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6 ABILITY

have one. My brother’s friends got involved with deco-
rating the placemats and helping to serve the meal. Mom
stuck me in the kitchen, which probably wasn’t a good
thing; I’m not exactly top chef.

As I write this, I’m out west snowboarding and hanging
with friends, but slowly making my way back to Cali. I
need to get some things from my house before I head
back to Florida, where I’m having a tiny house built. It
will be placed out on my parents land when it’s finished.  

I’ve already
cleared an
area for it,
and then I’ll
have a track
right outside
my door to
ride and
train! I found
a great tiny-
home builder
company
right in Florida. My new home will have a hot pink
front door, a pink sink, and pink tiles in the shower! 

I’m so excited and can’t wait to see how it all comes
together. It’s been pretty exciting and fun to be a part of
the process of building a house from the ground up. By
the time I finish up all my travels I should be able to
come back to Florida and move right in! Then I can
focus on my classes and on training riders.

hope everyone is having a good new year so far. As
2016 came to a close, I flew out to California for a
Husqvarna event. They had a women’s ride day for the
company, and asked me to come give tips and then ride
with everyone. We took off through some trails and then
got back onto a track. I had fun time with all the women. 

I have to mention the catered lunch from Wahoo’s; I had
fish tacos for the first time and loved them! 

All in all, it was a great event, and it’s nice to know
there are motorcycle companies that care about their
women riders as much as they care about the men!
Before I left, the Husqvarna team approached me about
serving as an Ambassador for their bikes! I’m super
excited; I love their company.

The holidays kicked off officially with a family trip to
Disney’s Fort Wilderness in Florida to celebrate my
brother’s 13th birthday. We all had a great time and my
mom took her “standard” holiday picture of my brother
and me by the huge Christmas tree that’s set up there
every year.  

Then we came
home and my
family and
friends served
dinner for peo-
ple who are
homeless and
for low-income
families at our
church. It felt
good to make a
nice holiday
meal for people
who might not

afmxschool.com
ashleyfiolekmxcoach@gmail.com
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8      ABILITY

I
had decided to go fishing that day. It seemed like a
good thing to do; to get away and clear my head. I
wanted to spend a little quiet time with myself.
Besides, I wanted to prove something, that I could
catch a fish. Not just for me, but for my mother. I

wanted to bring home a beautiful fish for her. 

It was a gorgeous day. As I journeyed out on the boat,
just me and my thoughts, I passed some other hopeful
fisherman in a boat that waved to me. For some reason,

when people are on a boat they always wave to you. But
if you put these same people in a car, they would flip you
off or run you over. Maybe everyone should be driving
boats to work. I guess humans are just more relaxed on a
boat; either that or they’re just drunk (And everybody’s
happier when they’re drunk). 

I had been out on the water for several hours, but noth-
ing was biting. Maybe it wasn’t my day. Suddenly, I felt
a tug on the line. We fought back-and-forth. He pulled, I

Humor_1-18_SM__QuarkTemplate.qxd  1/29/17  3:52 PM  Page 8



ABILITY   9

pulled. He yanked, I yanked. He shimmied, I shook...
and we were both out there having fun… in the warm
California sun. 

The battle raged, but somehow, I managed to pull the
monster in. It was a twenty-two-inch sea bass with big
puffy lips. We wrestled for a moment as I freed him from
the hook. And eventually, through all the flips and flops I
managed to get him into the cooler. I was exhausted and
ecstatic. The dumb fish had no clue who he was tangling
with. Game over.

I cracked open a beer to celebrate my conquest. I sat
there looking up at the sun. The warm rays dancing
on my face. I was glowing, proud of my catch. Some-
one had to win and I deserved it, I had never caught a
fish before. 

I heard a noise behind me. It was a rustle which moved
into a faint flapping. I assumed the wind a kicked up,
rattling something on the boat. Maybe it was the waves
slapping the hull. I went back to my beer. Then, out of
nowhere I heard a voice.

“So, what brings you to this neck of the woods?” a voice
casually bellowed.

Stunned, I dropped my beer and spun around. I was
surprised at what I saw. Much to my amazement the
fish had found a way out of the cooler and was now sit-
ting on the back seat staring at me. He looked very
relaxed, unfazed by his surroundings. I was shocked.
Not only that a fish could talk, but that he was curious
as to why I was here.

“Catfish got your tongue?” the fish quipped.

“Well I… I just thought it would be a nice day to fish,” I
cautiously responded, not sure if this was really happening.

“Well, aren’t you just the go-getter,” he quirked.
“Excuse me?” I asked trying to verify the wise crack.

“It is a nice day to fish. It’s a beautiful day. The sun is
out. There’s a warm breeze. Not a cloud in the sky.
Who wouldn’t want to fish today? How long you been
a fisherman?” he inquired.

“Oh, I wouldn’t call myself a fisherman. I’m actually a
copywriter for an ad agency,” I continued. “Fishing is
more of a hobby. I don’t really do it much. Actually,
you’re the first fish I’ve ever caught.”

“Well ain’t I the lucky bastard? Just think, I was just
swimming around, going about my day, minding my
own business and the next thing I know, someone is
yanking me out of the water with a rusty hook in my
mouth. What a joy to have my whole day interrupted so
that I could come up here and shoot the bullshit with
some hack slogan writer.”

“Sorry Charlie,” I chuckled.

“Aren’t you cute? A seventies Starkist Tuna reference,”
he said rolling his eyes. “I doubt an idiot like you was
clever enough to come up with that one.”

“There’s no need to be rude,” I blurted.

“Hey, how would you like it if you were sitting on the
couch and pepperoni pizza was dangling on a string in
front of you and when you bit into it ya got hook in your
gums?” the fish snarled.

“Well I, I, I….” I stumbled.

“Well I, I, I,” the fish mocked in a sing-song tone, “Ya
wouldn’t like it, princess. I’ll tell ya that.”

“You don’t have to sound so bitter,” I contested, “I’m
not the only one who’s ever caught a fish.”

“There it is. The old ‘everybody does it so why shouldn’t
I’ excuse,” the fish remarked. “If everybody jumped off a
bridge, would you?” the bass questioned.

“Stop that. My mother used to always say that to me,” I
fired back.

“The fish gave a half smirk.” Proud he had touched a nerve.
“So, why don’t you tell me a little about your mother
and maybe a little about your childhood,” he pried.

“Why? Whatta you care?” I skeptically questioned as I
cracked open another beer.

“You think a fish is too small to have a heart? I’m not com-
pletely cold-blooded,” the little mammal answered. “Pop
open one of those brewskis for me. Let’s talk, big fella.”

For the next hour, I threw down beers, while he
drank... like a fish. The alcohol caused me to open up
about my life and in no time, I was rambling on about
my relationship with my mother and the upbringing I had.

“My father had died when I was eight. He cut his tongue
licking the inside of soup can and bled out.” I babbled. “I
always blamed myself because my mother had set that
soup aside for me that day, but instead I filled myself
with Hostess Twinkies and some Good-N-Plenty’s. He
lay on the floor grunting, while I sat in my room watch-
ing The Fresh Prince of Bel Air. I heard him but… I just
thought that he was just practicing his break dancing
again. It was my fault.”

“It was an accident, Jeff. It could’ve happened to any-
one,” the fish said with compassion as he puffed on a
stubby stogie he had found floating in the water. “You
need to let it go.”

