My guest today is CatarinaRivera. Sheis adeafblind world traveler, location-independent
entrepreneur, internationalkeynote speaker, awardwinning content creatorand the founder of Blindish
Latina, a platform smashingdisability stigmas through storytelling, advocacy and education.She hasworn
hearing aids from ayoung age and was diagnosed with a progressive vision disability at 17 years old. Sheis
a TEDx speaker, social justice advocate and adiversity, equity, inclusionand accessibility consultantwho
holds two master's degrees in educationand public health and has 14 years’experience in the nonprofit
and education sector. Today she owns afullyremote business, travels the world full time and has been to
nearly 40 countries. She was named one of LinkedIn's Top Voices in Disability Advocacy. She won the
Trailblazer Award at the Bessie Awards and was named one ofthe 17 mostinspiringwomen tofollow on
LinkedInin 2025.

Catarina, welcometo the show.
Catarina Rivera: Thankyou. I'm so excited to be here.

| am so excited to haveyou here.l am such afan of you and yourworkand everything that
you stand for. | feel like we should startthis off though, justsettingthe scene and talkingaboutwhere we
are recording fromtoday. | am actually in the Blue Ridge Mountains of Asheville, North Carolina on the east
coast ofthe United States. And whereareyou?

Catarina Rivera: | am also on the east coast today.I'min my home state of Maryland.

Well, | feel like we should also talk aboutwhere weinitially connected. Youand | were just
both atthe WITS Travel Summitin New York City. And we were both at the WITS Summit lastyearin 2024
in Utah. I wasthere atthe Red-Carpet Bessie Awards Gala. | saw you win the Trailblazer Award. And | feel
likeitwould be agreat placeto start just by asking you to share a little bit about your connection with the
wonderful community. Maybe for peoplethatthisis their very first-time hearingaboutit. We of course got
togivea shout outto Beth Santos, the amazing founder. She's been on The Maverick Showtwice but for
peoplethat maybe are not familiar with the community and withthe WITS Summit, or can you talkabout
your connectionand whatthe wonderfulcommunity meanstoyou?

Catarina Rivera: The wonderfulcommunity is something that I'm so glad to be apart of now.  have known
someoneinthetravelindustrywhowastellingme about it for years, but I never really plugged in. For
peoplewho don't know,the WITS Travel Creator Summit is an annual conference, butit's organized by
Wanderful, which has programmingyear-round, all focused on supportingwomenin travel. So, | wentto
the WITS Puerto Rico conference. That was my first wine, my firstexposure to the community. | really was
struck by how authentic everyone was, how welcoming they were, how many resources were being shared.
And | really love the mix of travelingand getting to do experiences in the destination, butalso doing
workshops and learning and then gettingto dance and make friends and talk to people. So, after | had that
experiencein Puerto Rico, I've been back every year since. It's really also avaluable conference for me.

One of my goals at the time as a creator was to get travel brand partnerships.And I've been able to build
my portfolio fromwonderful connections because | actually attended which virtuallythe year before
Puerto Rico, nowI'mremembering. And | got in connectionwith one ofthe sponsors through the meetings
thatyou can have with the brands. It ended up workingout that | was in Greece at theright timebecause
the sponsorwas acruise company based in Greece and they were ableto put meand my partnerona
cruise. And that was my first travel partnership thatl can think of. So, I've spoken at WITS nowthree times
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in Puerto Rico. | spoke on the main stage. Beth gave metimeto beinfront of everyoneto talk about my
story with accessibletravel.And | treated it like a TEDx talk. | was like, this is a big moment. | wantto make
surel show up. Andthe audienceresponse was so fulfillingbecausel envision. Okay, | wanteveryone, if
they'reableto stand up. Like,| want it to be that kind of moment after. And it was. Andeveryone was really
moved by my talk, so | felt like that was super validating. So, | love comingback and being a speaker,
continuingtomake surethataccessible travelis talked about and making new connections, strengthening
old ones, and gettingto know destinations.

Well, | know Puerto Rico is also an important partof yourheritage. Can youshare alittle bit
about your familybackground, whereyourparents and grandparents are from, and alittle bit about their
immigration journey coming tothe U.S.

Catarina Rivera: My grandparents on my dad's side are from Puerto Rico, and they moved to New York City.
So, my father was born in the South Bronx, like alot of other PuertoRicans at that time. Itwas definitely a
big Puerto Rican area. And on my mom's side, shewas bornin Cuba, or | will say Cuba. So,she wasbornin
Cuba, and so we had a wholefamily branch there. She came to the United States when shewas 8 years
old. So, both sides of the family cameto the U.S. for a better life, better for economic opportunity, for
stability for their families.

I think in my Cuban side, the story was told that everything was changingwhen Fidel Castrocameinto
power, that someonein thefamily, ayoungchild, gotsick, and the only thingthat curedthem or made them
better was medicinethat arelative mailed fromthe U.S. So, | think that'swhat | have been toldis the
moment where everything changed. And they said, okay, we haveto live here. We want to make sure our
kids are going to be safe and well. So that's the immigration story. | think it's reallyimportant for me
personally tohave connectionsto Puerto Rico and Cuba, because | thinkbeing able to go, I'vegone
multipletimes as a young person, as an adult, to both. You get exposed totheideathat there'ssomething
biggerthantheU.S.

It's not all about the U.S. you have a whole world out here with different cultures that have their own values,
their owninsights. And it helped me understand whatdiversity was all about. Before |l even had the
languageforit. | waslike, oh, thisis cool. This is different. | really like this aspect of this culture. Like, for
example, | lovethe warmthofPuertoRico, of Cuba, with how people greet each other, how peopletalk to
each other and are more present just sittingaround and talking. It's not about, let's have a meal quickly and
leave. No, we're going tosit around, we're goingto joke, we're going tospend timetogether. So that's justan
aspectthat | observed asayoung person.

Another thing that!'ll pointoutis my parents taughtme Spanish as my first language, eventhoughlwas
born hereintheU.S. and that has been somethingamazing for me. I've used itin my career, whether | was
a bilingual teacher back inthe Bronx, that's actually where | wentto goteach in the Bronx, orworkingin
community organizing, community engagement, being able to communicate withDominican populations
that | was working with. I've been ableto useit in that way then also socially, also in travel, justto connect
with people. I'mreally proud of my heritage and my family history.

| also want to ask you aboutyour disabilityjourney. | knowyou started wearing hearing aids
fromavery youngage, butcan you sort of take us on thatjourney up throughyour diagnosis withU sher
syndromefor peoplethat maybe have never heard of that?



Catarina Rivera: So, forpeople whoare not familiar, Usher syndromeis the most common genetic cause
of deaf blindness worldwide. And when | was ayoungpersonand my family found out that | had ahearing
disability, Usher syndrome, we didn'tknow about it at the time. We didn't know that anythingwas goingon
with my eyes. So, | grew up my whole childhood with deafness and wearing hearing aids. And thatwas my
experienceuptillthetimethat|was 17 years old. My brother also wore hearing aids. So,  had abuddy in
my disability experience because | was basically born withit. | was born with. Wasn't like | knew any other
experience. So, | think the acceptance part of it as a kid was pretty simple for me. Like, thisishowlam,
okay?Andldon'tthink | even notice the challenges or the obstacles related to disability or inaccessibility
that | was experiencing, because oftentimes the obstacles comefrominaccessibility, not frombeing
disabled.

But now looking back, | can see, oh, there aretimesin school that | probably didn't hear the teacher well,
orlwas always sitting inthe front. Now | use captionsall thetime. | don'tknow how| went through awhole
school day without captions.| must have been lip reading all day and really sitting in the front. But one
thing about my childhood is thatl was not exposed to the deaf community or American Sign Language. And
that was very common for the time thatthe medical community really didn't talkaboutthat with parents or
advisethat. And that's quite ashame, because now thatl've connected with the disability community, it's
so empowering, and it makes youfeel not alone, and it makes you learn about rich history and culture.So, |
really loveit. Butl didn'treally get to do thatuntil later in life.

