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Left: NYS Representative Gina Sillitti, Viscardi Board Member Steven Markowitz, KIDS founders John and Janet Kornreich, Nassau County Executive Bruce 

Blakeman, Viscardi President & CEO Dr. Chris Rosa, and members of the Viscardi community celebrate the ground-breaking of the museum. Right: The 

Invacar, which will be on display at the museum.
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ISSUENew Museum of Disability History  

Set to Open on Long Island

By Emily Ladau

The history of disability is 

interwoven throughout human 

history, and yet, it’s all too often 

overlooked in history lessons. 

An exciting new initiative is 

poised to change this: in Sep-

tember, ground was broken on 

a Museum of Disability History, 

which will be housed within 

the Kornreich Institute for Dis-

abilities Studies (KIDS) at The 

Viscardi Center.

KIDS, named in recognition 

of its lead donors, John and Janet 

Kornreich, was founded with, as 

Mr. Kornreich highlighted in his 

remarks, the mission “to inform, 

educate, inspire, and, yes, even 

entertain the students at the Henry 

Viscardi School (HVS)” by inte-

grating disability history as part 

of the curriculum. The Museum of 

Disability History will truly bring 

this mission to life, not only for the 

students of HVS, but also for the 

broader Long Island community 

and beyond. 

Relocating from its original 

home in Erie County, NY, the Mu-

seum of Disability History, set to 

open in fall 2025, is being celebrat-

ed as a forthcoming landmark for 

visitors to Nassau County. Bruce 

Blakeman, Nassau County Exec-

utive and a longtime supporter 

of The Viscardi Center, attended 

the ground-breaking event to an-

nounce the County’s investment of 

$500,000 in the museum, with an 

additional $100,000 allocated for 

marketing to spread the word and 

invite people from far and wide to 

come learn about disability.

When asked by a member of 

the Viscardi community in the 

audience about why he is so com-

mitted to supporting the Museum 

of Disability History, County Exec-

utive Blakeman underscored the 

importance of understanding the 

stories of the disability community, 

reminding everyone that “people 

with disabilities are part of the fab-

ric of our county and our country.” 
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And there are many stories to 

tell. Mr. Kornreich noted just some 

of the leaders with disabilities 

whose stories will be spotlighted 

through the museum, including 

the late Kansas Senator Bob Dole, 

a veteran injured in World War 

II; Paralympian gold medalist 

Oksana Masters, who is a double 

amputee; and former Yankees 

pitcher Jim Abbott, who was born 

without a right hand and played 

in the major leagues for 10 years, 

throwing a historic no-hitter.

As Dr. Chris Rosa, President 

& CEO of The Viscardi Center, 

shared, the museum will be a 

“place to curate disability history, 

disability culture, and disability 

identity.” This will include an 

incredible range of over 3,000 

artifacts on display. Featured at 

the ground-breaking event was 

one artifact of early accessibility 

that will be in the museum: a 1948 

teal-colored “Invacar” vehicle 

from the United Kingdom, modi-

!ed with hand controls for a driver 

with a disability to use. 

With so much to explore at the 

museum, it’s sure to invigorate 

tourism to the area. “We are so 

excited about this new jewel in the 

array of cultural, educational, and 

tourist attractions on Long Island,” 

said Steven Markowitz, a member 

of the Board of The Viscardi Center. 

“The Kornreich Institute and the 

Museum of Disability History are 

unique in all the country and we 

expect its reputation, prominence, 

and worldwide attraction to grow 

over the years.”
Continued on page 2

Athletes including Lee Fredette (left) play wheelchair rugby.
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NY and NJ Paralympians Ready 
to Compete in Paris
By Christopher Alvarez, Staff Writer

When Paris won the bid in 
2017 to host the 2024 Olympics 
and Paralympics, the Associated 
Press reported that 100% of its 
bus routes and tram lines were 
already wheelchair accessible, 
and that €125 million would be 
allocated to further the efforts 
to ensure transit was more fully 
accessible. City Hall invested 
in the creation of 17 “enhanced 
accessibility districts” in which 
public facilities and shops are 
adapted with ramps, tactile strips, 
and designated parking spots 
for people with disabilities. And 
while the city still has much to 
do to achieve true access for all, 
the Paralympics are in full swing 
with more than 4,000 athletes 
participating in 549 events. Here, 
we will highlight some New York 
and New Jersey Paralympians. 
Let the games begin! 

Lee Fredette, Wheelchair Rugby
After training for the last cou-

ple of months in Arizona, Lee 
Fredette was feeling “pumped 
to get started” on his last off day 
before "ying to Paris from his 
home in New York. Fredette is 
excited to feed off the energy of 
the crowd at the Paralympics. In 
2016 at the Rio Paralympics, Fre-
dette shared, “They would come 
down, want your autograph, or 
[take] sel#es with you. So, it kind 
of gave you a tiny look into what 
it’s like to be a celebrity.” 

At age 19, when exploring 
a new water hole at the end of 
an old trail, Fredette rode his 
family’s dirt bike into a pile of 
leaves that had hidden bricks 
and debris. He hit his head and 
broke his neck. “After that, I had 
felt like I lost my athlete identity,” 
said Fredette. But then he saw the 
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2005 documentary “Murderball” 
about wheelchair rugby.

