Barrett helps open eyes to challenges of the blind 
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Kevin Barrett's service to the Broadview Heights Lions Club goes way beyond his duties as president of the 72-member group.

Barrett offers his organization something no fellow Broadview Heights Lions can.

He's spent everyday of his 47-year life walking in the shoes of the very people Lions Clubs worldwide are dedicated to helping.

Barrett, who lives in Cleveland with his wife of 16 years, Linda, has been legally blind since birth from a congenital eye disorder.

Though his vision is very limited, he uses special magnifying instruments to help him read and watch television.

His history is filled with accomplishments to help develop and expand programs for the blind.

Some have been achieved through the Lions Club, an international volunteer service organization of 1.4 million members who work primarily to advance assistance for the blind.

Barrett has been a member of Broadview Height's Lions Club since 1998.

I've been able to sensitize (club members) to what our specific needs are, Barrett said. When you're trying to help a group you have virtually no contact with, you sometimes make assumptions that aren't completely true. Once you meet them first-hand, you'll see that the individual has feelings and personalities just like you, rather than having the label of being blind.

Barrett's mission, which he works toward with a passion, is to reduce the fear many sighted persons have about the blind.

He thinks society is improving in its compassion toward the blind, but he is certain more must be done to assimilate blind people into the mainstream.

Try to remember to treat people, no matter what the circumstances, how you want to be treated, he said. Yes, we may do things a little bit slower, but we are very good workers. It's amazing what people can accomplish if given a chance.

Barrett's favorite accomplishment is the local expansion of the BEEP baseball program for the blind, which functions similar to standard baseball games but also includes elevated buzzing bases and a 16-inch softball that beeps as it approaches a batter.

Barrett always has been an athlete.

While earning a bachelor's degree in political science at Cleveland State University in the mid '70s, he and several of his sight-impaired buddies traveled to different cities nationwide to participate in national sports competitions for blind athletes.

It was during that time that he and his friends learned about the BEEP baseball program, which began in the 1960s in Denver. There was an attempt to bring the program to a national level, so Barrett and his friends decided to start a nonprofit team in northeast Ohio.

The Cleveland Scrappers was born in 1984 with seven players. Now in its 19th season, the Scrappers is a 14-member team which hosted 13 teams from around the world for the 2001 World Series of BEEP Baseball in Strongsville.

BEEP has been a real good pusher to help the blind build self-esteem and a sense of independence, he said.

The group also runs a concessions booth at Cleveland Browns Stadium during home Browns games.

Linda Barrett laughed as she spoke of one member, who is completely blind, who has a talent for quickness in changing beer keg taps by himself.

Though Barrett's full-time job with the U.S. Defense Finance and Accounting Service in downtown Cleveland and duties with the BEEP program kept him very busy, he felt the need to extend his efforts to assist the blind.

He had joined the West Shore Lions Club, but when that club disbanded, he inquired about becoming a member of Broadview Heights club.

The Broadview Heights club has a strong, diverse membership and an active fund-raising agenda, he said. Also, Linda's mother had been a caretaker for the cancer-stricken wife of a club member.

Barrett felt it was a perfect fit, and club members couldn't agree more. They elected him president for the 2002-03 year.

Who wouldn't want to follow with someone like Kevin as your leader? said member John Bingham. His life is heroic.

Member Jack Morabito, also a Broadview Heights councilman at large, agreed.

People want to help Kevin, not because he is blind but because he is a natural leader who leads by example, Morabito said.

Lions Club member Ken Marshall praised Barrett's work for the BEEP program. He also admired Kevin's willingness to be a team pitcher.

Standing close (to batters) is essential, so he takes a lot of shots when the batter hits the ball solidly, Marshall said. Standing that close takes great courage, which is how I view Kevin.

Anyone interested in making a donation to or serving as a game volunteer with the Cleveland Scrappers can write to Wilbert Turner, P.O. Box 99504, Cleveland, Ohio 44199 or contact Barrett at (216) 671-8647.