When | was 17 iswhen | was diagnosed with Usher syndrome. Andthe reasonthat diagnosishappened is
becausel had gone away to karate camp with all my friends, and my brother was there as well. There was
atimethat all of us were hanging out at night, and they wanted to playa prank on one of our instructors. So,
allmy friends lined up to go outside. They bounded outside, went downsome steps, ran down ahill, and |
was ready to go. When | stepped outside, | froze completely becausel couldn't see anythingat all. It felt
likeitwas pitch black. But the comparison between my experience and all my friends being ableto run
around super easily was striking. | started in that moment, like, what is goingon? There's obviously
something going on,but 1 didn't even know. | had noidea untilthatmoment. Andthat's whatled my family
and | to look for answers. | was very quickly diagnosed with Ushersyndrome. That first kind of clueis night
blindness. Andthat happens when youare ateenager. But whatwas interestingfor us was that wedidn't
know why | had hearingdisabilities.

Andthen all of asudden, with Usher syndrome, that explained my hearingdisability as well, becauseitis a
combination of ahearing and vision disability, although thevision disabilityis the only partthatis
progressive. So thatmeans my vision has changed. | have about 5% of my vision remaining now, and that is
centralvision. So, kind of like seeing through aball window. That's avery simple way of puttingit, because
when | look far away, my window gets widerfromthe power of perspective. So, | thinkit's really kind of hard
foranyonewho'snotin my body to understand what|'m actually seeing. But that's aquick way to kind of
getatit.

So,whenlwas 17 and | found out aboutUsher syndrome, | started anew disability journey for me because
| thought I was all set.  had my hearing disability adjusted to, but now | had something new to contend with.
And it was quite scary becausethere's alot of negative narratives aboutblindness. Most people actually
fear blindness. They thinkit's one ofthe worstthings that can happentothem. And it's so sad that people
feel that way, that sight is so important, thatyour lifeis not goodwithoutit, and theydon'treally think about
what else can give life meaning and value. But | think when | was diagnosed, | really had nothingto go on. |



didn'thave exposureto positive narratives aboutblindness. The doctors who diagnosed me didn't talk to
me about what | could do in my future or connectingto other blind people. They didn't give me any
message of positivity of perspective thatl could hold. So, | had to figure it out myself. My family had to
figureit out ourselves. Andthattookquite alongtime.

Butfinally, heretoday, I'min aplace wherel can say, | totally love myself. I'm confident in who | am, and
thatincludes my disability. And | embrace the concept of disability pride, which is really justbeing proud of
whoyou are. And thatincludes all the parts ofyou, including disability. I've learned a lot from my disability
experience. |'vebecome someonewho has alot of power and astrongvoice because of all the self-
advocacy I'vedone. | thinkit strengthened my communication skills as well, my sense of bo undaries with
myself and understandingof my needs. Andit's been quite an amazing journey. It's also led to me starting
my business and really clarifyingthat | wantmy life to be meaningful. And toning into that.

What are some of the main misconceptions that people have about deafblind people and
how can non disabled people be better allies to disabled travelers?

Catarina Rivera: The main misconceptionaboutdeafblind peopleis that we're leadinghorrible lives and
we nheed to be pitied and that we can't enjoy life. It's really weirdthat people think this, butl thinkthat there
are a lotof things thatyouthinkpeople wouldn'tbelieve. But floatingaround social media, for example,
there's atrend about doubtingthe existence of Helen Keller. People saying, oh, Helen Keller wasn't real.
She couldn't write books, she couldn't fly a plane, she couldn'tdo everything thatshe did. It'sall fake. And
you think thatwouldbe ludicrous, but it's out there. It's kind of similar, | thinkwith disability, thatthere's a
lot of really damaging narratives outthere.

I've posted about my travels many, many times and howI'm deafblind and I'm enjoying my life. And that
seems to rattle people'sworlds. I've gotten comments like, why do you even go anywhere? What can you
even do? Or saying that people shouldspin me aroundin the driveway and tell melI'm somewhere else.
Likethisidea thatldon't even have awareness or toolsto know wherel am. That travel's notworth it or
what areyou goingtodo is smell the air and people have alot oftime on their hands that theyshould
spend workingon themselves. Butl think what I'm hopingto do withmy contentis showpeoplethatI'ma
vibrant personwhois living an excitinglife and that my disability is somethingthat informsmy experience,
itinforms how | live, butit doesn't mean thatl'm havingabad life or a life that's not valuable, that my lifeis
worthy justlike anyoneelse's.

So, interms of non-disabled people, whattheycan do to be better allies, | thinkit's really about ifyou'rein
thetravel space, using yourvoice to impact accessibility, tomake an investmentin it and lookfor any little
way that you can makethingsinclusive. Ifyou're posting onsocial media, there are alot of best practices
for digital accessibility that you couldbeimplementing.fyou are someonewhois organizing agroup trip,
can you look for ways to make your trip wheelchairfriendly? For example, the hotel that you're picking, are
thereaccessiblerooms? Can you lookfor those small things that can help youbean ally, thatcan help you
include disabled people. Andwhen you don't knowwhat todo, justbe a conversation starter. Askhavewe
considered accessibility? Have we considered disability?

Well, | definitely also want totalk about yourtravel experiences and maybe agood placeto
start would bejust thinking all the way back, how did yourinitialinterest in world travel startto develop?
You mentioned thetrips back to PuertoRico and Cubaand then from there, can you take us on the that
journey and what gotyouso interested and inspired to see more of the world?



Catarina Rivera: When | was goingto Puerto Rico and going to Cuba and visiting myfamily, that was very
interesting to me. | think it opened myeyes to diversity and culture from atravel perspective. | think the
biggest spark camefrom atrip that my family tookto Spain and highschoolbecause we do have some
relatives in Spain. But the main activity and purpose of the trip was to see Spain. So, | really felt like a
traveler. | didn'tfeel like afamily visit. | think we were there for maybe twoweeks. So, it was also along
time. | saw flamenco performances; | was eating well. Spain is just amazing. Andwe went to alot of
different cities. My mom booked us bus tours, which we had neverdone before, and we stayed in Madrid
and Barcelona for a longer time and that was really cool too. So, we had like a mix of tour time and our time.
Ithink onethingthatl really enjoyed about going to Spain, and | was 16 at the time of this trip, isthat | saw
how well developed it was and like they had public transportationand we went on the train and | went all
around the sidewalksand saw the architecture.

And I think that tripreally piqued my interestin seeing the worldand seeing what else was goingon beyond
theU.S. | alsoreally enjoyed speaking Spanish and being able to communicate in atotally differentplace
and have deeper conversationswith people.Butlthink asayoungperson, just havingthisideathatyou

can travel and youcan get aroundbecause peoplewho are fullynondisabled. I've met people who have
never left the country. And | think a lot of it because, you know, their family didn't take them out of a country,
they kind of lack that sense of understandingof how do you even do this? Like, how do | even go
somewhere new and figureit out? And it seemed very intimidating. But | don'tthink I'm intimidated
becausel did it with my family and it didn't seem like abig deal. We just went somewhere and we did the
same things wewoulddo here.When we got directions, we went on thetrain,we atein restaurants, and
we had a lot offun. So, to me, I think it made travel less intimidatingand superexcitingto do moreon.

Andthen canyou talkaboutsome ofyour early travel experiences as an adult? know in
college, for example, you went to Argentina, youwentto South Korea. Can yousharewhattheimpact of
some of thosetripswasonyou?

Catarina Rivera: Thetravel | did in college was definitely life changingbecauseit wasn't just travelingto
places as a tourist. | was travelingin adeeper way. | was part of a scholarship programthat justset up
sometravel experiences for us. Where, for example, my firstsummer | wentto Kentucky, to rural Kentucky,
toatownthat had about 3,000 people and population. And | appreciated that too. Gettingtoseea
completely different area of the United States. And I'd never lived in such asmall area, buttherewas so
much to do. There were arts organizations and we were engaging in music and dancingand it was just
expansivealsotogothere.