“I can’t. I have recurring dreams where a large tin can

Humor_1-18_SM__QuarkTemplate.qxd  1/29/17  3:52 PM  Page 9



10    ABILITY

of alphabet soup is break dancing, and then it falls over
and the noodles spill out spelling DADDY KILLER.”

“It wasn’t your fault,” the bass emphatically stated.

“My mother resented me after the soup death. It
changed her. At night, she began to walk the streets” I
sheepishly uttered.

“She became a prostitute,” the fish surmised.

“No, you filthy little fish. She just walked the streets so
she wouldn’t be home with me,” I exclaimed.

“It sounds like to me that you’re struggling with an
Oedipus Complex,” he concluded. 

“And what the hell does that mean?” I questioned.

The fish shifted in his seat as he leaned back in a relaxing
pose. “The Oedipus Complex is a child’s desire, that the
mind keeps in the unconscious via dynamic repression, to
have sexual relations with the parent of the opposite sex.
You wanted a deeper love with your mother.”

“You’re a sick, sick bass. I oughta gut you right here,” I
snarled through my gritted teeth. “What the hell do they
teach you down there in those schools you swim in? I
think we’re done here. You’re going back in that cooler.”

I began to move towards the fish to end the banter.

“It’s not your fault, Jeff,” the fish whispered. 

I stopped. I didn’t believe him. He was just trying to save
his life. I picked up the knife and began to approach him
again. The boat gently rocked as I try to maintain my
footing, taking shorter steps.

“The soup tragedy,” the bass murmured, “It wasn’t your
fault, Jeff. It wasn’t your fault.”

“My mother doesn’t love me,” I cried out.

“But she does, Jeff,” the fish strongly stated. “When was
the last time you saw her?”

“Shut up!” I screamed.

“When was the last time you saw her, Jeff?!” the bass
yelled back.

“This morning,” I stammered. “Before I left. I brought
her some Tupperware and told her I was going fishing,” 

“And what did she say?” he asked. 

“Nothing,” I responded.

“What did she say, Jeff?” the bass pushed.

“Damn it! She didn’t say anything,” I squirmed.

“Come on, Jeff. What did she say?” asked the giant guppy.

I began to choke up. “She said I was too stupid to catch
a fish. She said that even the dumbest fish could out-
smart an idiot like me.” 

“I get it, Jeff. You’re hoping you can go back to your
mother’s house with a beautiful fish in your hands and
present it to her. Show her you’re no dummy. You’re
hoping after that, just maybe, your mother will love you?”

Exacerbated, I slowly nodded.

“It’s not your fault. It’s not up to you to try and get your
mother to love you. Never focus on the things you can’t
control. What you can control is loving your mother
and, maybe over time, she’ll give you the love you have
longed for.”

“You think?” I hopefully asked.

“I do. You are a good person. It wasn’t your fault. I need
you to say that,” he said.

I sat there thinking about it. Suddenly, I felt a wave of
all of my guilt and remorse explode from my body. I felt
new again. Reborn. I began to cry, “It wasn’t my fault. It
wasn’t my fault.” I fell next to the fish and buried my
head into his scaly chest.

I felt his fins pat me on the back. “It’s okay. Everything is
going to be alright,” he assured. “We’ve had a wonderful
break through today.”

The catharsis was amazing. I was a new man again. 

“Do you think my mother will hug and kiss me when
she sees the fish I brought her?” I asked.

“Excuse me?” the fish replied.

“You know, momma said I was too dumb to catch a fish
and, well…,” I articulated.

“Have you not heard a god damn word I’ve said today?”
the bass huffed. “This isn’t about bringing your mother
home a fish. This is about your relationship with her. She
just wants you to wrap your arms around her and tell her
that you love her. That’s what this is all about. Damn it,
Jeff. Go home, hug your mother and tell her how much
you love her. And apologize for killing your father.”

“But you said that wasn’t my fault,” I queried.

“Well, in a way it was. But that’s not important. Your
mother just wants to hear those words ‘I love you.’ You
don’t need me or any other fish for that matter. This is
about you, Jeff,” the fish stated with a warm smile.

Humor_1-18_SM__QuarkTemplate.qxd  1/29/17  3:52 PM  Page 10



ABILITY   11

“This is your journey.” 

He was right. Love is the answer.

“So, I guess I won’t need you anymore?” I responded.

“No,” he said. “I’ve done my job here. Now it’s up to
you to go find some reconciliation and some peace in
your heart.”

We drank one last beer together and said our goodbyes.
I hugged the fish, kissed him on his head and threw him
overboard. Strange, before he hit the water I could’ve
sworn I heard a giggle, but chalked it up to the wind. It
didn’t matter. I had caught my fish.

That night I arrived at Mother’s house. When she opened
the door, I beamed with a smile. Without hesitation, I
hugged her and told her how much I loved her. She pulled
away and looked deep in my eyes and asked “Where the
hell’s your fish?” 

“Oh Mother, what an extraordinary day I had. I caught
a fish this big. Then we talked for hours… about you,
me and father. Everything. It’s going to be alright.
Everything’s going to be alright again,” I chirped.

Then, mother began to laugh in my face. “I knew you
couldn’t catch a fish. How could you? At least a fish has
a little brain. You got nothing.” She began to laugh

harder. Her tobacco pipe breath scorching my cheeks.
My eyes began to water then twitch. “Well don’t just
stand there,” she snapped. “Get inside. The toilets
clogged again. The plungers broke so I need you to
reach down in the john hole and loosen everything up.
And don’t ask me for any rubber gloves. They’re too
damn expensive. Now get in there. Let’s see if you can
do something right for a change.”

The last thing I remember was everything going black.

I sat in the cell with a priest. “Fish, alphabet soup, and a
Twinkie? Kind of an odd last meal request,” Father
McWiggins remarked.

“It’s the only thing I could think of,” I solemnly replied.

“I think the fish played ya,” McWiggins added.

“Looks that way,” I shrugged.

“Why did you do it, Jeff?” the priest asked. “Why did
you mount your mother on a wall?”

“It just seemed like the thing to do at the time,” I sighed.

by Jeff Charlebois
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12    ABILITY

dventure junkies are always seeking bigger
and riskier adventures. Adventure for most of
us comes with reading, planning or visiting a
new place or trying new things. 

I write a lot about adventure, and I do seem to have my
share of them as I crisscross the country chasing the
cure for multiple sclerosis (MS). I have experienced
adventure in places like the solitude of the Arctic Circle,
the scorching Nevada deserts and the lush mountains of
North Carolina. Sometimes, however, adventure finds
me even when I am not looking for it. In December I
was presenting at a patient program in Maine. Now, rid-
ing a motorcycle in Maine in December might seem
unusual to most, but, by now, you know two wheels is
the only way I travel. The event was only 150 miles
from my house, and I certainly did not entertain the
thought it would be anything more than routine. 

On this particular trip, the roads were clear and despite a
stiff easterly breeze, it was a toasty 39 degrees when I
left my house. It was just after a snowstorm, and all the
vehicles looked related, covered in a fine powdery salt. I
was driving at the speed of traffic, only accelerating to
get by trucks that were shedding bits of trailer ice and
slush. At one point, a chunk of ice frisbee’d off the top
of the tractor trailer ahead of me, and I caught it miracu-
lously across my face shield. Oh, the joy. Startled and
after recently watching a movie about avalanches, I
throttled up and passed the truck cab and then again to
clear a few additional big rigs ahead of him. The ice that

hit me was not fatal, but a bigger glob could certainly
ruin a motorcyclist’s afternoon. I slowed back down and
even ventured over to lane one, and continued at the
posted speed limit. I was not in a hurry, and I was a bit
chilled by the wind.

