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“Our Words are Strong with Power”
Building Community in Winston-Salem, North Carolina

Susan Davis

When | tell people that | facilitate the creation of poetry
among adults with developmental disabilities, | can feel the
room grow silent. After all, what could people with severe
disabilities such as autism, mental retardation, and traumatic
brain injuries know about poetry? How does a person with
impaired communication, low 1.Q. and an inability to read or
write create poetry?

When | joined the staff of the Enrichment Center, an arts-
based day program for adults with developmental disabilities
in Winston-Salem, North Carolina, such questions never
occurred to me. In fact, neither did the idea of using poetry
as a means of communication for my clients. Shortly after
my arrival, however, | stumbled across a publication called
“The Maine Street News” and the wheels began turning. This
collection of poems by people with developmental disabilities
at Spindleworks in Brunswick, Maine led me to poet Gary
Lawless, the editor and pioneer behind the program. Having
learned that Gary often recorded the words of Spindleworks
poets on tape and then transferred them to print unedited, |
armed myself with a loaded tape recorder and waited.

In the winter of 1992, as | sat talking with a group of
clients, I was struck by the natural beauty of their language—
the rhythm, the inflection, and the repetitive speech which,
seen outside the context of autistic pathology, is nothing
short of poetry. The time had arrived. With their permission,
| turned on the tape recorder and the poetry began.

The creation and love of poetry seems to come naturally to
people with developmental disabilities. It allows them to break
the rules of conversational language and be heard in a way they
haven't been before. It gives them a chance to hear their own
voices, and develop a strong sense of self. It breeds self-esteem.
Above all, it gives them a forum in the community and the
hope of banishing isolation. In the voice of the poets themselves:

PRINTED WORDS

Off the computer and onto the paper,

our words are strong with power—

words from the heart,

words from our own voice—

poems printed on the page

that speak to the inner self,

words in ink

that stay forever.
Brent Bennett
Cecelia Henry
David Thornton
Jaime Triplett
Lisa Anderson




The Miracle of Poetry

The truth is, the miracle of poetry
arrived naturally in 1992—not after lectures
on meter and rhyme, or invocations of the
poetic muse. It happened as a group of
Enrichment Center participants sat around
talking about things as unremarkable as
food, group homes, aging, and dying. But
in these common themes, in this ordinary
language, | heard a rhythm and a way of
expressing ordinary things in an unusual
way.

Traditionally, poets and poetry have
been outsiders just as people with
disabilities have been outside the
mainstream of ordinary life. But what |
have found in my work at the Enrichment
Center is that for people with disabilities,
poetry actually brings them inside. It
provides a dialogue with the community
that is heard.

Such was the case with Jeffrey Tolley, a
young man with mental retardation who
loved to play basketball at his neighborhood
gym, but was horribly hurt by the treatment
he received there. In his poem, “Gym I,”
Jeffrey expresses his pain:

GYM |

| feel sad

because nobody over there like me
because I'm like this

you know, handicapped.

They're human beings.

They're not like us

you know, over here.

They can talk right,

not me.

They're big.

I'm small.

I say

“I can touch the rim.”

They say, “No you can not!”

But you know I did.

| proved to myself I can touch the rim.
They say, “Hey boy!”

They call me boy.

Those teenagers don't like me.

One guy said “I don't want to play with you.
You're too ugly.”

They don't feel like I'm one of them.
I'm not a human being.

I don't talk right,

and they don't want to be my friend.

Jeffrey was insistent that | type the
poem immediately and give it to him.
That evening he posted it on the bulletin
board outside the gym for his fellow
players to see. When he returned to poetry
class several days later, he was eager to
create “Gym 11"

GYM I

All the guys at the gym

said they were sorry.

They didn't know I was

you know what

retarded.

I showed them the poem

and they said they understood.

They said “Come and play with me!”
And | ran down the court with them,
and | forgave them.

A poem was able to bridge the gap of
communication between Jeffrey and a
group of local boys. This brought
resolution and inclusion.

There are few people who question the
beauty of these works. Yet, | am often
asked, “Did these poets really know what
they were doing when they created these
poems?” My belief is that they did not
know what they were doing—that their
words came from a place of pure emotion,
and that for them, as for all poets, poetry
simply “arrived.”