My second summer went to Argentinaand we had family homestays. So, | did ahomestayin Buenos Aires
and onein Salta, which isin the northwest of Argentina. Andthatwas super cool as ayoungpersonto live
with afamily, to eat with afamily, to talk to them. Youget to learn about daily lifein away that you would
notgetto ifyou are Just even making alocal friend on atrip. So that was reallydeep in terms of travel and
exciting. And | also volunteered with the governmentagency for the prevention of substance abuse and
addiction. So, | was going tocommunity centers and meetingyoungpeople as well. And | thinkl did a salsa
dance class forthem at onetime and then travelingwith other classmates, so also formingbonds with my
friends. I think I really loved the connections that | made on that style of travel. Andso that's probably what
has made me a fan of sustainable travel, slowtravel, supporting locally owned businesses, looking for
thosewaysto really connect more deeplyin destinationsand be aware of your privilege and be aware of
your power and how you can leave a betterimpact rather thanbeing like ataker.



Andthen South Koreawas thefirst timel had gone somewhere wherel did not knowthelanguage and |
was 19. So, thegood thingfor meis that my friend also went there. We were not staying together, but she
was Korean. So, when | was with her then | had experiences where she was translating for me. And it also
challenged meto figureit out when | was with my host family becausel also stayed with afamily there. |
justhadtofigureit out. | don'tthink Google Translate was out at thattime. | made friends with the littlest
child in the family because we could just play and have fun and | just stretched myself. | feel like that really
stretched me and gave me even more confidenceto travel. Goingsomewherewhere | didn't understand
thelanguage, butbeing ableto experienceit and realize that | can do thistoo. Andthat offers me
something different,to bein aculturethat| didn'thave any previous exposure to. So, | really enjoyed
learning about Korean culture and being there.

Yeah, Koreais an amazing place. | was based in Seoul for about five weeks backin 2018. As
you know, | travel the world fulltimetooand I'm also intothe slow travel just likeyou are. And it's so
amazing when you can immerse into these places. Argentina as well has such aspecial place in my travel
journey. When | left the U.S. completely got rid of all my stuff and just decided to do the full-time digital
nomad thing. Argentinawas my very first destination and | wentto Buenos Aires forthree months and I've
been back multipletimes to Cordobaand BuenosAires again and otherplaces. So, lovethose two
countries. Justlast week though, Catarina, | was in Montreal, Canada and | know Montreal has a significant
place inyourtravel journey as well. And|l want to ask you ifyou can share alittle bit about yourtrip to
Montreal, which | understand was yourfirst solotrip withthe white cane, and maybe just contextualize
thatin sort ofyour journeyleading up todeciding to use the white cane and then what the Montreal trip
was likeforyou and theimpact thatit had.

Catarina Rivera: That'sso cool. | didn’tknow you have these connections with South Korea and Argentina,
so | lovethat, we could talk more about that offline. So,yeah, let's talkaboutthe white cane. Not everyone
uses a white cane. It's actually avery small percentage of blind people that do. Anestimated 2 to 8% of
blind people use awhite cane, and then the percentageis also pretty small for guide dog users. Whatare
therest ofblind people doing? Well, the fact that blindnessis aspectrum gives you aclue that alot of
peoplehave someusablesight and they arerelying on that. And that's what | was doingfor along time.|
was living in New York City. | knew | had a progressivevisiondisability. But noonetellsyou it'stimeto usea
cane now, or at least no onein my life did.

Therewasn't abenchmark that my doctors are watching for exactly, butl knew thatmy visionwas
changing. And about four years before | started using awhite cane, atrainer thatl was working withfrom
the Helen Keller National Center for the Blind broughta caneto one of our sessions, and | was in my
neighborhood. She had cometo my home. She wanted meto try usingthe cane. Howev er,| was not ready.
She had not prepared me ahead oftime for this. | didn't knowthis was happening. | didn'twanttoopen a
cane and go outin my neighborhoodwhere people knew me and start walking withit. So, | felt very
pressured, and | thinkit created moreresistancefor meto actually startusingone. So, after thatday, | was
like, | do not like that. And alot of blind peopleresist usinga cane. It can feel scary. It can feel like
everyone's going to look at you. And I think there's alot of concern about, like, other people's perceptions
and howthey aregoingto thinkaboutit and feel about you.So that was ablocker for mefor along time.

However, when | gotanew job that required meto workin midtown in avery busy area after onewinter,
becausethesun set so early in thewinter and | had to navigate in the dark, leavingfrom work, that was so
stressful, I did not enjoy it. | felt | was making it Harder on myself by not using a cane when it could help me.



So, | madethechoice. | said, okay, I'm goingto get canetraining.|'m goingto learn how to useit, and then
next winter, | won't haveto be so stressed or feel like at any time | could bump intosomething| didn't want
toinjure myself. So that'swhenl gotthe canetraining.l had just turned 30. I think at thattime that | was
getting the training, and it was just atime of shifting, of tryingsomethingnew. [t was really scary to usea
cane. Yes, peopledid stare at me. Yes, they were confused because | wear glasses. So now they seeme
with glasses, and I'm using acane, and they have questions.

Butthat's because peoplereallydon'tunderstand blindness.And there's agroup of people thatwill
accuse blind people of faking their blindness. You would see this happen alot to Stevie Wonder. Anytime
Stevie Wonder does somethingthatpeoplethink, oh, blind people shouldn't be able to do that because
they'renot educated. Theydon'tknowthey're accusing him of faking his blindness. It's been happening for
years. So that's justafamous personexample. So, | was scared ofwhat peoplewere goingto say to meon
thesubway orinthe street. Butguess what? | gotover it, because|'m notlivingmy life for them. I'm living
my life for me. So that was an exercisein confidence, for sure, to go out,open the cane, and say, okay, I'm
not concerning myselfwith anybody else but my ownexperience. I'm doing this to be safe and get around.
Okay. So, when | got to that point, that kind of supercharged my confidencein ageneral way, like my
general confidence asa human.

Andwhen | decided to do asolo trip to Montreal, that was something thatcame out of that feeling
confident in this journey, like, stage of my life where | wanted to have adventures, | wanted to do new things.
And | had neverreally doneasolo trip thatwas for fun. Notto go to aconference, notto visitafriend. |
didn'treally countitasasolo tripif| was just on aplaneand then | met someone at the place, like, visiting
afriend. So, | decided on Montreal becauseit was ashort flightaway from New York.| knew the public
transitwas good, and | thought therewouldbe alot to do. And I felt like it was goingto be safe. And | looked
up thingsto do.l had the besttimein Montreal it was thefirst timethat | had travel ed withmy canein this
way as well. So, | practiced usingit all the time. | wasn't usingit all the timein New York. | was being kind of
selective.

Butwhenyou'rein anew environment, it reallyis helpful becausel don'tknow anything around me. It also
helps people know to give me some extraspace, and they don't make assumptions thatl'mrude or
bumpinginto them. They give me positive assumptions, oh, she probably doesn't see me. So that was
really awonderful experience. And,yeah, | did afew things withthis trip. | bookedaroominside an
apartment where my hostwas awoman, and she lived there, too. So that made me feel safe. My goal was
really to push myself, to grow, totake chances, and to seewhat it was like to solo travel. | contactedsome
salsagroupstofind out about salsa dancing, and | ended up attending an outdoor salsadancingpartyin
Olympic Park by myselfand had so much fun. | figured out my way around navigating public transit, and |
actually madeatravel friend. | was crossing the street in the middle of the street because the crosswalk
was so far away.