I saw the Maine State Trooper sitting on the off-ramp
peninsula and nodded my helmet as I drove by. This
time of year I often get a wave or tip of the hat, as I’m
possibly the only rider they see on the road in weeks.
Oddly enough, he threw on his lights and pulled out
behind me. I moved over to let him pass, but he got
right behind me and closed in on me. It took half a mile
to realize he was pulling me over. I thought maybe he
saw something wrong with my bike or he’d made a mis-
take. When I asked him why he pulled me over he said,
“I’ll let you know after you provide me with your
license and registration.” 

“Ok,” I said. It took me a minute to get at my wallet as I
was all bundled up and my fingers were cold. After
looking them over he said, “Aircraft spotted you back a
ways and estimated you were traveling 85 mph in a 70
mph zone. 

Aircraft? 

I decided not to say anything else, as it would not have
helped anyway. This officer was not even a witness to my
alleged infraction. After 20 minutes of dangerously stand-
ing on the side of the highway with trucks whizzing by

A
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and freezing my butt off, he delivered my speeding ticket.
As I rode off, I spotted a second vehicle, a bright red
unsalted car, pulled over by a second trooper. It then
occurred to me we were signaled out, not because we
were going faster than everyone else, but we were the only
vehicles the plane could identify from the air because of
all the salt! I also realized if I had indeed been doing 85
mph, it could have only been as I was passing the trucks. I
would have done the same thing if the officer were behind
me, as it was a safety measure to avoid the flying objects.
As an experienced rider who puts safety first on a daily
basis, speed traps like these do not make the roads safer in
my opinion, but the $185 fine will fill the state coffers.
Not feeling very happy about the first hour of my ride, I
decided to put the incident out of my mind.

The patient event went well. It was the regular crowd
and entertainment was provided by Dr. Mitchell Ross,
one of the more enthusiastic MS specialists. He and I
have a great rapport, and he was excited to tell me he’d
bought another Harley. “Did you ride it here?” I joked.

The next day I waited for the black ice in the parking lot
to melt before leaving the hotel to head home. I decided I
was going to boycott the Maine Turnpike and ride west
through New Hampshire before heading south. I stopped
to visit the staff at a motorcycle supply store called
Whitehorse Gear. I asked them about the conditions on
the famous Kancamagus Highway. The 35-mile route is
one of America’s Scenic Byways and leads through a
path in the White Mountain National Forest with breath-

taking views and an elevation of about 3000 feet. There
are no comforts of the modern day world: no gas sta-
tions, no restaurants, hotels or other businesses, and no
cell service. It remains open through the winter, but is
often closed for days because of treacherous mountain
weather conditions. I was told there had not been snow
for a few days and that the road should be passable. 

It was 22 degrees, cloudy and windy when I turned onto
infamous Route 112, but I did not expect the adventure
ahead. It took me almost three hours to go 35 miles, and
I should have known something was up after I passed
the first two snowplows! Maybe I should have turned
around when the snow and ice covered the road, when
the temperature dipped below 11 degrees or when I
crapped my pants sliding around the hairpin turn at the
speed of molasses, but, well, I didn’t. I was able to get
some hairy video from my helmet camera, and it’s been
uploaded to my new YouTube channel called Jerky
Diaries, where I share the lighter side of my adventures.

I eventually made it to the other end of the road, exhila-
rated and exhausted. I changed my underwear in a gas
station and headed home. I’ll admit it was a bit risky,
but the payoff was huge!

MS is a progressive disease that can strike at any moment,
so when adventure finds its way into my portfolio, I
invest in every share I can get my hands on! 

LongHaulPaul.com
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orn in 1934, Xiewei Liu is a psychiatrist and
the former director of Psychiatry at the Jiangsu
Province Mental Health Center in Wuxi City.
For decades, he has been committed to spread-
ing awareness of the rights of criminals with

mental illness. Having handled more than 30 cases, he
was the first to put forward the Crazy Robbery Theory:
that criminal suspects should be entitled to a scientific
and forensic psychiatric assessment to test their sanity.

The Journey from Hatred to Forgiveness
Although Xiewei’s work on behalf of the criminally
insane has been written about online in news reports, the
topic is controversial. This is largely due to the debate in
China over morality and the law. In every case, Xiewei
must take into account both the legal and moral aspects.
Although retired, he continues to be involved in many
high-profile criminal cases, including that of Jiajue Ma,
who murdered four of his roommates in the province of
Yunan; Xinghua Qiu, who murdered 10 people including
a child in the county of Hanyin in Shaanxi; and Jijin
Wang, who used his car to kill people in Nanjing. Xiewei
believes each of these criminals showed signs of psycho-
pathic behavior and each should have been given a
forensic psychiatric assessment to determine their sanity. 

According to Article 18 of China’s criminal law, “A
mental patient shall not be held criminally responsible if
he or she is unable to recognize or control his or her
behavior, and if he or she   is identified and confirmed by
legal procedures, he or she shall not be held criminally
responsible.” However, starting this legal procedure is
extremely difficult. The family of the accused can apply,
but the final decision is left in the hands of the judiciary.
Dr. Xiewei has filed appeals in many important cases
hoping the accused will be given a forensic psychiatric
identification assessment, but most often his requests
are denied. 

A Desperate Call
On July 17th, 2016, 82-year-old Xiewei and his over
70-year-old wife, Mei Jin Liu, hastily ate lunch and
headed to the Wuxi train station, where they bought two
high-speed train tickets to Shanghai. Upon arrival in
Shanghai, they quickly boarded a plane to Shijiazhuang.
They brought little with them: a small amount of cash,
emergency medicine and basic essentials.

Arriving at 2:00 a.m. on July 18th in Shijiazhuang, the
couple stayed at a local hotel, where Xiewei’s wife
repeatedly made sure her husband’s asthma was under
control. They made the 1000-mile journey in only half a
day due to an urgent call they’d received the day before
from a woman in Canada whose younger brother was
suspected of murder. She said her brother’s behavior
during the crime was so strange that her family believed
he was mentally ill. But when he was given the psychi-
atric identification assessment at Hebei Medical Univer-
sity, doctors concluded he was not mentally ill. Could
Xiewei, she asked, examine her brother’s case files and

determine whether he was mentally ill?

“If you weren’t desperate, you wouldn’t have contacted
me,” said the psychiatrist. “If I can help then I will try.”
Typically, Xiewei would be paid between 10,000 to
20,000 yuan (roughly $1500 to $3000), but he only
asked to be reimbursed for his travel fees. He was
pleased to return to his old line of work even after his
retirement, but the opportunity to observe a detained
suspect in China is very rare. Normally, he would have
to cull clues and find evidence from news reports to
build a case for a psychiatric assessment.

Early the next morning, Xiewei read the suspect’s case
files, met with each party’s lawyer and watched video
footage of the crime. It showed the suspect stabbing two
victims multiple times, including their faces. But what
appeared strange thereafter was the suspect’s behavior.
Instead of immediately fleeing the crime scene, he 
lingered for a period of time before walking away. 