—Susan Davis

“Nita” by Debbie Davidson



“Rosebush” by Janet Childress

Creating a Bridge to the Community

When 1 first began putting together poems by people with developmental disabilities, |
started to feel anxious that they would not be read. What if people dismissed the words because
they came from an otherwise silent segment of our community? What if fear and
misunderstanding kept the reader from proceeding past the first few words? What if poetry was
ignored, simply because it is poetry?

It is my belief that people feel uncomfortable with issues surrounding disabilities for a very
understandable reason—they have rarely been exposed to the people who have them.

We are uncomfortable with poetry because most of us associate poetry with structured
academic settings where our responses are graded and judged. There seems to be an unspoken
belief that all poetry contains some mysterious code that must be cracked in order to be
understood. Poetry has become a matter of the head, not the heart.

The expressions of the poets featured here are heart-centered and pure. Most of the poets
in this collection have severe communication problems. They are people who have disabilities
such as mental retardation, autism, cerebral palsy, Down’s Syndrome, traumatic brain injuries, and
mental illness. Their language and themes are common. Because they seldom regard the
familiar as dull, they celebrate subjects that the majority of us routinely overlook.

Since the beginning of this project, my fear has been replaced with hope—hope that the
reader will gain an understanding of people with disabilities as people who are more similar to
themselves than different, and a new and refreshing view of poetry as an art form which
speaks to the ordinary person.

I have found that the greatest aspect of healing in this work is not the healing of the
clients, but the healing that takes place for those of us who read their words. It is the healing
of the community.

—Susan Davis



“Flight Into Egypt” by Debbie Davidson
A MOTHER’S PRAYER*

His mom helps him off with his clothes

twenty years since she’s dressed him—seen his body.
At seven years

no scars

no flaws

soft and innocent.

In his elementary years

she prayed he might become an astronaut
a doctor

a lawyer

or minister.

Now, she prays only

That he will live till Christmas

And that the angels will be gentle with him
When they lift him up.

David Thornton
Cecelia Henry
Debbie Davidson
Brent Bennett

IF I HAD KNOWN*

If I had known you were leaving

I would have made you a bracelet,
your name in gold
so it would stay forever—

read you fairy tales

where in the end
everyone lives happily ever after.

Jaime Triplett
Cecelia Henry

*Created for an “Eve of World AIDS Day” ceremony.
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THE COLONEL
Daddy died.

Got sick.

His throat—his lungs—then a heart attack.
He stopped breathing.

And he was gone.

The Colonel,

he retired from airplanes.

He was a pilot in some war—
but | can't remember.

I was born on April 28th, 1960.

My dad called me “Tadpole”.

He always gave me 8 quarters,

and made me rich.

| was born,

the Colonel’s daughter,

and he'd put me in the car,

let me hold the wheel,

and drive me around.

We drove the tractor down to the lake
to go fishing. One time we caught a big catfish.
He taught me a little bit—all the time.

He took my i.d. card with him.

It has my picture on it so he can still see me.
And 2 flowers from me and Pam.

I hope he keeps them a long time.

They moved my Daddy’s body
down under the ground.
Now, he has a new body.

It's been a long time since Daddy’s seen Mom.
A long time.
He was sad when she died.

But now my Dad,

he retired from being a Colonel.
Now mom and dad are walking
thanking God

hand in hand.

Together,

walking with the angels
and the moon

and the stars.

Lisa Anderson




“Man Singing to Mother” by Cecelia Henry

TWO EVILS

I'm never gonna die.
I'm gonna get married instead.

Paul Quinn

MS. SPIRIT

Grandma Spirit made cracklin’ cornbread with
buttermilk

and pulled her money out of her bra.

She looked like a grandma with her hair all
balled up in back.

She wore an apron and had it tied in front in a
bow.

She was as big as a horse with little knees—
about this big,

and stockings that didn’'t even come up to her
knees.

That was the sassiest woman | ever met.

Lord, she was a tacky woman with tacky
earrings!

Ms. Spirit, I called her,

Katie Spirit.

One time she beat aunt Sue with a switch.

I saw her with her teeth out once and it ‘bout
made me sick.

She looked like an ol’ pig.

She put a big ol' magnifying glass up to her
eyes to read the Bible.

She went down to the creek to get water.

She went down to the creek to pray.

One day she died and she just kept going down
the creek,

and | said, well get on out of here then.

Nancy Brown

MARRIED LIFE

When | get married
I'll tell my husband,
“Hey you...

take the trash out
clean the sink
wash the dishes
clean the car

feed the baby

iron the clothes!”