So, | crossed areally big street when no cars were coming. And onthe otherside, there was agentleman
standing on the street, and he startedtalking to me. He was like, whoa, how'd youdo that? Becausein his
view, I'm just fully blind. But | explained to him, yeah, | have some remaining sight. So, | looked left and right,
and | wentforit. And | found outthat hewasn'tjust aguy hangingouton the street. He actually own ed the
business behind him. Andit's called Waxman House. And Waxman House, they do men's suits. Theytailor
and make suits. They also have abarber shop. And | thinkhe has an espresso counter nowformal wear. So,
they'vebeen around since 1927. And he gave me a tour of his business, and wewere just chatting away. So,



after that, he offered his son to take meto the local market. So, | gotatour guidefor alittle bit, and he also
took meto ajazz venuethat | wouldn'thave knownabout, this really cool jazzshow and got the best
bagels aswell. So, | had alot of fun. And I really just learned thatsolotravel was not scary, thatyou
actually make connectionswhileyou'retravelingsolo. You meet people, and that traveling with Mike Hayne
was something | would be comfortable with and that it enhanced mytravel.

Well, | know thatsalsadancingis one ofyour core passions and something that youdo all
overtheworld.Canyousharealittle bit aboutthat and about the differences in salsadancing culture
around theworld? Forexample, | just afew years ago, wentto Caliin Colombiafor thefirst time,and the
Salsa Calefiathat they do thereis awholedifferent type of sport.So, I'm curious, just yourexperience as
your salsadance around the world, whatsome of those experiences have been like for youand whatsalsa
dancingin general meanstoyou.

Catarina Rivera: | guess the mostimportant thing that | would say about salsadancingis that | really think
it's about joy. It's about passion and having fun. Andso, I'm notreally aproponentofthe ballroom style of
salsabecause | find it to be more stiffand more about performance.When you're on the dance floor and
you'rein community with otherpeople and community withthe music, it's n otreally about performance.
You're not performing for others. You are tappinginto freedomand joy and feeling really presentin the
moment. And that's what| love about salsadancing. | am not thinking about anythingelse. And when I'm
dancing, especially with someonewho is a good leader, then | am expressing myself so fully and so joyfully.
So, I really lovethat.And if | feel like someoneis spinning me too much or, you know, just like, notreallyin
thejoy aspect ofit, that I don't enjoy it as much.

Sothat'sonething aboutsalsadancing that | hope people kind of take to heart, becausel think there are
peoplewho could have agreat timethat keep themselves off the dance floor. Dancing is ahuge part of
Latino culture, and there are so many different styles of dance, and it's so important to acknowledge the
drum and theinstrumentsthat came from Africathat theninfluenced the culture and, in some ways, don't
get proper credit for how theroots of salsacame from and other dances. So, growingup, | danced socially
with my family at family parties and things or New Year's parties. Butl didn'treally gettogo deep into salsa
untill went to college and | wentto Duke in North Carolina. Andthere are alot of Latinos in the area. So,
therewere some parties that were happeningthatl started goingto.And | was tryingdesperately every year
to getinto the salsadancing performance club at Duke, which was called Sabrosura.

And every year | try out, and they wouldn'ttake me. And then finally| mad e it my junior year, and | was so
excited to be a member. They practice Rueda de Casino. And Rueda de Casino isadance whereyou
switch partners.It'ssalsa, butit'saCuban style wherethere'sactuallyone personin thecirclewho's a
caller, and they call out different moves, and everyone does the same move at the sametime. So, it looks
very synchronized. One of the moves is to switch partners, and they'll say,dame. And so, you switch. But |
think what is so interesting to me nowthat | was doingthis, this is actuallynotsomethingl can do now
becausel never hear whatthe person saying, the colorin there. There are hand signs, butusually I'm
spinning and I'm not goingto catch the sign. And | also justfind it difficult spatiallyto make sureI'm inthe
right place. So, | prefer now todancejust oneon one.

Butin college, | was doing thatwell at the casino,l wasinthere. So thatwas alot of fun. I think thatwith
salsadancing, with travel, onething I've learned is that it's kind of hard so metimes to find the right
information for whereto go, becauseyou'rejust droppingintoaplace, you don'tknow the local scene. If
you'relocal, youknow, oh,no onegoestothat spot-on Tuesdays. Everyone goes to this otherspot.So, one



of thebest thingsyoucan doisifyou can find out about thelocal WhatsAppgroupfor the salsadancers.
That'swherethey send all the event flyers, and you can start to find outaboutthe local event. Andmy
friend has donethis, butl don'tknowhowshegot in there. Maybe through Facebook. | think sometimes
Facebook events are advertised, and then they say, oh, join the WhatsAppgroup. So that's one thing.

Buttherearedifferent styles of salsa. As you were saying, Cubahas adifferent basic step. Thenyouhavea
different step in Puerto Rico, in Colombia. But whenyoureally know howto dance, that doesn't matter as
much. | don't want to make light of it, but it'skind of like arecipe variation, but youknowthefundamentals.
So, if you can keep the beat, then you can adjustto adifferent step. There's also, with ballroom, alot of
salsastaught on adifferent beat, and that's called on tworegular salsas on theone, and it just means that
your frontfootisin front of youonthefirstbeat ofthe eight countotherwise. And on two, your frontfoot is
infrontofyou onthe second beat. So, it kind of shifts everything forward.| don'tknowwho came up with
this. Some people say, oh, it's smoother, it's more elegant.| don'tsubscribe to that. I really like Cuban style
salsa. | likethemusica lot. | like dancing on one. And| thinkeveryone shoulddance and express
themselvesintheway thattheyhavethe mostfun with it.

Now | have different visual field than | used to. Well, dancingis very interesting. Sometimes my partner
goesout and finds medancepartners. Hebrings them over. The best thingis to go to aparty that's not
actually ataclub. That's for dancers. You wantto go to asocial, and that's where people switch partners
andyou'reusuallyveryfriendlyand interact with you. But when you're someone new and you're coming
into asocial where people know each other, sometimes youdon'tget asked to dance. So, | find that
challenging. But alot of placesI'vegoneto have been very welcoming. Andthethingthatltrytodoisjust
kind of smile and dance on the side. And then when someone asks me to dance, | tell them quicklyifl have
enough time. I say | havelimited vision. Andthere's amovethat alot of people do wheretheyput ahand up
andyou'resupposedto grabit. Butthere's notactile cue or way to knowthatthe handis up. So, | tell them,
don'tdothat, orI'mgoing tomissthat.Ifthey do that.

Sometimes | can catch it becausel can kind of feel, oh, they might have ahand up. Butoftentimes|can't
catchit. So, I'vebeen doing that lately. And I've also been askingthem to, after wefinish the dance, bring
me back to the same place where | was standing.Bringmeback there, becausel'll get lost. I'llbe turned
around and | won't knowwherel am. And thenthe nextdance starts. And once people are moving, itis
harder to get offthedancefloor. | don't wantto catch an elbow tomy face.

Well, | also want to ask you about another countrythatl knowyouand | both love and
appreciate, which is Japan. | have been back to Japan now threetimes. | spentmy first monthin Japanin
Tokyo. Literally didn'tleave the city because | was like, how can anythingbe more amazing than Tokyo? But
thenlwentback toforanother monthand | was based in Osaka. And then | went back for athird month
and | was based in Kyoto and started travelingaround tosome of the other places like Miyajima and
Naoshimaand Hiroshima. Japan has asuperimportant placein my heart. Andl wantto ask youaboutyour
trip toJapan. | knowyouarealover ofteaand | would love to hear aboutyour teaexperiencein Japan, but |
also saw thatyou tried soup sumo wrestlingin Japan. So, we'd love to justhear the overall experience and
highlights fromyourJapan trip.

Catarina Rivera: You arevery wellresearched, by theway.| love thatyouare diggingintoall these trips and
thatyou have pulled together all this information about what I've done withoutme tellingyou. So,you're
amazing for that.



Thankyou.