“It’s not an exaggeration to say 
that it saved my life,” Fredette 
said. “I started going back to 
school again, I started compet-
ing, I had goals, and I knew that 
there was kind of a life in a wheel-
chair.” As a quadriplegic, he said 
that the movie showed him “a 
sport made for me, made for us, 
designed for quadriplegics.” 

Team USA’s wheelchair rugby 
team is a powerhouse that has 
medaled every year, but their 
last gold medal was Beijing in 
2008. Fredette, a two-time silver 
medalist, said of the gold: “I 
believe we’re chasing it. It’s been 
a while since we’ve been at the 
top, always second and third. So, 
this year is the year we’re going 
to change it.”
Victoria Isaacson, Wheelchair 
Fencing

“In the realest of terms: it 
was either die, or be miserable, 
or persevere,” said Victoria 
Isaacson, a New Yorker who is a 
passionate parafencer and occu-
pational therapist. After fencing 
for seven years, Isaacson suffered 
back-to-back injuries her senior 
year of high school that led to her 
diagnosis of Ehlers-Danlos syn-
drome, a relatively rare genetic 
condition that affects connective 
tissue. She remembers ending 
up in the hospital after collapsing 
from seizure-like activity during a 
national quali#er match. 

“I could barely walk and was 
frequently plagued by severe 
neurologic symptoms,” Isaacson 
said. If it wasn’t for her coach, who 
didn’t let her quit, she would’ve 
lost her largest support network. 
Although Isaacson was “elated” 

to #nd out that she had quali#ed 
for Paris, she recognizes that it is 
important to not overwork herself. 
To Isaacson, wheelchair fencing is 
a platform for her to become the 
athlete she always could be, but 
medals are never really on her 
mind. “I never approach compe-
titions with the mindset to win,” 
Isaacson said. “I approach it with 
[the goal that] I am going to do my 
best and results will come with 
time.”
Todd Vogt, Para-Rowing

Todd Vogt, a rower from New 
York, was in Boston for the whole 

Continued on page 3

Volunteers prepare lunch for the soup kitchen, including, from left, Leah Tremblay, Judy Rohtla, and 

Michele Napoli, all from Patchogue. Photo courtesy of RISE Life Services.
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New Patchogue Food Pantry Staffed by Disabled VolunteersBy Christopher Alvarez

It was a Monday afternoon at St. Paul’s Episcopal Church in Pat-chogue when volunteers started to do inventory, kicking off their third week of welcoming customers into a small food pantry inside its thrift shop.
What started out as a once-a-week grab-and-go food pantry to aid the growing number of food insecure people on Long Island (due in part to the COVID-19 pandemic) now has a new look—a grocery store-style food pantry and soup kitchen manned by vol-unteers with disabilities.“Father Reiss (the Priest in Charge) wanted to change it to a food pantry that would be more like a supermarket, a client choice food pantry,” said Jo-Ann Vitale, 

operations director of RISE Life Services, a nonpro!t organization that supports residents with devel-opmental and other disabilities.A 2023 study by Feeding Amer-ica showed that nearly a quarter million of Long Islanders are food insecure, including 65,000 chil-dren. Long Island Cares reported that 2.7% of Long Islanders face daily food insecurity, but because 40% of the food-insecure Long Island households are above the poverty level, they are ineligible for the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program. Here in Patchogue, staff and volunteers from RISE Life Ser-vices are stepping up to make a difference. In addition to sup-porting people with disabilities 
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to practice life skills like following directions, interacting with peo-ple, counting, and doing things in the kitchen, RISE Life Services is dedicated to its mission of addressing food insecurity in Suffolk County through volunteer work. They now help between 80 to 100 families a week to pick out groceries from donations from Long Island Cares and Island Harvest every Friday and serve them warm meals twice a week in their soup kitchen without requir-ing any documentation. “Not everybody is lucky to be able to have a job and to be able to afford to buy the things that they need to take care of their family,” said Vitale. “So, it’s great for the individuals that come to my day program to be able to give back to the community because that’s kind of what we’re supposed to do. We’re supposed to help each other.”
This is the second food pantry opened by RISE, which also staffs a food pantry in Riverhead that provides food to more than 300 families per week, as well as makes deliveries to nearly 150 additional families and seniors in the Hamptons.

With a smile on her face, Diane Butler, who supervises the food pantry, said she “loves” being inside this “fabulous place.”“I love seeing all the people coming in and leaving with their groceries,” she added. “I like helping people because it’s an important part of being a member of the community.”But the experience is even more gratifying for the helpers. Maddie, a RISE volunteer with autism, has been helping families choose items from the kitchen 

and is responsible for restocking the shelves after each day.“I think that it’s ful!lling [to] help people,” she said. After a long day of volunteering, Maddie noticed that “jelly was a big one today,” later adding that she’s enjoyed helping so far because it teaches her that “people need help no matter where they’re from.”The new food pantry and soup kitchen at St. Paul’s Episcopal Church is open every Monday and Thursday from 12:00-2:00pm.
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