My job is to put on high heels
and go to work.

Tawanda Renee Shore

DONALD

Donald is singing and dancin
somewhere up in heaven.
God has taken his spirit ther
with all the fairies.

And up there in heaven,

in a globe of fairies flying e\
they understand every word |

Cecelia Henry

“Dear Gina” by Cecelia Henry




SEASHELL

Like the seashell

lying on the ground

I want to be picked up by the sky
and touched.

Janet Childress

MY DADDY

My daddy

is down in the ground.
His body

is down in the ground.
The rest of him

to the top of his head
is everywhere.

Nancy Brown

g and flying and whistling,

rerywhere,
e says.

WHEN I DIE

When | die,

I'm gonna wear an old fat red dress,

with buttons all the way up.

I'll be laid all the way out in the casket, with pearls
on.

Ain’t nobody gonna see your feet,

so | guess it don't matter what shoes you wear.
Who's gonna be lookin" at your feet?

I want them to play that song,

“I'm Gonna Lay Down There in the Valley.”

I want people to walk by and say,

“Lord, Look lying there in all that makeup...”

I hope somebody will take me to the beauty shop
and get my hair done,

or let the undertaker man do it.

I want lots of lipstick and perfume when 1 die,
and lots of makeup all over me.

Cause when you're dead you need a little makeup.

Nancy Brown
Vicky Reaves
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About Susan Davis

Susan L. Davis is a poet and holds a B.A. in Psychology from
the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. She is the Artistic
Director for the Enrichment Center in Winston-Salem and founder
of the Center’s poetry program. Davis is an actress and playwright
and has co-written and directed two full-length plays for people
with disabilities that included local actors. She is author of “Poetry
as the Hidden Voice: Adults with the Developmental Disabilities
Speak Out,” published in the Journal of Poetry Therapy, Vol. 9, No.
3,in 1996, as well as “The Miracle of Poetry,” and “Unleashing
Language: Lisa Anderson” published in the 1996 Winter/1997
Spring issue of “Impact” magazine.

Davis was the recipient of the Rosemary F Dybwad

International Fellowship in 1996 and studied arts programs for
people with disabilities in Copenhagen, Denmark, and Glasgow,
Scotland. She was a guest presenter at the 1997 American
Association of Mental Retardation in New York City, where she

lectured on poetry and creative intelligence. Through the local
arts council, Susan has also taught poetry and creative writing to
people with mental iliness and other disabilities.

Imagine, Cecelia Henry challenges us in
“Donald,” there is some place where everything
you say can be understood, and that it has
meaning and power.

The North Carolina Humanities Council urges an
expansive notion of literacy as more than the
skill of reading words on a page. Literacy means
one can be heard, understood and engaged in
the society of which one is a part. Literacy
means connecting words to the world so that
they have a deeper meaning.

The same is true for literacy across every cultural
boundary.

NC CROSSROALSNnew publication of the
North Carolina Humanities Council (NCHC).
Serving North Carolina for over twenty-five
years, NCHC is a non-profit foundation and
state-based affiliate of the National Endowment
for the Humanities. NCHC's mission is to support
public programs that address fundamental
questions about who we as human beings are and
how we can live together in the world we share.

In 1998, NC CROSSROADR®inues to explore
the theme of “Democratic Vistas: Citizenship and
Communities in the 21st Century,” as well as
issues related to cultural identity and
community. We hope you enjoy this third issue
of NC CROSSROADS

For more information on the creative
work of people with developmental

disabilities....

The Enrichment Center, Winston-Salem, NC;
contact Susan Dawvis, Artistic Director, 336-777-
1096 ext. 102.

Journal of Poetry Therapy. New York: Human
Sciences Press, Inc. See Vol. 9, No. 3, 1996.

Impact. University of Minnesota. See Winter/
Spring 1997 issue.

Lawless, Gary, (Ed.). (1991) The Maine Street
News. Brunswick, Maine: Spindleworks.

To comment on NC CROSSROAID ®r more
information about NCHC and public humanities
programs, please contact us at:

North Carolina Humanities Council
425 Spring Garden Street
Greensboro, NC 27401
phone: 336-334-5325
email: NCHC@gborocollege.edu
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Thanks to the poets and artists for their work and to Susan Davis for sharing it with us. She has collected the poetry in

an unpublished book titled Roses Grow From the Ground Up.