Catarina Rivera: Yeah, for Japan. | have awhole series on my YouTube channelright now wherel am
dropping, | think, 12 videos about myexperiencein Japan. So, ifyou wantto reallygo deep to my
experience, that's the placeto go BlindishLatina or my name, Catarina Rivera on YouTube, butokay. And|
loveteain an extremeway. Let's say | plan my day around it. So rightnow, | have eaten lunch at a specific
timeso thatl will digest my lunch,that | like to leave two hoursafter | eatto haveteas. |I'mgoingto havea
matcha latteright after this Japan. | spentone month and one of the things thatl love about Japan and |
was so excited was to experience Japanese green tea, because from aflavor profile perspective, that's my
favoritegreen tea. | love Japanese sencha, especially in matcha. So, I've already been doing that.

Butwhen|wentto Japan, | wentforonemonth and.And | worked with atravel advisornamed Sequoia. Her
company is called Puebla York because she focuses on sustainable travel and also slowtravel in Japan
and Mexico. So, | met her at wits. When | met her at the WITS conference, | said, oh, I'm going toworkwith
you oneday. | kind of kept herin mind. When | actually decided to go, whatshe did was help us select the
cities weweregoing to and the order and howto avoidthe crowds. So, one city she selected was Toyama.
Toyamais on the opposite coast from Tokyo. | would never have picked that city on myown.ltended up
being one of our favorites. So, I'mreally glad thatwe worked with her.

She also recommended us to go to Hakubain Nagano Prefecture. My partner wanted to snowboard, and
when wewentthere, it was actually still snowing. It was March, butwe still gotthe winter experience and
Hakubaand sherecommended agreat hotel too.So, we were ableto do so muchin our trip. We went to
Tokyo, wewent toHakuba, we went to Toyama, Kanazawa on aday trip. We went to the Gifu Prefecture.
Thatwas all me becausel saw the experience, |l wanted to do thereand | ended up just booking around
that went to Kyoto, Osaka, and it was incredible. And | just recorded avideo todayaboutthe tea
experiences. So, | had teaall thetime. I'll never get over justsitting in arestaurantand havingsomeone
bringyou green teaas adefault drink and just refilling it. | was in heaven. I've never been somewhere where
teaisthedefault likethat. And|just lovedit.

Some of the things that werereally, really excitingaboutteathere. | wentto matchafarm outside of Kyoto
in Wazuka called D Matcha. They arerunning anincredible business and experience. Their matchais
grown without pesticides, without insecticides. They are direct to consumer, so they're ableto make a
living alot easier than other farmers who are sellingto distributorswho unfortunately they're not getting
paid enough. And thentheyhave abunch of programsgoingon. They haveinternships thatare super
competitive. Hundreds of people are applyingfor internshipstherefor just 20 spots. They have tourism,
you can stay there. They have accommodations. They also are running toursall thetime. Andthat's what
wedid, a day tour wherethey picked us up fromthetrainstation. Theyhad abranded bu s;it was very
comfortable. We got totour the farm, walkin thefields with thetea, pick tea leaves which they fried for us
and we ate them and that was delicious.

We went up to atemple and Dimatrais actually financially maintaining the temple. They talked alittle bit
also about theirimpact onthetown. It'sone ofthose areas in Japan that the populationis decreasing
becauseit's an older population. So, they're workingto revitalize that their full-time employees haveto live
there. They're bringing people to there throughtheir business, whichis really cool. They also had tastings.
We tasted three different senchas, three different matchas. We grinded matcha. We also had lunch where
it was everythingwas teainfused. So, | had matchaTan Tan noodles and they had dessertand a store. So, |
got packs and packs of matcha. Loved it.


https://www.youtube.com/@CatarinaRivera

Also, | lookedfor afew women owned teabusinesses. | visited ateashopin Toyamathatis over130years
old and they have aproprietaryblend that only they make oftea. And I tried that and it was womenowned
as well. Itjust didn't eventaste like teato me. [t was the most complex sour multilayered flavor. | haveitin
the cabinet now and I'm lookingforward to getting surprised byit again. | haven'thad it since Japan. Also
went toawoman owned teaplacein Osakathat | had the best matchalattethat|'ve ever had in my life
there. It was so creamy and so well blended and so perfectly balanced withthe matcha. And she was kind
of like abig personality to tellthe owner. That placeis called Mizu Tekiteki. So, | have my spots that | was
abletoreally enjoy.

And | did a tea ceremony in Hakuba with also awoman ownedbusiness. She was wearing akimono. She
teaches the history how to properly makeit. She goes through all the steps and it's veryregimented. It's
really interestingto seethehistoryand | think pay proper respectto the history of Natcha. So that was
really, really cool. And | gotto tryon akimono coat. All the kimonosthat she had in the space belongedto
her mother, shesaid. So, she's giving them like new life by wearing them through her business. Andl hope
more peoplego to her Hakubateaceremonies because shereally knows her stuff and it was very
enlightening. Andshewas so organized. Likethere was ahandoutwith all theinformationand that's the
kind of stuffthat helps with accessibilitythat people mightnot even realize they're doingthatis accessible.

But whenyou have everythingwritten out, in addition to sayingit verbally,you are supporting people with
accessibility, with understanding of information and working with differentbrains. Like you're giving that
support. So, | loved Japan so much. | met the founder of Accessible Japan while| was there. He's a
wheelchair user who's Canadian, buthe's been therefor areally longtime. And so, he's been doingworkto
influence and really provide informationto travelers aboutwhat's accessible and what the experience is
like. Their wheelchair accessibility is prettygood in Japan. Buthe said one problem that reallyremains is
bathrooms. Youcan getinto aplacebutitdoesn't mean you'regoingto be ableto usethe bathroom.A lot
of businesses.

So, I think just like any placein theworldthere'smoreto do. Butl really was impressed from accessibility
perspective. Also, justhowin restaurants the defaultis to have bright lighting and nomusicon. That's
something thatl can count on aroundtheworld. And people were speaking pretty quietly most places. So, |
felt like very relaxed from a hearing perspective, because noise people don't reallyrealize, | think until you
are out of having daily noise aroundyouall the time, you don't really realize the impact. Butas aperson
with ahearing disability, | definitelynotice and | have listeningfatigue and sometimes | just wantsilence. |
need a break. So, Japan was amazing for that.

| totally agree about the traditional Japanese tea ceremony and howincredibly specialitis to
dooneofthose. So, | have been recommendingthatto everyone as well. But youtried sumowrestling
whileyou werein Japan. What was that experience like because | did not do that.

Catarina Rivera: So, in Tokyo, there's actually a lot of opportunities. The one that | did, the sumowrestling
was oneopportunity, butthere's many of them.Whatitis, it's basically like adinner show. It's providinga
job opportunityfor retired sumowrestlers. So, there weretwoin our show thatwere actually doing the
sumo. So, wewere at arestaurant. It was organized around asumoring. There were two wrestlers there,
and therewas an announcer. And the announcer explained therules of sumo wrestling. They
demonstrated therules, thethingsnottodo, thethings to do. Andthen they fought each other in three
demonstrationmatches.



Andthen after that, thewholerest of the experience was everyone who was therewho wanted to puton a
sumo suit and alittle hat with it's like arubber cap that had atop knoton it, and you couldget in thering
and they would assignyouone ofthe wrestlers. One of them was bigger than the other one. They gave my
partnerthebigger one.l got the smaller guy, and he was so funny. Andtheyreally justdecided based on the
person whether they were kind of fightyoufor real or whether theywere just going toplay aroundand be
funny. So, withme, he didn't really have to defend super hard. I'm notas strong as him. So, | was just like
pushing and pushing. Andthen helet me win for fun. But then my partner, they saw that he was serious. He
wrestled in high school. So,he approached thering like readyto go. So, he was. Buthethought hewas
going towin. The sumo wrestler, this is what he did, my partner came in with so much energy thatthe sumo
wrestler simply backed up. And whenit was like the edge of thering, helifted his foot up and just tumed.
Andthen my partner stepped outfirst.So, he was out of bounds. Andthat's howyoulose.