According Xiewei, “This is what is known as ‘remain-
ing murder’ and it is the ‘returning to the ancestral ani-
mal syndrome.’ Xiewei explained under normal circum-
stances, in what is known as “intentional homicide,” the
murderer does not repeat meaningless actions, as a
criminal’s first natural reaction is to escape from the
crime scene. This was something the suspect did not do.
He instead displayed signs of ‘returning to the ancestral
animal syndrome.’ This is a serious mental illness,
Xiewei explained, in which the victim cannot think
independently, just like a wild animal whose behavior is
unpredictable. Xiewei first presented this concept in
2006 during the Xinghua Qiu murder case, which
caused controversy. Some were outraged by the idea,
while others found it plausible.

Xiewei followed the trial closely. “When the suspect was
questioned in court, he could not say anything nor
defend himself but instead kept repeating things that
could be used against him.” The suspect’s family said he
had been diagnosed with depression prior to the incident
and had been on anti-depressants. Based on Xiewei’s
observations, he proposed that a second psychiatric iden-
tification test be done. “The second trial has just ended,”
said Xiewei. “I am unsure of the results, but I am not
very optimistic.” After a long delay and still no news,
Xiewei is feeling helpless and anxious about the case.

High-Profile Cases
Xiewei often takes the initiative to help prisoners who
are on death row, such as the infamous case of Jiajue
Ma, who murdered his roommates at Yunnan University
in 2004.

“After the crime, we might make the assumption that
Jiajue is a disturbed person, even though we have not
met him. However, upon meeting him in person, we
realized he is reserved, quiet and a good student,” said
Xiewei. “When experts examined his files and discussed

B
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his case, they concluded that Jiajue did suffer from a
mental illness, but they didn’t know which one.”

In the eyes of Xiewei and fellow psychiatric experts
Desen Yang and Xiehe Liu, Jiajue’s symptoms were
obvious: “After the murder, he left the corpses in his
closet and proceeded to nap and rest. During his trial, he
can be seen displaying various types of funny faces.
Based on these behaviors, they suspected he was suffer-
ing from schizophrenia.” Xiewei can still remember Jia-
jue’s sister crying and pleading to her younger sibling
during the trial, “Brother, you must fight for an appeal!”
But Jiajue decided not to appeal. “He felt he was not
worthy of life after murdering others and completely
lost his ability to protect himself,” said Xiewei. Because
Jiajue had no idea how to save himself, his first trial
ended quickly, and he was convicted and executed.

For the 2006 case of Xinghua Qiu, Xiewei spent the
longest time away from home. Xinghua, a 47-year-old
farmer suffering from delusions, was charged with mur-
dering ten people, one of whom was only12 years old, at
a Taoist temple in Shaanxi Province. He even cut out
the heart of one of the Taoist monks, fried it, and then
fed it to a dog. After burning the temple, Xinghua fled
the scene. When Xiewei read the case files, he suspect-
ed Xinghua suffered from paranoid psychosis, and this
speculation coincided with Dr. Liu Xiehe’s diagnosis of
“delusions of jealousy”. The day before the first trial
started marked the 34th day in which Xiewei had been
staying in Beijing on his own dime. 

A Difficult Job
Xiewei was just three when his father was killed during
the Nanjing Massacre by Japanese troops in 1937, leaving
his mother and six siblings to experience many hardships.
He was in high school when the Korean War broke out
and entered the army. He was assigned to Shenyang China
Medical University where he served as Party branch sec-
retary. Due to his excellent academics, he was assigned to
the Shanghai Second Military Medical University in 1956,
where he served as a lieutenant. Originally thinking it was
a good opportunity, he was later labeled a rightist within
the party, and from Shanghai was reassigned to the remote
Guangxi region in 1957. This was the reason he and his
girlfriend of six years broke up. In Guangxi, Xiewei
taught himself architecture, began designing mental hospi-
tals and later met his current wife, Meijin Liu.

In the early 1960s, Xiewei and a handful of others became
the first batch of China’s forensic doctors. “Our method is
still too simple,” he admits. “The current rate of misdiag-
noses is 10 percent. There are no objective standards nor
avant-garde scientific and technological means, so it is
difficult to identify whether a person is suffering from
mental illness.” The industry is still improving. Those
hospitalized with mental illness must be evaluated in three
steps before a diagnosis is confirmed: first by the resident,
then the attending physician and lastly the hospital direc-
tor. For difficult cases, an expert is consulted. Because of
the limited time given for these forensic psychiatric
assessments to take place, only a short meeting is held. “I
think it should be a hospitalized observation, at least half
month or a month,” asserts Xiewei. 
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“Now, most of the medical history is collected through
public security. This is not very professional. “ In 1983,
Xiewei returned to Jiangsu to work for Wuxi Seventh
People’s Hospital and later transferred to Wuxi Mental
Health Center.

After Xiewei retired, he met occasionally with the hos-
pital’s president, who told him every year there are 1000
cases of psychiatric forensic identification, and each
earns the hospital barely 4700 yuan ($700). This amount
is far less than what is required, because employees
must work overtime, and the price of labor is high. Psy-
chiatric forensics is a division within mental hospitals
everywhere, and the industry is currently in a confused
state. “Sometimes forensic scientists can do psychiatric
forensics, but psychiatry is complex, and their knowl-
edge is far from enough. Only psychiatrists with years
of clinical experience are competent,” explains Xiewei.

In Guangxi, Xiewei has done more than 30 forensic psy-
chiatric assessments. He is a member of the National
Research for the Assessment of Criminal Responsibility
for Persons with Mental Disabilities. This task force is
composed of two groups: the Ministry of Justice and an
older generation of psychiatry experts. “Our work is dif-
ficult to do: very complex, very difficult, very esoteric,
very sensitive, while also very serious,” said Xiewei.

Jijin Wang crashed his BMW into a Mazda at 120 miles
per hours, killing two people. Nanjing’s mental hospital
diagnosed Jijin with acute transient mental disorder. The
diagnosis sparked outrage and doubt, especially online.
Many claimed the experts took extra money and made
up the results. Later, I did some research and read at
many reports. I found out that at 13, Jijin became sick
and over a 22-year period, he suffered two or three
relapses. He appeared to suffer from a chronic illness
rather than an acute short-term illness. Xiewei conclud-
ed that he very likely did suffer from a mental illness
and that he is not fully responsible for the crime.

To receive insults online was no surprise to Xiewei. As in
Xinghua’s high-profile case, the same abuse and hate
occurred. Because Xiewei insisted that Xinghua was
mentally ill and that his criminal responsibility was limit-
ed, his “return to the animal beast syndrome” is not rec-
ognized by everyone. Some believe Xiewei is helping the
murderer or that he received a payout for the diagnosis. 

“About three to five percent of people on the Internet
scolded me, but I would smile and say that I am always
willing to be their guide,” said Xiewei. He considers
himself like a guide dog to these people, in that he
“guides” the illiterate, those who don’t understand law
and cannot help themselves. He says he simply helps the
accused fight for the right to a forensic psychiatric
assessment and no personal feelings are involved, after
all “humanism is humanitarianism.” 

Although he rarely meets with success in these cases,

Xiewei says he cannot give up if there is even a remote
possibility of success. In Xinghua’s case, his defense
lawyer did not even start the application process for a
Psychiatric assessment. When Xiewei questioned the
lawyer, he replied, “I cannot dare go against the world,”
even though the experts had all agreed that his client
should be tested. During the final hearing, the courts
dismissed the request and maintained their position to
have the death penalty. Xinghua was executed near the
Jiangbei River in Ankang. An expert commented,
“When there is intense anger from the public and the
military, and the police have been hurt, there is very lit-
tle possibility of doing a psychiatric test, so Xinghua’s
death was inevitable. There was really only one reason:
to appease the public’s anger and pain.”

