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Raymond (Bud) Keith was born in Washington, DC, November 20, 1939 and died June 14, 2008.  He became totally blind at age eleven as a result of a playground accident.  His insatiable curiosity, intense interest in the people around him, and an amazing capacity to remember details were all traits that characterized Bud's life and they characterized his involvement with Ski for Light as well.

Bud is the only person to attend every Ski for Light International event, from 1975 in Breckenridge, Colorado, to 2008 in Bend, Oregon.  He served as SFL President from 1981 to 1988 and from 1994 to 1996.  He never held any other office and never held an event job.

Many of the things we do today at Ski for Light were initiated by Bud's creativity at a time of organizational crisis.  In 1987, when trail conditions had deteriorated to the point that holding a ski race was deemed unsafe, Bud came up with the idea of

holding a rally instead.  When the Board of Directors was suffering from not enough new members, Bud came up with the idea of an "Australian" ballot, ranking every person running for election rather than each person receiving a simple majority.

There were many other facets to Bud's life.  Those of us who knew him through Ski for Light would often hear him mention that he had been a Peace Corps volunteer in Panama in the 1960's but did we know that he worked for the next forty years as a leader in the returned Peace Corps Volunteer community?  For the past 15 years, Bud has been the president of the Peace Corps Panama Friends, the alumni group for Peace Corps volunteers and staff who served in Panama.  

Bud was diagnosed with prostate cancer in 1995.  Because it had already metastasized to his bones, surgery was not an option for him.  Bud approached the undertaking of being a cancer survivor in the same way that he approached everything else--he gathered all the information he could (fortunately, by then, the Internet had been invented); he contacted the most knowledgeable people; and he got involved.  His involvement in his own treatment gave him 13 years of life when his prognosis had been three to six, and

with a quality of life that was very high right to the end.

Those of us lucky enough to know the younger Bud knew a man full of energy and tireless capacity for getting the job done.  There was no hour of the day or night that Bud wasn't ready to brainstorm about a problem, participate in a conference call, or

just lick envelopes if it meant making the Ski for light program better.  Ski for Light was a life's passion for Bud and Bud's passion for Ski for Light will live in the organization's essence for many, many years to come.

Bud, we will miss you always.

Some Personal Reflections

From Judy Dixon

I don't remember when I met Bud.  He was at my first Ski for Light in 1977.  When I moved to Washington in 1981, I saw him more often.  We had dinner together every month or so and talked on the phone nearly every day.  We consulted each other about Ski for Light no matter which one of us was President at the time. Bud was a walking database of local information--whether it was where can I get a railing made for my back porch or where do they have good seafood, Bud always knew.  We laughed, we argued, we enjoyed the detail in things.

from Tor Dahl

The death of Bud Keith was a reminder that towering figures in our midst are not immortal, and that we must find ways to survive as seemingly indispensable leaders fall away.
 
Like Bud, I was intensely involved with the start-up of Ski for Light. I was elected by SFL, together with Grethe Winter, to serve as guides to Ridderrennet (I guided Mary Kozy). I was a co-author of that notorious song that somehow has survived a quarter of a century in SFL ("Those were the days my friends...."). Bud, Billie Jean, and Judy Dixon last sang it together with me in Minneapolis at the Ichiban Japanese Steakhouse in July.
My last conversation with Bud was about the future of Ski for Light. Bud was one of the superstars of SFL who laid the foundation of what is now a mature organization.

 

From Linda Mumford

I attended my first SFL event in 1998. I remember thinking at the time that Ski for Light was a strange name because the name gave no clue that it was an organization promoting cross country skiing for disabled persons, and I wondered what it meant. Over the next ten years, I continued to wonder about Ski for Light’s name, and finally, on May 23, 2008 I decided to find out by sending an email to Bud Keith and asking him.

The very next day I received the following reply from Bud:
 
“Linda,
The idea behind the name, ski for light, is somewhat complicated.  erling [Stordahl] was full of metaphors.  Instead of focusing on blindness and the absence of light, he focused on the unknown and enlightenment.  So, in looking at the Norwegian culture, he used or created a metaphor.  In the legend, a Norwegian knight, the ridder part of ridderrenn, needed to escape some bad guys.  He came to an abyss and not having any idea of whether he could safely make it, leaped with faith and succeeded.  erling equated this with the human struggle and pushed the need for us to try things where success was doubtful, and discover some previously unknown strength or ability within ourselves that help us succeed.  it is the metaphorical struggle from ignorance to enlightenment.  so in cross country skiing, blind folks are enabled to ski from the ignorance of not knowing anything about the limits of our abilities to the enlightenment of learning that we can succeed at much more than we had ever imagined.

 the first event using an English name was race for light.  oral miller and I were the first two blind folks who insinuated ourselves into leadership for the second event.  we both insisted that racing and hard training for a race might fit in the Norwegian culture, but it wouldn't fit in our culture for many reasons.  we insisted on something more appropriate, so we switched to ski for light, keeping the idea of enlightening oneself regarding possibilities and deemphasizing the racing aspects.

is that too much?”