But he, untilhe saw thevideo, didn't even realize whathappened because it was really quick. Butfor these
wrestlers, they've been doing thisforyears and years and years. So, thisis like a really simple movefor
them. Butyeah, hewas alittle. My partneris alittle disappointedthat he didn'thave abetter showing. But
thewholepointistohavefun. You're notgoingto win against a professional. But they were so great with
theaudience. They were so funny. And it's really for the experience. | did look at actual sumowrestling
competitionsand | saw they runthreetimes ayear, but the schedule didn'talign.Wewouldhaveto go out
of our way with ouritinerary. But there was like, we were almostable to makeit. So, ifyou reallywant to
see thereal thing, thereis that opportunity three times ayear with the official tournaments.

Yeah. And | have been as a spectator to a sumo match, which is super special. And definitely,
if you can see one, you shoulddefinitely try todo it. Anothercountrythat is one of my very favorites is
Portugal, and I try to gothroughaboutevery year.| was just therein May ofthisyear.l knowthatyou led a
trip to Portugal for disabled travelers. Can you share alittle bit about thattrip and the impact that that trip
had onyou and the other travelers that participated?

Catarina Rivera: This trip was afew years ago and it was an accessible trip to Portugal that | co-hosted
with Portugal 4all Senses, which is awomen owned accessibletravel companyin Portugal. | actually
found themwhen | went toLisbon with asprained ankle and | had limited mobility. | wenton Google and |
was looking for what's accessiblein Lisbon and they had writtenan article about basically theflat areas
and areas they recommended for people with mobility disabilities or wheelchair users. And so, | just read
their article, took their advice, and | went to this big plazabased on their advice. Andthat's how| started to
getintouch with them. I said, well,| want to talkto them.They're doing accessibletravel. Let's link up.

I had a phonecall with one ofthefounders and it was just such asynergy. [t was so easy to partner with
them. ldon'tthinkl've had an easier partnershipwhereit's justlike, hey, yeah, let's do something. Okay,
you'lldo this,I'lldo this. Allright. And we just did it. We ended up launching this trip and it was about a
week long. | wastheoneresponsible for marketing it and | gave them advice on the actual itinerary and
they did all the logistics and everything. There was areal partnership there. We had so many different
disabilities represented on the trip. | thinkwe had eight to 10 travelers and everythingfrom like chronic
illnessesto blind people, we had deaf people, autistic travelers, learning disabilities,and alot of people
had like multiple disabilities. Wheelchairuser as well.

We actually had adeaf blind travelerwho got injured and thenhad atemporary physical disability as well.
So, becausethetrip was already accessible and Portugal Falls had an equipmentpartner, all we did was
we got her a scooter, an electric scooter that shewouldn'thaveto walk. So, | was thinking about that. How



beautifulisit that shedoesn't haveto cancel her trip. If this had notbeen an accessible trip, then she
would have not been ableto go anymore dueto her injury. So, it's just showing the power of accessibility.

So, I really loved justthe communitythatwas built.| thinkthat was athingthat people mighthave signed
up thinking, oh, I'm going tosee Portugal,I'm goingto experience Portugal. Butthey were so impacted by
beingin a group of cross disability group people with different disabilities, all validating each other,
affirming each other, existing exactly as they were. No one havingto feel weird or like aburden ifthey have
an excess need or people being super understanding of breaks, of just supportingeach other and feeling
fully seen and able to exist exactly asyou are is not something that everyone has felt in their daily life. So, |
think that was really beautiful. And some peoplereallyhad not been on aflight even bythemselves. So,
themtaking those moments of courage to participate,I'm super proud ofthem.

We did a lot of activities that aren't that differentthanwhat anon-disabled group woulddo, but it was just
adjusted or thoughtabout, thoughtfully designed. So, for example, we did atile painting activity at thetile
museum and there were tactile elements of that museum. You could touch thetiles. So that was really
working for alot of people. And at our hotel in a privateroom, we had afado experience. And fadois a
traditional musicin Portugal with singers and guitarists.| don'tknowif there's another instrument, butwe
had them cometo thisroom. So, it was just for us thatwas really, really fun. We got toask questions and
we gotto engage with them. Butalso, it was more comfortable because we didn't have to go anywhere. It
was right at our hotel. And we had wine and we had little snacks and we gotto touch theinstruments and
stuff. So that was just an example of a way that we made it accessible and the selection of hotel as well.
Beingin a flat area near the water, we were able to get around thatareaindependentlyfor ourfree time.

And so that wasreally cool for metoo becausel had been doing this workfor awhile. Butwhen | was
actually on thetrip,just observingother people's experiences, hearingfrom them, | learned so much thatl
can now talk aboutand sharein my trainingson accessible travel and disability for the travel industry. |
have so many examples that | witnessed onthis tripand recently actually co-hosted adisability
empowerment retreat in Utah at the National Ability center with aparticipant from this Portugaltrip who
she's also a speaker and author. And wejoined up to co-hostover there aretreat thatcombined adaptive
outdoor recreation, community building and self-advocacy. And we talked all aboutinternalized ableism
with that group and it was a big success as well. So, | love those moments to really connect to community
and be ontheground, beinitwith people becauseit's onenice break from me doing my travel.

Well, | also want to talk to you abit about youractivism journey. When you think all the way
back, can you talk abouthowyour politics and your worldview and your passionand commitment toso cial
justice evolved into supporting the variousintersectional struggles against oppression that you are so
committed to today?

Catarina Rivera: The biggestthingfor me was when | was in high school, | was workingin the summer at a
nonprofit that was focused onLatino youthin my area. They were doingall these programs, youth
development programs, and | was on an advisory boardfor them along with program participants. | was the
only onewhois notaprogram participant. Gettingto know these other youngpeople whowe shared the
experience of being Latin A in the United States, but we had very different experiences. Our economic
backgroundand our privilege were an eye opener for me of how much privilege honestly, I've had in my
day-to-day life. Both of my parents have graduate degrees, | grewup inahouse and I've lived in this my
whole childhoodin the same place with good schools.



And | thinkthat fromthat kindof moment, workingwith that non-profit and having thatexperience, | knew
that | wanted to do somethingwith my privilege. Like whydo | have all this privilege? For me it wasn't worth
it to haveall this privilege or | wasn't going to do something with it. Andl was tryingto figure out what that
would be. So that'swhen lin college | started Workingin education and takingeducationclasses. So that
was my firstidea, was like, okay, I'llgo intothe school system.And | became abilingual elementary school
teacher in this Bronx. | was workingwith Spanish speakers, and so all of my studen ts were Latino. That felt
like I'mreally giving back to my community. But it all started as ayoung person, recognizing that | had
opportunities, | had access, | had acertain level of security and safety that allowed meto succeed and
allowed meto dream big. And not everyone had that.

Canyou talk alittle bit morethenaboutyour professional journeyand then oninto your
entrepreneurialjourney and theremote companythatyoubuiltand runtodayand how you've integrated a
lot of your advocacy and your passion into that.

Catarina Rivera: So, when | started my career, | was ateacher and | learned a lot from that experience. |
also got my master's degreein education. At thattime, | was constantly lookingfor what| was passionate
about and wherel could make arealimpact. After four years in the classroom, | felt thatthatwas not it for
me. The only way to growin education was to growoutofthe classroominto administration, and that
wasn't motivating me. So, | decided to quit my job at 25 years old. And | started acommunity health
program in Washington Heights, wherel was living. That's in uptown Manhattan in New York City. | started
this program called Healthy Kids in the Heights. Itwas free fitness classes for kids. Then | turned itintoa
parent education program. | was fundraising, | was doing social media, | was making connections, getting
donations fromlocal businesses. That taught me so much. | also gained alot of belief in myselfbecause
therewas anidea. Andthenitbecameareality and | did that. So just havingthatexperience, | think,gave
me so much more confidencein being an entrepreneurand thinkingthatway.

