain to you what your rights and obligations are under the Help 
America Vote Act and the Americans with Disabilities Act.  We’re going to do it a very 
friendly way because you don’t want to see me after this, because if you do, it might be 
because we’re going to get into a clinker of a lawsuit and I would prefer you just comply 
with the law and it’s easy.”  You try to take the fear out of it for them.  The pushback that 
I used to get.  People would stand up and yell at me.  There were times – I remember 



being in one town meeting where some woman stood up and said, “I don’t particularly 
want to hear this.  We have this one guy in our town who’s faking his disability and he’s 
getting benefits under the town and we all know he’s faking it.”  This didn’t have a darn 
thing to do with voting.  But when you’re a disability rights attorney and you’re in a 
group of town officials, you’re the cop at the cocktail party; somebody’s going to dredge 
something up and beat you in the head with it.  Well, I said two things.  I said, “I’m not 
sure what this has to do with voting.”  She said, “Well, I can see you’re going to try to 
slide out of this.”  I said, “No.  No, I’m not, but I do have a question for you.  You say 
everybody knows he’s not disabled and he’s collecting town relief by some claim of 
disability and everybody knows it.  Am I accurate?”  She said, “Right.  You’re accurate.  
What are you going to do about attorney, Doerr?”  I said, “Ma’am, what did the city 
prosecutor tell you when you reported this to him?  You did report it, didn’t you?  
Because if you didn’t, your silence is actually helping that man perpetrate a fraud on this 
town.  So, would you prefer to talk to me about this say, when the meeting is over?”  I 
mean, this is what you get.  Doesn’t have a darn thing to do with voting.  Doesn’t have 
anything to do with the ADA, but people fear disability and the ADA and now, the Help 
America Vote Act are symbols of somebody in Washington is going to force something 
down our throats about handicapped people and we don’t want a darn thing to do with it.  
That mentality is still out there twenty-four years after the passage of the law.  Now, if 
anybody comes away from anything having heard my words in this interview, I would 
like them to please acknowledge that people have a disability who are alive now.  There 
will be people who have a disability.  There will people with disabilities in your time.  
They will always be around and you yourself can become disabled with a car accident.  
So, just acknowledge that and accept people for what they are, somebody who can’t do 
things the way that you do, but they’re still a human being.  They still want a job, they 
still want to get married, they still want to have kids, and they still want to take vacations.  
So, the ADA, the biggest problem with the ADA or the help America Vote Act or any of 
the Human Rights Act offices that exist in the United States today, they all have a 
disability component in them somewhere.  The biggest problem is education.  When 
someone is different, people fear them.  There’s nothing worse than somebody who 
might sue you under the Disabilities Act when they have a disability when the person 
with a disability happens to be a lawyer.  Then they really fear you. [laughter] I always 
tell people I have one disability; I’m blind.  My friends will tell you I have two, I’m blind 
and I’m attorney.  My wife will tell you I have three.  I’m blind, I’m an attorney and I’m 
male. [laughter] I remember I was in court one time and I made my argument.  The judge 
looked at me and said, “Well, attorney Doerr, I think you’re wrong.”  I said, “Judge, I’m 
used to being told I’m wrong; I’m a happily married man.”  You have to take the 
animosity out of it.  People don’t learn and people don’t listen when they’re angry, upset, 
or frightened.  People have a right to be afraid of something that they don’t understand 
and when people see somebody in a wheelchair or on crutches or someone who is deaf, 
they fear it because they don’t know it and they don’t understand it.  Ninety percent of 
the problems that existed before the ADA and that continue to exist today could go away 
if people just learned.  Don’t be afraid.  Just learn about it.  Just learn about it. 
 
KL:  Has the ADA made very much of a difference in your life? 
 



