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By Mike Hanks

A longtime champion of the disabled is being remembered not only for his
community efforts but also for his unflappable spirit.

Bob Peters, 75, died June 25 from complications of cellulitis. Peters, who was a
quadriplegic, unexpectedly found himself as a champion of the disabled after a
swimming accident when he was 24 years old. He chronicled the experience and the
challenges he faced as part of his healing process in the book “A Dive Too Deep,”
published in 2013.

Mayor Gene Winstead said Peters was “always upbeat, always cheerful.” Despite
Peters’ physical limitations for most of his adult life, Winstead described him as “so
vibrant and so alive.”

Winstead presented Peters with the Bloomington Community Foundation’s Legacy
Award in 2006, and was on hand for other award presentations - such as the
Bloomington Human Rights Commission’s Omar Bonderud Award - made to Peters
in recognition for his works in the community, which went beyond his involvement
in disability issues.

Longtime Bloomington resident Flora Tsukayama, a 2009 Legacy Award winner,
worked with Peters as a member of Bloomington Jefferson High School’s diversity
committee. She recalled how much Peters enjoyed working with students at the
school in planning their annual Diversity Day activities. “He loved to connect with
students,” she said. “He loved the interaction.”

Tsukayama thinks Peters took an interest in the diversity activities of the school as
a result of his own struggles. “He knows how it is to be excluded,” she said.

Tsukayama remembered Peters’ determination and perseverance. “He doesn’t say
he can’t do things,” she said. “He’s a fighter and he gets things done.”

Lorinda Pearson, manager of Bloomington’s Human Services Division, met Peters in
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the 1970s, when she was working in the city’s parks division. Peters was
championing accessibility at the city’s parks - be it for children or the adults that
accompanied them - at a time when disability awareness was rarely considered,
Pearson recalled. “He was very forward thinking,” she said. “He had a far-reaching
impact on a lot of decisions that were cutting edge.”

As a champion for the disabled, Peters regularly provided comments about
accessibility concerns regarding projects in the city, she noted. “He always wanted
to know what was going on,” she said.

His campaigning for the disabled began before the federal Americans with
Disabilities Act was enacted, and included promoting a program that provided grant
money to businesses that made accommodations for the disabled, according to
Pearson. And he was influential in doing so, she noted.

When he wasn’t advocating for accessibility, Peters could often be found educating
people about the obstacles the disabled face. He would speak to school groups and
at playgrounds about being disabled, and he would encourage questions about his
disability, Pearson explained. “He was pretty extraordinary that way.”

Bloomington created the Office of Special Services to address issues such as
accessibility in the community. Don Bartlette was its first director. He credited
Peters for being a leader in changing the face of opportunities for people with
disabilities. “He was a voice that spoke for the removal of architectural barriers and
was a pioneer in doing so,” according to Bartlette.

Bartlette is now a public speaker living in Ohio, and he references Peters during his
presentations. “I am still travelling worldwide, proclaiming what Bob’s life
represented, that people with disabilities are people first and that they deserve to
be treated with respect.”

Both Bartlette and Winstead lauded Peters for his efforts at promoting handicapped
parking accessibility during the 1970s, and Winstead noted that Peters continued to
be active up until his death. Barely a week before he died, Peters was at
Bloomington Civic Plaza advocating for accessibility to the Minnesota River valley
during an open house for the city’s master plan, Winstead said.

“He was always out and about in the community and a big, vital part of the
community in so many ways,” Winstead recalled.

A dive too deep
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Peters wrote his 2013 book with the help of voice recognition software. Essentially a
quadriplegic, Peters was left with limited use of his right arm. But it was enough to
allow him to remain employed as a technical writer for the former Control Data
Corporation of Bloomington and its successor, Seagate Technology. He was quick to
praise his employer for its commitment to a young quadriplegic, noting that the
company promised him he would have a job so long as he was able to hold a pencil.

His book recalled his memories of the belly flop he performed in a shallow lake,
which resulted in him hitting his head on the lake bottom, and the challenges he
faced during 14 months of recovery. A newlywed at the time, Peters often credited
his wife Penny for her support and the sacrifices she made in helping him with the
new chapter in his life. “She’s the strongest person I’ve ever met,” he said in 2013
while reflecting upon his book.

Peters’ wish for his book was that it would provide a story of hope for young people
facing difficult challenges in their life. The roads in the journey through life are full
of detours, but the choice to persevere is ultimately up to the individual, he said in
2013.

When discussing his story with a friend, he came to a realization that became his
personal mantra, as well as the subtitle of his book: “Surviving in spite of my
disability, thriving because of my disability.”
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