Although it wasn'taway to make money, it was not abusiness, it was anon -profitstartup. So that, you
know, | couldn'tdoitforever. Andl learned alot too, because | was working at the problem from an
education lens, thinking, okay, we haveto educate people.Butas | was doing thework, | learned that
there's actually systemsat work here. There'soppression, there's things thatarenotin people's everyday
choices, notin their control, that have to be changed. So that sparked meto go intopublic health and work
in the non-profit sector and see how organizations were tryingto make systemic change.How are they
trying to do that? So that's what | spent the next nineyearsdoing. Andl got my master'sin public health. At
the same time, | worked in anon-profitin Harlem and after schooleducation. Then | was workingon
asthmapreventionand support.

Andthen | switched intofood security work at alarge non-profit in New York called City Harvest. And when
| worked for them, whatwas very cool about that job is | was acommunity engagement personfor my
neighborhood, for Washington Heights and Inwood. So, all the connections that! builtwith healthykidsin
theHeights, | was ableto tap into that and useit again. | was out in the communitywherel lived using
Spanish, talking topeople. And one of the things that | did there was start agroup called the Washington
Heights/Inwood Food Council. Andthefood council was focused on foodjustice. It was somethingthat
didn't exist before, and we created it. [t wasn'tme making it happen. | had community memberson a
steering committee and we did it together. Andthat was areally meaningfuland valuable experiencefor
me to learn how to try to create aleadership structure that brings everyonein with shared poweras an



organizer. Andhow do you build avision when people have differentopinions? So that was super
interesting.

| worked on that for four years and then | exited the organizationso that | couldtravel theworld. Butl am
super proud thattheyare fully sustainable. We worked really hard so that they willbe able to continue and
expand beyond.And they have. They have expanded beyondwhatthey were doing withme. They've made
new programs, new initiatives. They're stillaround. They stillhave acommunitygarden. Nowthey're doing
food distribution. They're doing so many cool things. So, I've alwaysloved startingthings. Andwhether that
was for making money or not was | never reallyfound the way to startsomethingthat | could also make my
living until | did Blindish Latina. And even before Blindish Latina, | did try.| started a sustainable travel
company and we did onetrip to Puerto Rico. That'sawhole other story. Very cool. Butwiththe pandemic,
it was notviableto workon thatmore.So Blindish Latinaended up being my firstbusinessthat really was a
business and it enabled meto leave my job and | started it as an Instagrampage.

It was fun to talk about my disability journey nowthat | was super confident and using my caneand |
wanted other peopleto learn about blindness. | wanted to address these stigmas and smash them. | talk a
lot about stigma smashing and my community of stigma smashers. So, | was just havingfun sharing my
story. Then I realized wait, | can do somethingwiththis. This can be a business. And | positioned myself as
a public speaker in the disability space. | worked to set thatup, makinga speaker reel, putting alot of
contenton LinkedIn, creating abig launch moment where | collaborated with lotsof other people. |
launched officially in 2021. | left my full-timejob in 2022 and I've been doingfull time public speaking,
consulting, working with organizations, and even brand partnerships with social media.

So, I don'tjust do travel partnerships. | also work in the disability and accessibility side of things. So, atthe
beginning oftheyear, | did apartnership with all laundry because they came out with alaundry detergent
thathas a QR code for blind people on their label now thatencodes important information and that's
called Navi lens. So, | worked withthem to announce that new feature. That's justan example, but | love
what | do and I've always followed the nextright thingfor myself. There'sno way | could have guessed that
I'd bedoing thistoday whenl started my career. So that's always my advice for other people. Be open. Be
expansive. Keep learning.Because each thing that you learn, if you take thatto heart, then you willopen
yourselfupin anew direction asyou adjustto whatyou're learning. Youdon'tknow what's around the
corner.

Well, | have now watched your TEDx talktwice. | want toencourage everyone else to watch
it as well. We're going to link it up in the shownotes alongwith all of the other ways to finding content. Can
you talk alittle bit about the way that you currently design yourlifestyle? You've mentioned your
relationship partnerwho you traveltogether, and I'm wondering if you have any tips on travelingwith a
relationship partneras well as the concept of slow traveland immersive travel and why you choose that
andthen any other tipsin therethatyou mightgive specifically to disabled folks that mightbe at the earlier
stageoftheirtravel journey.

Catarina Rivera: Ifyou'rejust starting yourtravel journey and youwant to travel, | highlyrecommendthe
book the One-Way Ticket Plan by Alexa West. She's another Bessie Awardwinner and | found the book to
be really informative on the different pathwaysfor travel. Gettingpeople to thinkaboutteaching English
abroad, for example, or getting creative about how you can travel nowinstead of waitingaround. So, you
don't need aromantic partner to travel,youdon'tneed the perfect conditions oryoucan still pay down
debt. Ifyou'retraveling, you havetotravel to places whereit fits yourbudget, for example. Butyes, I think
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forme, thewaysthat|'ve been traveling now, I've tried differentthings. | didn't haveit all perfectin the
beginning. | tried sometripsthat were stressful because we were changinglocations toomany times.

So now | slow down even more whenever possible. Werent alot of apartments, so we do use Airbnb, even
though | wouldloveto supportanother platform orrentfrom locals, becausethen we have aplaceto cook,
to work, to do laundry. Laundry is somethingthat | think people also don'talwaysrecognize that when
you'retraveling, you'renoton vacation.Justbecausel travel the worlddoesn'tmean that every day I'm out
sightseeing and I'm doinglaundry.We're goinggrocery shopping. We're goingto the dentist in Chile. Yeah, |
justwentto thedentistin Chile. | have ateam member who helps meresearch because every placethat|
gothat's new, that| need ahaircut, | need anew person to do my haircut,for example, or my dentist or
whatever. Sheworks in my business.

One ofthethings that she doesis researches things for us withtravel. AndI've even had her plan full trips
forusjustbecausel have otherthings that | need to do.So that's really fun when we go on vacation and
she's planned the whole experience, and | give,youknow, | give advice, | look it over. Butbecauseyou're
constantly planning. So anytime that | can get supportwith the planning, | do get that support. | make
decisions a lot quicker now as well. Whenyou're not planningavacation that's monthsaway, avacation
that's months away, you can spend so muchtime planning it. Butifyou'retravelingall the time, you'rejust
like, okay, | need ahotel. Thisone'sfine. Youknow, you just. You justgo. | have alot of shortcuts, and | have
procedures. One procedurethatis really helpful for meis how we set up in new accommodations. Like,
what do wedo first? What do we actually do? | have that as a YouTubevideo, mywhole process.And I'min
Budapestinthevideo, actually newly in anew apartment. And we're goingaround the apartmentand
showing youhowwe get acclimated.

It's amix of things related to mydisability, like finding the light switches, findingthe outlets. But | think
anyonehasto dothosekindsofthingsin anew space. Figuringout what thislight switch Does. Where are
you going to put yourthings? Just understanding obstacles. So that's something that | think is good
becausewhen you travel you use alot of yourbrain power.And so, anytimeyou can save brain power, it's
helpful sothatyoucan actually enjoywhereyou are traveling. With my partner,we have found the way that
works forus and wetry to check in beforetransitions and communicate about whatwe need to try to avoid
problems.

Andthen everyone also has to be self-aware and do the best you can for yourself. | have anxiety whenl|
takeflights and that's verycommoneven for people who travel often alot ofthem do have anxiety. So
don'tfeel like someonewho travels all thetime doesn'thave anxiety. | download entertainment, I'll
download amix of things. So, if 'm feeling like reality, | have something. IfI'm feeling aromantic comedy, |
have something. | justgive myself awhole mix. And | have books readyto go and all these thingsto make
surethat| can deal with the actual flight snacks or another thing. So, understanding and prepping is really
helpfulaswell. When you're travelingwith apartneras well, don'tfeel likeyou can't take alonetime or
separate. That'sreallygoodwhen you do different things, justlike youwould do in everyday life, like you
would go outwith afriend. So, I'vedone things where | reached out to people, evenpeoplel don'tknow
well, orthat was an introduction from somewhere else. Butif we have something in common, | might go for
a tea with them and meet up and just have my own social lifeeven in the travel space. So yeah, | thinkin
terms oftravel, wejust. I'm looking at slow travel, how youdesignhow longwe stay places.