RD:  Yes and no.  It has from the standpoint of I’m an attorney.  It is in my chosen 
practice field of law and I know the field intimately, I know the ins and out, and frankly, 
I’m a gadget nut; I do like gadgets.  So the way adaptive technology feeds into things like 
the Americans with Disabilities Act or the help America Vote Act has actually proven to 
be a benefit to me as an individual.  Let me give you an example.  The Secretary of State 
for both states where I lived and have worked in this field, they both know me for being 
involved in the accessible voting system for individuals with disabilities.  It’s technology.  
It’s different.  I know it and I like it and I’m very, very comfortable with it.  When you 
put that together with what I know about the Americans with Disabilities Act and some 
of the regulations under the Help America Vote Act, and it’s a match made in heaven, 
unless you’re a town voting official, then it’s not. [laughter] 
 
KL:  I should also explain – I’m sorry I should have explained this at the outset – when I 
do workshops on oral history, one of the things I teach as a mantra is, “Shut up and 
listen.”  That’s why you hear long silences from me, is because I try and shut up and 
listen. [laughter] I hope that doesn’t make you uncomfortable. 
 
RD:  No, it doesn’t.  But to finish that thought through before it escapes me, I was 
recently contacted by a gentlemen who is a Deputy Secretary of State for the State of 
New Hampshire.  He said, “Ross, I heard you’re going to move back here.  When you do, 
would you please get in touch with me because I would like you to rejoin our group 
having to do with the accessible voting system for the state,” which frankly, that was kind 
of nice to hear.  I know the man.  He’s a professional.  He respected me enough to contact 
me from another state to say, “I heard you were moving back.  If you come back, please 
get in contact with me for a professional reason.”  So has the ADA made that change, that 
difference?  Yes, it has.  The downside to that difference I would have to say is when the 
recession hit really bad back in 2008, 2009, a lot of the funding for the ADA-funded and 
disability related organizations began to dry up because everybody had to take a cut.  
Disability related grants had to take a cut just like everybody else’s did.  That had the 
practical effect of drying up an awful lot of job opportunities for people like me.  I’m a 
specialist.  My specialty is disability rights.  It’s in the field of technology, durable 
medical equipment, eligibility under Medicaid regulations for services, that sort of thing, 
eligibility for services under vocational rehabilitation.  That’s all really rather specialized.  
Unfortunately, that doesn’t make money.  It costs money.  So, it’s grant-funded.  When 
the grants end or get cut in half because of a budgetary ink pen down in Washington, the 
ability to enforce goes away.  It just literally stops.  That’s what we’re starting to see a 
whole lot more.  It also means now if you have a case that hits your desk, where you can 
help somebody out who really needs to be helped or you can take this case over here that 
won’t help quite as many people but you can get attorney’s fees, you take the case with 
attorney’s fees because it’s the only way you can keep the lights on and the phones 
hooked up.  You have to start making difficult choices.  It’s like anything else.  If it’s a 
social issue, where’s the money going to come from?  It usually comes from Washington 
and Congress.  If there’s anybody listening to this years down the road, both houses of 
Congress for the year 2014 is dismal.  I would use more colorful language, but kids might 
hear this. 
 



KL:  [laughter] What do you think remains yet to be done?  What has not been 
accomplished? 
 
RD:  Education.  Education.  Bar none, education.  Where the Individuals With 
Disabilities Education Act, the IDEA, ends, is for all practical purposes, public school.  
When you’re at a public school, the obligation for special education pretty much grinds to 
an end.  Then it’s special services through university systems.  Everybody says you need 
to get a good job and you need to get a good education and you need to be able to get a 
good job and it all ends when it comes to getting the job.  Everybody is willing to help 
you as long as you don’t work in their office.  The education has to be turned up about 
100 degrees to get people to understand that what you really have when you have an 
employee with a disability is a very, very dedicated, well-motivated, highly-educated 
person who will be extremely loyal to you because you’re one of the few people who 
actually hired him or her.  If you don’t do that, don’t complain when you see that grants 
have to be given and the social security system has to be funded for Social Security 
Disability Income and services for individuals with a disability under Medicaid and 
Medicare have to be funded.  People with jobs pay into the system.  People who don’t 
have a job, draw off of the system.  For God’s sakes, it’s dollars and cents, common 
sense.  Hire them.  Give them a job. 
 
KL:  Well, you’ve been very generous with your time.  Is there anything you want to 
point out to me that I’m overlooking? 
 
RD:  I can’t think of anything. 

 
---------------------------------------END OF INTERVIEW---------------------------------------- 
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