Taken from the Oregonian newspaper of August 16, 2010.

http://www.oregonlive.com/health/index.ssf/2010/08/with_the_american_with_disabil.html
Arkasha Stevenson/The OregonianMichelle Lamm laughs during the graduation banquet for the School of Piano Technology for the Blind in Vancouver. Born without eyes 20 years ago, Lamm has another year of study in the craft of piano tuning, and she aims to start a career.

Plink. Plink plink. 

Plink. 

Michelle Lamm  leans her slim, petite frame against an upright, left hand on the keyboard, right hand on a tuning hammer inside the piano. 

Plink. Plink. 

She turns the hammer a fraction. She bends her head and trains an ear to the fading note as her dark hair veils her face. Automatically, she wipes a tear from her cheek, then her hand returns to the keyboard. 

Plink. 

At 20, Lamm is the only woman and the youngest student at the School of Piano Technology for the Blind and Piano Hospital  in Vancouver. She was born with no eyes. But she has perfect pitch and nimble hands, and her teachers call her a natural. 

Behind Lamm stands a smiling Len Leger. When his vision dimmed in middle age from glaucoma, he quit teaching at the Rochester Institute of Technology  in New York. He learned the School of Piano Technology needed a executive director, and he got the job. He does not play or tune pianos, but he could recruit students like Lamm. 

In the school's East Evergreen Boulevard  showroom, full of beautifully restored pianos, Leger listens to the student tuner at work. 

Plink. 

"Sounding good, Michelle." 

She tips her face toward the encouragement. 

"Yeah," she simply says. 

Plink plink plink. 

A little later, Michelle Lamm allows that for her, communicating with the complex, sensitive, intricate soul of a piano is easy. 

"Growing up," she says, "is what's complicated." 

 She was born in 1990, the year the nation enacted the radical concept of the Americans with Disabilities Act: The condition of a citizen's physical body should not be an impediment to the promise of life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. 

"The ADA represents a paradigm shift," says Bob Joondeph,  executive director of the advocacy group Disabilities Rights Oregon. "What the ADA embodies is the idea that disabilities are a natural part of human life, always have been, always will be, and if you don't have one now, you're going to have one at some point, or somebody in your family has one. 

"The challenge is not to fix those disabilities but to focus on how we can make society as accessible as possible for as many people as possible." 

The country has wrestled with the ADA's mandate for reasonable accommodations and equal access. Small-bore, tangible issues -- sidewalk curb cuts, ramps at building entrances -- were relatively simple to solve. 

But defining the ADA's broad terms brought dozens of governments, workers and businesses into court: Is obesity a disability requiring reasonable accommodation? How about a perfume allergy? 

The legal challenge moved into the Internet age. In 2008, Target Corp.  settled a suit brought by the National Federation of the Blind  with $6 million in damages and a pledge to make its Web site accessible to the visually impaired. 

For Eric  and Ako  Lamm,  the ADA represented a bright fundamental. 

They were living in Ako's native Japan when their second daughter was born with bilateral anophthalmia, a genetic defect. The Lamms sheltered Michelle until, at age 5, she was refused swimming lessons at a YMCA. That moment told Eric Lamm it was time to come home where, he realized, "The law would protect her rights." 

The Lamms settled near the Florida School for the Blind  in St. Augustine,  where Michelle studied, took up woodworking and in her senior year hiked the ancient Peruvian monument of Machu Picchu. She took private violin lessons for eight years. Then came the biggest test of all. 

ARKASHA STEVENSON, The OregonianThe hands of Michelle Lamm have handled a violin and woodworking tools, skills that have been useful as she learns to tune pianos, which includes the task of cleaning piano strings of dust and debris. 

The Lamms puzzled on how to aim Michelle toward on a happy, independent adulthood. Ako Lamm saw a match in the two-year program at the School of Piano Technology for the Blind. 

"So then we came up here last fall," Michelle says, "and we talked to people here, and we decided this is what I could do. The hardest thing was moving away from my parents. I miss them. I was homesick at the beginning. I'm homesick now. But I like this school. It's not that hard." 

Lamm and her fellow students say the ADA is valuable as far as it goes, but it doesn't touch the most significant effect of disability, especially for the blind. 

"We're pretty much castaways," says student Herman Davis,  55, who lost his sight in 2007 when he was severely beaten near his Chicago home. "When I started looking for work, people would say, 'You're blind!' I'd say, yeah, and I can do the same work. Then they find another excuse. This is new to me. I'm not used to being told no." 

Disabled Americans are jobless at a rate nearly twice the national number. Among the 3 million to 6 million blind Americans of working age, unemployment is at 70 percent. The statistics haven't budged in 20 years. 

Or in 100 years, for that matter. But Emil B. Fries  refused to give into dependency. 