“Many people say that I am nosy and that my views face
resistance by many people,” says Xiewei. In addition to
the public’s questioning, the doctor has also been pres-
sured by those at the “top” to change his views. During
his stay in Guangxi, a demobilized soldier killed a local
petition director, and Xiewei identified the soldier as suf-
fering from a mental illness. One of the health ministers,
who is a good friend, said Xiewei was “defending mur-
derers and had lost the morals the Communist Party of
China hold important, and needs to be saved.” He also
wished that Xiewei would “come to his senses,” to
which he replied, “I cannot say and go against what I
believe is true, which is that the soldier suffers from a
mental illness. My decision will not change.”

The deputy director of the hospital also tried to persuade
Xiewei to change his views several times. But Xiewei
refused, saying “It would be easy to change now, but if
it is brought up later then it will become a problem and
will be my responsibility. We are dealing with someone
else’s life.

“I have visited many of the suspects’ families, in which
the suspects all suffered from mental illnesses, and they
are all very pitiful,” Xiwei says. “Jiajue’s father has
built a wall around his house and is completely isolated
from the outside world, because when he goes out peo-
ple say to him that his son is a murderer. Jiajue’s sister
cried, saying she would rather be dead than alive. Her
husband calls her brother a killer and is abusive to her.
Her husband’s mother, whom she cares for, is paralyzed,
and if something is done wrong, her husband is violent
toward her. She has lost her job, and there is nothing left
for her. She has no hope left.”

Xiewei continues: “We are not only concerned about the
rights of mental patients, but the victims of these cases
are equally pitiful. Usually the victim’s family tries to
find a way to get the offender the death sentence. This is
vengeance, for they want the suspect’s family to suffer
the same.” In Jinji’s case, Xiewei not only comforted his
family but also the victims’ families, but he told them he
understands that they lost their son, and it is a disaster,
but they need to be mentally prepared. After the results
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of a psychological exam are known, it may show that
Jinji is suffering from a mental illness and will likely
not be sentenced to death. The victim’s family replied,
“Who can accept such a result? Let’s see after the
results do come out, then we can talk.”

The Crazy Robbery Theory
Xiewei Liu would repeatedly tell the families of the vic-
tims that the sick cannot control what they are doing,
hoping to get their forgiveness. He pioneered the “Crazy
Robbery” theory: mentally ill patients are like robbers
but with no control over their actions. 

A film of the same name, directed by Ann Hui and starred
Zhao Yazhi, inspired this theory. In the film, Zhao’s char-
acter’s 14-year-old grandson calls him “crazy robbery
Grandpa,” and Xiewei is always talking about it. 

“Crazy robbery can be summed up in five phrases:
there are the mentally ill; mental illnesses cannot be
faked; those who pretend cannot get far; those with
mental illnesses don’t live long; and they receive
unjust deaths.”

Xiewei sometimes analyzes important historical figures.
For example, the former national committee member of
the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Practice
(CPPCC), Weibing Yan, wrote an anonymous letter to
Biao Lin, a communist general. In the letter, Weibing
wrote that Biao is a ticking time bomb lying beside
Chairman Mao. Biao became angry and traced the letter
back to Weibing. Biao then started to cause trouble for
Weibing’s husband, Dingyi Lu. Eventually, Weibing
was found to be suffering from a mental illness.

Xiewei often talks about the sciences and the difference
between medical neuropathy and neuropathy: medical
neuropathy is inflammation of the nervous system. Xiaop-
ing is suffering from a disease of the nervous system, sec-
ondary neurological disorders, including neurasthenia,
phobia, anxiety, obsessive-compulsive disorder, and so on.

Apart from homicide, suicide is another result of mental
illness. Xiewei’s eldest daughter was a fan of Leslie Che-
ung, a pop entertainer who committed suicide in 2003.
“The world thought Leslie’s suicide was the result of
depression; in fact, it was due to delusions,” says Xiewei.
Once in Hong Kong, he said the entertainer was suffering
from delusions when he revealed he thought someone was
trying to harm him. But he also suffered from many of the
symptoms of depression. “Depression may cause someone
to jump off a building, but not all suicides from jumping
off a building are caused by depression,” said Xiewei.

In another case, “Southern Weekend” reporter Chai Hui
brought his colleagues with him for Xiewei’s for medical
assistance. Getu Chao arrived and started engaging in nor-
mal conversation with Xiewei, but afterwards he went to a
balcony for a smoke. This is where his behaviour seemed
abnormal: he put his hot cigarette butt into his mouth and

then left his slippers on top the bathroom counter in the
main bedroom instead of leaving them by the door. 

Later, when Xiewei was in the US visiting his daughter,
he received a phone call from Chai Huai, saying that
Getu Chao had committed suicide. Xiewei’s first reac-
tion was to ask, “Which floor did he jump from?” He
was told the 20th floor, which told Xiewei how much the
patient wanted to die. “People say he was depressed, but
obviously not if he eats cigarette butts and puts shoes in
weird places,” said Xiewei. “He probably thought there
was an enemy who was trying to harm him.”

Because his youngest daughter studied in the US, Xiewei
has visited six times. At the time of the Virginia Tech
massacre in 2007, when a Korean student named Cho
Seung-hui killed 33 people and then committed suicide,
Xiewei was visiting and saw the news reports. He con-
cluded that Cho had a mental illness, which was later
proven correct. He still remembers the aftermath of the
incident clearly, when then Senator Hillary Clinton said
at a memorial service: “When he needed medical treat-
ment, we failed to lend a helping hand in time, he is also
the victim and deserves our compassion.”

As to how society as a whole should pardon these
offenders, Xiewei recommends a public safety mainte-
nance center be established. He says: “As early as
1843, the McNaughton Rule, also known as the
defense of insanity, was established in foreign coun-
tries. But we are nearly 200 years behind.” Chai Hui-
chun wrote in a report: “Although the appeal for crimi-
nal immunity for mental patients has been going on
many years, in most influential cases, Xiewei so far
has not had any successful cases.”

Xiewei is known as a “hero with a tragic fate.” Although
his efforts may not get the desired result, he is first and
foremost a humanitarian. He not only seeks help for the
mentally ill but for victim’s families as well. Between the
two, he believes there must be some balance and peace for
both families. “Our people should be more tolerant,” said
Xiewei, as he smiled and put down the files in his hands.

In the end, Minsheng Zheng, Jiajue Ma and Xinghua
Qiu were sentenced to death. The courts ruled that even
if the psychiatric forensic assessments had been done,
they would not constitute enough proof to grant any of
them criminal immunity. Although these cases failed to
gain social acceptance and support, the public should
consider how to improve the current mental patient
criminal laws and how to work on preventing such
cases in the future. 

by Ximeng Zhang
Photos by Li Jie Zhang

This story is part of a series of articles published as an 
exclusive editorial exchange between China Press for People 

with Disabilities & Spring Breeze and ABILITY Magazine
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s most of you know by now, I’m female, a
fan of David Cassidy, and a person with
cerebral palsy (CP). What you may not be
aware of is that I’ve had significant hearing
loss. In some ways, being hearing impaired

has caused me more problems than CP. At least with the
latter, it’s not a hidden disability, whereas hearing loss is
invisible, and can cause lots of misunderstandings.

