1 was born in Washington, DC.
‘Mg.rdadwasmmtfnrtign ser-

vice so when I was six months
old we went to live in Israel. We were
there for four months when I came
down with polio.

Polio is a virus. It destroys the
motor nerves which help muscles
grow. In my case it destroyed most of
the motor nerves in my legs, so I had
to have braces. When 1 walk using
my arms, I use three times the ener-
gy I would if I were using my legs.

When I was five, my family moved
to Paris. I remember painting classes,
climbing trees, feeding ducks,
Citroen cars, pain au chocolat and
John Wayne speaking French.

My brother and I fantasised about
being singers in rock 'n’ roll bands.
I drew electric guitars and he
played the piano. Years later he
became a singer in a band and an
accomplished musician. I contin-
ued the art, but moved on from
guitars to painting landscapes and
abstracts.

| remember when [ was six | was
angry at times at having to wear
braces, but I've never felt bitter
about having polio. Throughout my
teens 1 would get pats on the back
just for being me and getting around.
I remember the ambassador of some
Latin American country telling my
parents how impressed he  was
because 1 managed to get around so
well on crutches and braces. 1 soon
realised it wasn't being handicapped

50 WEEKEND MAY &7, 1995

PAINTER

FIRST PERSON

GREGORY | i.

Interview: CHARLOTTE BEVAN Picture: STEFAN WONG

or ablebodied that mattered — it
was what you did with what you
had.

Being physically challenged is
interesting because of the “chal
lenge” part. But the struggle is not
necessarily negative. I feel that it has
helped me make more of myself.

If I think of living a normal life, run-
ning around like everyone else, there
would be a piece of me that was
missing, because of the challenges 1
have had to face. As a result getting
around has always been important to
me. Movement and motion feeds my
infatuation with life.

I love different vehicles. When we
lived in Germany, 1 skateboarded all
over the military compound we lived
in. I sat on the skateboard cross-
legged and used my gloved hands to
propel myself until gravity took over.
I ruined numerous pairs of Sunday-
best trousers.

When our family moved to Holland
I bought a 50cc motorcycle, attach-
ed a training wheel so I wouldn't fall
over, and experimented with the dif-
ferent high-performance kits to sce
how fast I could get my little bike to
go. Later, the folks bought a VW bug
and we fitted it with hand controls. I
took it to the States when 1 went to
college, which spanned six schools.

My family moved to New Zealand.
During Christmas breaks I'd visit
them and take off with a backpack to
hitch-hike around the South Island.
I kept a travel diary and sketchbook.

My father retired from the foreign
service and moved the family to
California. 1 heard the call of the
beaches and the blondes of the mys
tical state and soon joined them. On
the way I hiked the Grand Canyon,
from the rim to the river, which
made me a naturalist for life.

In California I flirted with numer-
ous religions, meditation practices
and vyoga, along with several
blondes. In college 1 did a degree in
communications studies with plans
to become a counsellor.

California offers a lot of opportuni-
ties for handicapped people. I began
competing in national and interna-
tional swimming competitions. 1
realised that if I could swim faster
than the next guy, [ could travel to
exotic places. Over the next 15 years
I won dozens of medals and [ set sev-
eral records. In the Barcelona Para-
hwympics in 1992 [ set the world
record in the LOO-metre breaststroke

The experience eclipsed almost
any other event in my life. Walking
into the Olympic Stadium to the
cheers of thousands of Spaniards was
the closest I've ever got to feeling
like Phil Collins.

After graduating in 1980 I travelled
to the Caribbean by crewing on dif-
ferent boats. When it was time to go
home, I hitched from one end of
Mexico to the other, filling sketch
books with drawings and salty prose.

In 1984 | worked and took a ycar's
art course in Taipei and learncd
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Mandarin. Then I travelled for 18
months, backpacking and painting,
around China, Nepal, India and
Pakistan. It was sometimes lonely
and taxing but very fulfilling. I ended
up with kilos of paintings.

After living in Taiwan for four years
I spent a year working on a boat sail-
ing from Tahiti to Hong Kong,
making television documentarics.
After leaving the ship in Hong Kong |
worked as a producer for a company
making CD-Roms and for Star TV's
Prime Sports. In 1992, Kentucky
Fried Chicken in Hong Kong spon-
sored me to enter the Barcelona
Paralympics. Later it offered me a job
managing all its corporate communi-
cations. It was one of the greatest
challenges of my life. Being physically
challenged and corporately challen-
ged continues to teach me to make
the best of what 1 have.

Handicapped people here don’t
get much respect. They are not seen
as contributing members of society.
I think there's the same kind of prej-
udice against the handicapped as
there is against blacks here — like
we are somehow inferior.

I'm not sure of my plans for 1997. |
feel compassionate for those local
people who don't know what's going
to happen. It must be tough for them.
It seems people are trying to make
their money now before the hand-
over. I trust it will all work out. There
will just be more people trying to get
a piece of the Hong Kong pie. L
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