A Danish immigrant's son born in 1901 with poor vision, Fries grew up doing the hard work on the family homestead 10 miles north of Brewster, Wash. When little Emil complained that he couldn't see something, his mother replied, "But you can feel it," a goad that drove Fries throughout his life. It is the title of his autobiography. 

At the Washington School for the Blind  in Vancouver, Fries learned piano tuning. He gave up dreams of a law career when the school asked him to teach. 

The occupation has been a niche for the blind since 1830 when the young Claude Montal  pulled a prank at the Paris Institute for the Blind  and disassembled the piano – then reassembled it. He spent his life teaching tuning to the blind. 

The specialty crossed to the United States. Most state schools for the blind offered courses, which gave hundreds of blind men a path to the middle class. 

Today, sales of pianos have crashed. But even before the recession, the instrument was gathering dust. People rarely entertain at home with pianos anymore, and electronic models don't need tuning. 

Plus, the educational "mainstreaming" of disabled children factored into the shutting of the schools for the blind, Oregon's just last year. Only seven small technical schools now teach piano tuning; Vancouver's is the nation's only one for the blind. 

Yet the piano hasn't disappeared, with about 18 million in homes and schools nationwide, and just 5,000 piano tuners. 

"I don't have any worries about work," says Michelle Lamm. "There's plenty of work out there."

The graduation ceremony for the School of Piano Technology for the Blind, Michelle Lamm, 20, sits with her sister, Stephanie, 21. Lamm, who has been blind since birth, has been a student of the School of Piano Technology for the Blind. A student with perfect pitch, she will be graduating in the next year. 

Don Mitchell, a graduate and the school's director of instruction, says Lamm quickly acquired the technical basics. But his concern is that piano tuners, as entrepreneurs, need to be personable, and Lamm is often quite shy. 

Leger says Lamm is simply young and seems quiet next to her outgoing, garrulous classmates, who all are at least 15 years older. 

"She keeps bugging me to bring in more girls her age as students," Leger says. 

Lamm put aside the violin when she moved to Vancouver. Last winter, she tried weightlifting. She can dead-lift 115 pounds, 5 more than her weight. 

Prosthetics have replaced what nature denied her. Ako Lamm says that when Michelle learned she could pick the color of her "eyes," she asked for pink, since she was a girl. Ako persuaded her that blue would be better. 

Nature, though, kept Lamm's tear ducts in place. But her tears have no eyes to wash, so they run down her face. Lamm constantly wipes her cheeks, even when she is happy, even when describing her dream . . . " a family of my own, my own business, my own house." 

Emil B. Fries opened his own tuning school in 1949 and moved it in 1971 into the East Evergreen Boulevard building. At the front door stands a glass-topped case labeled Things Found In Pianos, including toy cars, dolls, soda-bottle tops, letters, an empty bottle of vodka. 

In the hall, a bulletin board displays the business cards of graduates from New York to California. The small study rooms are soundproofed, but not completely, against tuners at practice, one hand on a keyboard, the other on a tuning hammer inside. 

Plink. Plink. Plink plink. Plink. 

The school struggled after Fries' 1997 death and nearly closed. Leger arrived in 2004 and cut the financial dependence on tunings, sales and repairs to focus on bringing in students. The school now has a full class of eight who aim to join the 302 alumni, including 13 women. Tuition is $14,000 a year, paid by state departments for the blind. 

Graduation Day for four students comes in late June. Lamm's parents and older sister Stephanie drove from Florida to collect Michelle for summer vacation. With her family, Michelle relaxes, giggles, tells jokes. 

Leger and Mitchell present sheepskins in the grand Emil B. Fries Auditorium at the Washington School for the Blind. The banquet is in the dining room of a nearby assisted-living facility. 

When the dinner plates are cleared, John Grace of Olympia, Wash., the school's first black graduate, spontaneously fills the room with song from a profound voice, then the gathering joins in. 

I once was lost/But now am found 

Was blind/But now I see 

Freshly minted graduate Mark Burbey, a gifted pianist, sits down at the keyboard to accompany Don Mitchell as he covers the Billy Joel classic "Piano Man." 

When the applause dies, Mitchell announces a special treat. 

Michelle Lamm and her violin. 

For her classmates and teachers, Lamm has chosen "Tamborin," a lightning-fast, technically dazzling piece that she mastered for recitals. 

She wipes a tear. She shifts her weight from foot to foot as she tucks her violin to her chin. She falls still, lifts the bow to the strings. The room goes silent. 

She waits a beat, starts with a bit of rust from lack of practice. Then her hand grows sure, and she soars, racing through the accelerating runs, rejoicing, the shout of a young mind liberated, pursuing happiness, and when she at last drops her bow, her listeners cheer, and she wipes many tears from her cheeks. 

-- Anne Saker 