Having both CP and hearing loss has caused even far-
ther-reaching miscommunication in my life. For exam-
ple, the line between what could “possibly” be a CP
issue and what is a hearing-impairment issue becomes
murky as they naturally overlap. 

If I am not “responding correctly” is it because I didn’t
hear the information right? Or is it because I didn’t
developmentally process the information? Because my
hearing loss is “hidden,” often it’s assumed that it should
be chalked up to CP, when in actuality it shouldn’t be.

An example: If a person asked me something simple
like what is my address, I might answer: “I really do
not like dresses all that much, and prefer jeans or a
nice pantsuit.” If you didn’t know that I was hearing
impaired, you might think: She’s nuts!

Now add “celebrity” to the “CP” “hearing loss” equa-
tion, and there’s yet another aspect to an already long
list of assumptions. Example: “Miss Jewell, there is a
fan in the other room, could I bring him in?” My
answer: “How sweet, but I really don’t need one right
now, but I would love a bottled water. Thank you!” 

One time, the L.A. Times reviewed my stand-up act at
the Comedy Store even though I had only been perform-
ing for roughly seven months, so you can imagine how
excited and anxious I was at the time. 

The article gave me a rave review. However, there was

one observation that cracked me up. The writer wrote:
“This young girl is refreshingly funny and different,
joking about having cerebral palsy. In fact, for being so
young and new at her craft, she astounds me with her
level of self-confidence, completely ignoring her heck-
lers, moving effortlessly into her next bit, leaving those
who tried to bully her sitting sullenly. Her audience
applauds Jewell’s unwillingness to engage, and not
allowing anyone to throw her off.” 

If truth be known, I didn’t know I had any hecklers,
because I never heard them!

Well, I am thrilled to announce that those days are
gone!! I was so blessed to be introduced to Bill Austin,
the owner of Starkey Hearing Aids in 1984. My hearing
loss has been a challenge to correct for a number of rea-
sons. I always needed a lot of power, and combined
with the movements from CP, there were always addi-
tional concerns. For example, the ability to take them in
and out, replacing batteries or wearing the devices com-
fortably without feedback, has always been problematic
and frustrating.

Technology keeps getting better and better, and my
newest pair of hearing aids are absolutely amazing!
They’re called Halo 2, and even though halos are usual-
ly reserved for angels, I am delighted to wear mine! I
have not been this excited about something since I met
David Cassidy in 1985! 

The most awesome thing about them is that they’re pro-
grammed to operate using a Bluetooth through an
iPhone, iPad or iPod. The Starkey app is downloaded,
and all I have to do is put the aids in my ears, pair them,
and I am ready rock!!!

My hearing is now virtually uncompromised. I can hear
as well as, if not better than most people. I feel like
Jamie Summers on The Bionic Woman! I can hear
sounds and conversations I was never able to before!
I’ve always heard the phrase that sound travels, but
never realized how far until I flew home from Minneso-
ta where the Starkey Labs are based. I was sitting in
coach, but I might have well been sitting in first class,
because I could hear just about everything that was said
beyond the curtain that separated us.

Thank you Starkey Labs and Bill Austin for taking such
good care of me over the years, and for always being
willing to keep me up to date with the newest and best
technology in hearing instruments. If anyone should be
wearing a halo, it would be Bill Austin, whose passion
for life and hearing has changed the lives of millions of
people worldwide. I’m one of them. Now if only I could
get another series or movie. I said, NOW IF I COULD
ONLY GET ANOTHER SERIES OR A MOVIE!! Hmm,
I wonder if my agent is hearing impaired?

by Geri Jewell

A

gerijewell.com
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he immediate thing most first-time viewers proba-
bly notice about Pelswick, the bright, 13-year-old
protagonist of the Nickelodeon cartoon series that

premiered last fall, is that he uses a wheelchair. It
doesn’t take long, however, to discover that what really
stands out in the plucky character are his fearlessness,
wry sense of humor and talent for getting into—and out
of—sticky situations. His means of mobility becomes
almost irrelevant, and that is the point series creator
John Callahan is trying to get across.

“First and foremost, Pelswick is a unique and funny
property for kids. John Callahan has provided us with
access to the world of the disability community with
heroism and humor,” according to Cyma Zarghami,
Nickelodeon’s Executive Vice President and General
Manager. “The characters in the series are truly inven-
tive, and the message that it’s tough to be a kid no mat-
ter what your issues are comes through with comedy
and sincerity.”

Callahan is a nationally syndicated newspaper cartoonist
and author who has been profiled on 60 Minutes, and
has also appeared on the Today Show and ABC World
News Tonight. He has created seven collections of car-
toons and written two books, his autobiography Don’t
Worry, He Won’t Get Far on Foot! and the children’s
book The King of Things and the Cranberry Clown.

While Pelswick is a well adjusted boy from a supportive if

somewhat quirky—family, Callahan’s youth was far
from pleasant. Alienated from his adoptive parents, he
was a full-fledged alcoholic before he completed high
school. At the age of 21 he moved to Los Angeles, and
shortly thereafter was a passenger in a drunk driving
accident that left him a C5-6 quadriplegic. His alcohol

circa 2001
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consumption continued until he was 27 when what
Callahan described as “an epiphany with a capital E”
inspired him to quit drinking, join Alcoholics Anony-
mous and earn a BA in English at Portland State Uni-
versity. He also took up cartooning—something he’d
enjoyed as a child—and began earning an income by
selling his work, first to local publications in Oregon
and later to such national magazines as National Lam-
poon, Omni and Harper’s. In order to draw the car-
toons, Callahan wedges a pencil between the stiff fin-
gers of his right hand then guides it with his left. Con-
trol actually comes from his shoulders.

Pelswick may be an inspirational show with universal
appeal, but Callahan’s single-panel cartoons have
often been described as “irreverent” and “offensive,”
and he welcomes such characterizations. He is not
afraid to lampoon any ethnic, social or religious group,
and has a special knack for finding humor in situations
involving those with disabilities. One friend of his told
ABILITY, “Because of the background John comes
from, he’s able to say things no one else is able to say.
He has license to explore all sorts of taboos.” Among
his many fans is TV newswoman Linda Ellerbee, who
once observed in a column: “Hooray for the John
Callahan’s of this world, who remind us that when
you’re standing on the gallows (and all of us are), gal-
lows humor makes good sense.”

The wickedly funny cartoonist is no stranger to the
pages of ABILITY. His work has appeared in the maga-
zine and he was the subject of a feature article nearly a
decade ago. Editor-in-Chief Chet Cooper caught up
with Callahan to reminisce and to learn more about his
current activities.

Chet Cooper: It’s been a long time since we talked. Do
you remember the cartoon you did that featured a
cowboy with no arms standing in front of a saloon?
He’s the good guy and he’s facing a bad guy like in a
“High Noon” scene. Remember the caption?

John Callahan: Yeah, “Don’t be a fool, Billy.”

CC: That was some time ago. We did an article in
the same issue about a young man named John
Foppe who was born without arms who worked for
Zig Ziglar. He was one of the most dynamic young
speakers that Ziglar ever had. John got the magazine
and made a copy of that particular cartoon, and blew
it up and put it on his wall. He just thought it was
hilarious.

JC: I’m glad to hear that he liked it. I remember the guy
that played the guitar for the Pope just using his feet. 

CC: Right...Tony Melendez. John drives, he eats, he
does everything with his feet.

JC: Yeah...I saw a documentary on him.