No Bud, it is not too much, and I wish there could be more. May your memory be a blessing.


Raymond Fred (Bud) KeithPRIVATE 

Accidentally Blinded, He Became Tireless Champion for Disabled

 By Adam Bernstein, Washington Post

Sunday, Jun 29 2008

Bud Keith was a high school wrestler, a championship bowler and a Peace Corps volunteer in Panama. In his early 40s, he twice tried to ascend Mount Rainier, the Washington state volcano that is one of the highest peaks in the country. 

 Keith, who was blind, once lamented, "Too many disabled people are out of shape." So he joined a group that uses outdoor sports to help rehabilitate the physically handicapped and helped build Ski for Light, an organization for blind skiers. 

 Keith, 68, an Arlington County [Virginia] resident who died June 14 [2008] of prostate cancer, defined himself through physical independence as well as mischief and irascibility. 

 He said he never much liked guide dogs except as an excuse to meet women. He hated when little old ladies tried to help him cross the street. They would reach around him and push. "Thus," he said, "making both of us sight impaired."

 He was an equal opportunity specialist at the Department of Health and Human Services, and his job was to safeguard the civil rights of minorities and the disabled. But sitting in a federal office building was never as satisfying, he said, as escaping into his serious extracurricular interests. 

 In 1991, he was honored at the Norwegian Embassy in Washington for his work with Ski for Light, which was modeled on a Norwegian program. The ambassador called him a "tireless champion of sports and recreation for the handicapped."

 In his acceptance speech, Keith spoke about feeling limited professionally in his civil rights career. "The same opportunity has not been available for me professionally," he told the crowd of dignitaries. "So if this is where I get to be a boss for a little while, that's the way it is."

 Speaking of the skiing organization, he said, "You see the tears when the week of skiing ends and people say, 'Well, it's time to return to the real world.' I try to communicate that Ski for Light is the real world."

 Raymond Fred Keith, a fourth‑generation Washingtonian, was born November 20, 1939. He was attending a private school in Delaware when a classmate pierced his left eye with a nail. His right eye became diseased, and within eight months he was blind. 

 He was active in sports and drama at the Maryland School for the Blind in the 1950s and later became fascinated by bowling. He won several national blind bowling tournaments during the next two decades. 

 In 1965, three years after graduating from American University, he became a Peace Corps volunteer in Panama and taught at a school for the blind. Blind people have always been a rarity in the organization, a spokeswoman said. 

 Keith's personal travels took him from New Zealand to the Serengeti plain in Africa, and he deepened his involvement in athletics for the disabled. He said he preferred cross‑country to downhill skiing because downhill required complete obedience to a guide and was not relaxing. 

 In July 1981, he was one of 10 disabled adults chosen to scale Mount Rainier for what the United Nations dubbed the International Year of Disabled Persons. The climbers, including people who were blind, deaf, amputees and epileptic, were led by James Whittaker, the first American to reach the summit of Mount Everest. 

 Rainier is 14,410 feet high, and Keith collapsed at 12,500 feet after experiencing altitude sickness; his companions soldiered on and left him in a sleeping bag in an ice cave. But they were all feted that month by President Reagan, to whom the climbers gave an American flag and jelly beans during a White House Rose Garden reception. 

 The next year, Keith returned to Rainier and made it to 10,000 feet before 70 mph winds and pounding sleet and snow forced everyone to abandon the attempt. 

 In the mid‑1990s, he married Billie Jean Hill, a legally blind woman, after what she wryly called their "whirlwind courtship of 13 years,"

 and he wrote a memoir. 

 "Every so often I wonder how different things might have been if I had seen, but of course that can't be known," he wrote. "I imagine what the earth must look like from an airplane; I wonder if I could have become a well‑known athlete. . . . I wonder if I would have appreciated my life so much without the human interaction that blindness has facilitated."

 "Would I have made so many friends, or would that lonely and socially inappropriate little boy that was accidentally blinded become a lonely and socially inappropriate sighted adult?"

 Keith never had a title for his unpublished book, but friends had his disposition in mind when they suggested, "Don't Tell Me What I Can't Do!" and, more to the point, "Back Off."

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp‑dyn/content/article/2008/06/16/AR2008061602564_2.html 