Most ofthetravel is based on where we want to go. So, we're always fighting with ourselves. When we
went to Chilethisyear, it's like we want togo everywhere. Chile, so long, let'sdo it. Andthen weended up



cutting like half of it because we had to get real. We have to work, we're not on vacation. So, we ended up
doing Santiago.We went to Vifadel Mar,we went to the Atacama Desert and we actuallywentto
Argentinato visitafriend thatl havefromwhen | was 19years old in Argentina. We're still friends. So, we
went there for two weeks and we stayed in his building. Andit's alot of tryingto anticipate what yourfuture
self will be happy with. Like will | be happy withthis schedule when|'m actually doingit, or will | be mad
thatl set myselfup for this? That's whatl'm trying todo all the time. Figure out whatdoes future Catarina
wantandyou get better atitasyou go.

Well, | agreethat Chileis an amazing place. | was based in Santiago for about amonthand
went out to Valparaiso.But also, | thinkit's areally important point that sometimes, sometimesiit's not
abouttryingtogo and seethewhole country. Thefirsttimel wentto Japan,| did not leave Tokyo. Thefirst
timel wentto Brazil, | did not leave Rio. But ifyou're afull-time world traveler, you can always goback and
go to another place and spend timein another city. So, | think that's great advice. Catarina, let me ask you
onemorequestion and then we'llwrapthis up and moveinto the lightning round. Whenyouthinkback
about all ofthetravel that you've done up to this point, how do you think it has all impacted you as aperson?
Andwhy areyou so passionate aboutcontinuing totravel? What does travel mean to you today?

Catarina Rivera: | thinkit goes back to how | wantto live my life. | wantto have meaningfulexperiences
and adventures. Travelis away that| can do that. And | love making connections, | love learning. So being
somewhereimmersive, anew country or evenaplacel've been before, but goingsomewhere different is
very exciting to me. That makes mefeel alive, it makes me feel engaged. It makes mefeel like time slows
down. Ithink when youarereally in anew environment, | feel like I've also grown and my ability toadapt.
Becausel'vedone so much travel, | can tolerate uncertainty better than | used to be able to do that.| can
embrace not knowing, youknow, and trust myself more thatif somethingdoesn'tworkout, it'snottheend
of theworld. We can adjust, we can make changes. In terms of how travel has impacted me as a person, |
thinkit's part of why I've become confidentin who I am. And | think also dir ectly links to starting my
business.

When | first moved abroad, it opened something up in me because | had been dreaming for years about
moving abroad, aboutleavingthe U.S.and | couldn't believe that | had doneit, butl really had doneit. You
haveadreamandyou're ontheother side ofit. And so nowlife doesn't feel real, it feels so surreal. So,
when I was in that moment and kind of that energy, | was like, whatelse can | do? What's next? What other
limit can | shatter? What else? And | had so much energyfor pursuing my ideas. Andthat's the energythat
my business was started outof where, okay, let me go for it. And | constantly surprised myself withwhat
was happening in my business gettinga TEDx talk. | got that before | was planningto. | was not planning to
do a TEDx talk.

It was theyear after | started my businessthat | applied. It was like seven monthsafter the official launch
and | didn't even know what | was going totalk about. But my applicationsaid | had to submit ascript and
so | had to have my full talk written. And when | sat down and said, okay, I'm going to tryand writeit, | really
didn't believethat | could. But whenl sat downand wroteit, the talk flew outof me. I typed and typedand
typed and typed and couldn't believeitthatit wasin there. So, | think travel has been just such a big dream
forme. And so now it's become somethingthatl thinkhas supercharged my passionfor everything that |
wantto do, forhowlwantto show up. | thinkit's something that has been part of my soul.

Well, I think thatis the perfect place to end the main portion of this interview. And at this
point. Catarina, areyouready to moveinto The LightningRound?



CatarinaRivera: Yeah, let's go.
Let'sdoit. Allright. Whatis onebook thatyouwould recommend that people should read?

CatarinaRivera: | wantedto go withfiction for this. Okay.| recommend Pachinko by MinlJin Lee becauseit
sheds light on Korean and Japanese historyand itis gripping. You willnot put this down.

Whatis onetravel hack that youusethatyou can recommend?

Catarina Rivera: | use Google Maps saved maps all the time. So, | make maps for each destination thatI'm
goingto. And for example, if | know where I'm staying, then | will look for walkable restaurants or walkable
coffee shops nearby. AndI'll savethem all to the map beforehand so that whenl'm super hungry, | already
have likefive restaurants pre-selected thatl can go to. It really helps, especiallyon travel days.

Who isoneperson currently alive today that you've never met thatyou'd most love to have
dinnerwith? Justyou and thatpersonfor an eveningof dinner and conversation?

CatarinaRivera: This one'sreally hard. Maybe | would gowith Oprah, butl'm Alsovery intrigued by
Glennon Doyle. She's an amazing activistand author. And,youknow, | think what| like aboutboth ofthem
is they feel likethey've achieved alevel of authenticity and their lives.

Allright, knowingeverything you know. Now, ifyou could goback in time and give one piece
of adviceto your 18-year-oldself, what wouldyou say to 18-year-old Catarina?

Catarina Rivera: | would tellmy 18-year-old selfto connect tothe cross-disability community. Then don't
just meet blind people, don'tjust meet deaf people. Connect tothat broader community and learn about
disability historyand the culture. | think it really would have helped me.

Allright, of all the places that you've nowtraveled, what are three ofyourfavorite
destinations you would mostrecommend? Other people should definitely check out.

Catarina Rivera: This question is notfair for true travelers because they all offer something differentand
allthose experiences areworthwhile.So, | justwant to say that as acaveat, but if| had to pick, I'm going to
go with Italy, Japan, and I'm going to gowith Slovenia.

Okay, last question. Whatareyour Top 3 Bucket List Destinations? Places you have not yet
been highest onyourlistyou'd most loveto, see?

Catarina Rivera: Okay, | wantto putlceland, Oaxacaand Mexico and New Zealand.

Amazing. Allright, Catarina, at this point, | want you tolet folksknowhowthey can find you,
how they can follow you onsocial mediaand check out your contentand also the services that you offerin
case folks might want toworkwith you in some capacity.

Catarina Rivera: Yes, thank you. | love to stay connected. My YouTube channelis all about accessible
travel. You can find it with BlindishLatina or my name, Catarina Rivera. AndI'm also postingall thetime on
Instagram threads, TikTok, BlindishLatina and on LinkedIn using my name.

Weare goingto link all of that upin the show notes so folks can just go to one place at
themaverickshow.com goto the show notes for this episode. Thereyou're goingto find direct links to
everything we have discussedas well as all the ways to find and follow Catarina, watch her TEDx talkand


https://amzn.to/4ft26nq
https://www.youtube.com/@CatarinaRivera
https://www.instagram.com/blindishlatina/
https://www.tiktok.com/@blindishlatina
https://www.linkedin.com/in/catarinarivera/
https://www.themaverickshow.com/podcast/350-full-time-world-travel-as-a-deafblind-latina-and-smashing-disability-stigma-through-storytelling-advocacy-and-education-with-catarina-rivera/
https://www.themaverickshow.com/podcast/350-full-time-world-travel-as-a-deafblind-latina-and-smashing-disability-stigma-through-storytelling-advocacy-and-education-with-catarina-rivera/

come into her world. Catarina, this was such awonderfulconversation. Thankyou so much for comingon
theshow.

Catarina Rivera: Thankyouso much for having me. | appreciateit. | really enjoyedthe depth of
conversationhere.

Allright,goodnight, everybody.