CC: You might have. Having had the opportunity to
meet him and get to know him a little, I think that if he
were the guy in the cartoon he might have won the gun
fight. He would have drawn the gun with his foot.

(laughs)

JC: That’s true, that’s true. (laughs)

CC: How did it come about that you started working
with Nickelodeon?
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JC: I’d been working on this Pelswick
idea for a couple years, ever since
some kids asked me a lot of questions
about my experience of being in a
wheelchair. I just decided to invent a
character that would take away the
mystery for kids about a person being
in a wheelchair. Nickelodeon was
interested in doing it and I’m really
happy about the way they handle their
shows...keeping kids first and (main-
taining) high quality.

CC: Did you approach them?

JC: They approached me.

CC: How are the ratings so far?

JC: It’s doing very well.

CC: How about your other projects—
cartoon syndication, books?

JC: Seventy-five to a hundred newspapers in syndica-
tion, seven collections of cartoons, one children’s book
and my autobiography.

CC: Gary Larson of “The Far Side” made the statement
that he thought of you as “the darker side” of himself.
What did you think of that statement?

JC: I thought it was kind of flattering. I enjoyed getting
the attention from Gary Larson. I think he’s the great
master.

CC: I spoke to Robin Williams a couple of years ago,
and he mentioned that he was going to be in a movie
about your life. Is that still in the works?

JC: What he did was buy the option of the movie of my
book Don’t Worry, He Won’t Get Far on Foot! So it’s
still in the works, and hopefully it will happen soon.

CC: Do you still live in Portland, Oregon?

JC: Yes. I was born and raised here. I was living
in Buena Park, California, at the time of my acci-
dent. I found it very difficult after my injury to
drive. (In) the California life style I would spend
my entire life in traffic.

CC: How long has it been since the accident that caused
your injury?

JC: 27 years.

CC: And what did you do prior to the accident?

JC: Ummm... drink?

CC: Professionally?

JC: (laughs) No. I was a ship repairman in California...
a ship builders assistant.

CC: What brought you to that transition where you
decided to take that humorous side you have and try to
make it into a career?

JC: It was in college, I was about 28 and I was drawing
cartoons for the class. I was an English major. A lot of
the kids, and my professor, really responded to my
work.

CC: And was the style you use today always that way? 

JC: Pretty much, yeah.

CC: Was this pre-accident or post?

JC: Post.
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CC: So the style came about because of the accident?

JC: Well, I think my injury has influenced my drawing
style quite a bit.

CC: With your accident being pre-ADA, how would you
say the Americans with Disabilities Act has changed
your life?

JC: The attitude toward people with disabilities has
changed drastically since the ADA. I think the law
helped because it changed the social aspect of the way
people are relating to each other. I don’t think that Pel-
swick would even exist without it.

CC: I think the TV show itself will continue to create
more of an awareness, which I guess is part of your
intent, right?

JC: The show is not necessarily about disability issues.
We just wanted to create a kid dealing with normal
issues who just happens to be in a wheelchair. This kid
just wants to be treated normally.

CC: Which again brings out the awareness issue that it
should be that way.

JC: Yeah. We obviously felt it was an important issue.

CC: Do you think that the kids get the humor? Or, is it
slanted towards adults?

JC: I think the humor is mainly for kids but it’s also
intellectual.

CC: Do they have any ancillary toy products coming
out?

JC: Not quite yet. But a Pelswick action figure would be
great because, you know, I am one myself. (laughs)
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ne of the challenges of living in a country
littered with the remnants of war is that you
can inadvertently set off a landmine, lose a
limb and possibly even your life. When

students at the University of San Diego
heard about the experience of one landmine survivor
visiting from Uganda, they became determined to
address the problems she and others face with East
Africa’s pit-type toilets—a paved hole in the ground
over which one squats. 

Unfortunately that approach to doing one’s business is
not an option for many with one leg. That’s why Mei-Li
Hey, a mechanical engineering student, some of her
classmates and a professor came up with a solution
called Simple Seat, Better Lives. It will not only afford-
ably solve the physical limitation, but it also will create
income-generating work for the locals who manufacture
the seats. ABILITY’s Chet Cooper spoke with Hey about
her work.

Chet Cooper: How did you get involved in Simple Seat,
Better Lives?

Mei-Li Hey: Through Margaret Orech. She was honored
as a peacemaker at our school in the fall of 2014. Dur-
ing an interview, somebody asked her what was the
hardest part of adapting to life with a disability after she
lost her leg to a landmine. She said using the pit latrines
because after she came out of the hospital and went
back to her hometown in Uganda, she had to wait four
days to use the bathroom. The problem was that she
couldn’t access the pit latrine. She couldn’t walk there,
and she couldn’t stand up and use it because one of her
legs was gone. So her dad came four days later and
drove her two hours away to the nearest toilet. 

When she shared that story, I got interested. So did
another professor. We found another student and said,
“This shouldn’t be so hard. We should make some-
thing that people like Margaret Orech can use, a
latrine aid.” It’s a technology that already exists, but
it’s inaccessible for a developing country. Our goal is
to make it accessible.

Cooper: Tell me about your visit to Uganda.

Hey: We went there to see what would be the best, sus-
tainable system. We didn’t want to just make a few and
send them over, and that’s the end of it. We wanted it to
be something that could grow by itself and help the
landmine survivors not only with this physical obstacle,
but also with the stigma surrounding being disabled
there. They can’t get jobs and a lot of times face pover-
ty. We thought we could create a system around this
where they could be the ones producing them, which
would give them a source of income.

When we were there, we met with vocational schools
and peace initiative groups like the Uganda Landmine

Survivors Association (ULSA) and microfinance institu-
tions to try to find a way landmine survivors themselves
could produce the seats.

Cooper: With an investment loan from a microfinancier?

Hey: Yes. But we found it would be hard to go through
a lot of the microfinance institutions because they want
to keep a lot of the profit for themselves.

Cooper: We ran into a problem with one of the investors.
We tried to partner with him on dealing with disability
and microfinance, but we felt like he was charging the
women too much in interest. 

Hey: Yeah, we met with a couple of microfinance
institutions over there, and it wasn’t a fit. Our mission
was to make sure these landmine survivors were the
ones profiting.

Cooper: I got very involved in trying to create a system
to help people get financing in developing countries.
But every time I’d say “disability,” their eyes would
glaze over, which is what you’ve run into. 

Hey: Yeah, after meeting with a couple of the investors,
we ditched that idea.

Cooper: What were you thinking when you said just now
that people with disabilities could sell them? Who would
be buying them?

Hey: Our system right now is that the ULSA is going
to buy them back from the landmine survivors,
because they already have a whole network and know
where the people who need them are.

Cooper: So it’ll be a nonprofit that has to find funding
itself, and it would also be the client?

Hey: Here is how it works now: The ULSA puts out
what they call a “livelihood stipend” to those whom
they believe are serious about improving their situation.
They don’t want to just give handouts because there are
a lot of non-governmental organizations (NGOs); Ugan-
da is one of the most over-NGOed countries. They’re
giving handout after handout, and it’s creating a cycle in
which people stop wanting to work. 

So the ULSA already has a process they go through to
make sure people want to improve their situation before
they give them a livelihood stipend, which is about 1
million Ugandan shillings—about $300—to start a
business. They usually give it to them in the form of
craft materials, livestock, grains to start a farm or mate-
rials to start a carpentry business. That’s the route
we’re taking; they’ll receive a livelihood stipend in the
form of carpentry materials and the chance to go to
vocational school.

O
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Cooper: I like the school element a lot. Very good. Who
are they selling the devices to? I’m missing that part.

Hey: They create the Simple Seats, and then sell them
to the ULSA at a profit, and they then sell the product
to their connections. They could sell them to the local
disability community, but if they want—

Cooper: But if people with disabilities, landmine sur-
vivors, or those who have a mobility issue are already
having a problem financially, who has the money to buy
them? It’s really hard to market a product, let alone
have enough profit built into it. Have you worked that
out with the network you’re talking about?

Hey: That’s one of the biggest challenges and the biggest
design limitations: making it as low-cost as possible so
everybody can afford it.

Cooper: The problem is, if you make it too low-cost,
then the people making it don’t have enough profit to be
an entrepreneur.

Hey: Right. There’s a give and take, and the mediator is
going to be the ULSA. They’re making sure the sur-
vivors have what they need, but are also getting as much
as they can for the system. 

Cooper: Sell it on a sliding scale, then?

Hey: Right. 

Cooper: What I like is, if you’re teaching them a trade,
maybe there are other products they could think about
manufacturing to sell to a broader market.

Hey: Absolutely. When they go to vocational school and
learn how to build the latrine aids, they’ll go through six
months of carpentry training and metal working and
come out of it with skills they can use to start a busi-
ness. And then when the ULSA comes to them and says,
“We know of 10 people who want to buy these,” they
can produce 10 Simple Seats.

Cooper: Or something else?

Hey: Yes. The seat can be customizable, too. The ULSA is
about 10 volunteers, but that makes it very personable,
because they’re going to these places throughout Uganda
and meeting with the actual people who need the devices.

Cooper: Is there training at a given site? Do they go to
a certain village or region and say, “We’re going to
open up and provide X number of days of training?”

Hey: Right now we’re starting with a pilot program,
which is 10 landmine survivors. That’ll be at a private
school called Ave Maria Vocational Training and Youth
Development Centre. If it scales and is successful, we’re

Simple Seat, Better Lives current low-cost, accessible seating prototype
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thinking about creating workshops. Ave Maria is slight-
ly north and slightly east, which is far away from most
of the population, because the capital is southwest and
at quite a distance. But this private school will serve that
community for now. It is backed by a lot of church
funding, so it charges very little, or maybe nothing at
all, for people with disabilities to attend, which is very,
very uncommon and why we’re trying to start there.
They seem equipped to handle everything, and they had
the same mindset of inclusion for those in the disability
community. We would visit other schools, and they
would say, “Oh, yeah, we have a few disabled kids,”
and we’d ask, “Okay, how are they able to use the pit
latrines?” and they were like, “We don’t have anything.”

On the other hand, this school has its own private latrines,
including a lawn chair with a hole in it placed over the
latrine “for our disabled students.” But that’s one of the
only places we’ve seen that, which demonstrates they’re
already trying to be inclusive. 

Cooper: Scaling and using that as a test site makes
some sense.

Hey: Some sense? What do you mean?

Cooper: One of your challenges is that that is a unique
environment, as you just said. You found a unique
school. So, in a way, you’ve gone there and picked the
low-hanging fruit. How are you going to duplicate this
model in other parts of the country or world? The bril-
liance of this idea is not so much the product, but the
training. If you can give these people a skill set, that’s
sustainability right there. Since you’re engineers, you
should be able to start thinking around this issue. What
else can they produce beyond the chair, something the
general population wants but costs too much right now?
Or maybe they don’t even know they need it. 

We talked to some students at MIT who were doing
something similar with wheelchairs. They created a
really cool design that allows a chair to gear up and go
over rough terrain. They wanted them to build it on-site,
so they looked around and found that they could inte-
grate bicycle tires, which made sense. They made this
thing out of bicycle parts. It’s a wheelchair but most of
the components are from bikes.

Hey: That’s really cool.

Cooper: How did you determine the need?

Hey: The first prototype we built, we showed to Mar-
garet Orech over Skype and asked her what she thought.
She said, “Well, it folds up and that’s great, but there’s
no way they’re going to get to the latrine holding that.”
It’s kind of heavy—

So then we started thinking about different mobility
devices. She told us very few people have wheelchairs.

Some people make their own walkers or crutches, but
that’s dependent on their situation and what they can get
their hands on. So we started thinking about a device
that incorporates either a walker or a crutch, and we
brought a walker designed for the terrain in Uganda.
That was one of our three prototypes we took to Uganda
in January. We thought, Okay, we have these three pro-
totypes, and we’ll ask everybody that we show them to,
“Which one would you use?” We thought there would
be a unanimous favorite: Everybody says this one, or 80
percent of people like this one.

That was not the case. It was almost even between the
three prototypes. It was dependent on what disability
they had and also what technologies were available to
them at the time. One woman who had a wheelchair
really liked the one that wasn’t a mobility device,
because she could just put it on her lap and get there.
Other people who had a crutch were like, “I would
want the crutch.” Lots of people had prosthetics that
couldn’t bend. They were more like balancers or just
made it look like they had another leg. They weren’t
very functional. Here a prosthetic helps you walk, but
those not as much.

Cooper: So it was more for appearances?

Hey: It would seem so. One woman had to take off her
entire prosthetic before she even tried to get to the pit
latrine because she wouldn’t be able to hold it and
squat. She would take it off before she left her house to
go to the pit latrine, which made it really hard for her to
get there. She would usually crawl.

Cooper: When you say, “pit latrine,” are they going to
a communal one or their own family pit latrine?

Hey: Communal, usually. They have a clan system. You
live around the same area as the rest of your clan. Some
of them are family members, some are not. It basically
makes up a village. In a village, depending on the size, a
clan will have a communal pit latrine.

Cooper: Wow. Why couldn’t you leave your seat there, at
the latrine? Why would you have to take it back and forth?

Hey: Because it would get stolen.

Cooper: How do you know, have you tested that?

Hey: Well, if they leave their soap at the latrine, it
gets stolen.

Cooper: Is there water at the latrines?

Hey: It’s like going to a campsite where they have a well
right next to the latrines.

Cooper: Are these similar to outhouses?
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Hey: Yes. We saw one that didn’t have any structure
around it. It was just tucked away.

Cooper: For those people who are having a problem
commuting back and forth, couldn’t there be a way for
them to lock it there so there’s some security, so they
don’t have to carry it each time? If it’s a clan, I don’t see
why somebody’s stealing it anyway. Why would they do
that?

Hey: Clans are pretty large. You don’t always know
everybody in your clan. And a lot of them are built on
roads and people pass by on those roads, and a lot of
times those are the people who take their stuff.

Cooper: It’s open to anybody?

Hey: Yes. In the village of Margaret’s clan, there was
one set of pit latrines close to the road and another that
was far away. She said, “I like to go to the ones that are
farther away, because the ones close to the road that
people can see and stop to use get gross.”

Cooper: Don’t they all smell no matter where they 
are located?

Hey: Many do. I don’t know if it’s anybody’s job to take
care of the latrines, but they definitely weren’t clean by
our standards. Using them in a sanitary manner is a

whole other issue.

We actually asked if we could make something that folds
down from the wall, and that stays there so people who
don’t want to use it don’t have to, and people who do
need to can, but they didn’t seem as interested in the
idea. 

Cooper: In your picture, you had what looked like a
plastic seat connected to bamboo. Why couldn’t you just
give them the plastic seat and they put the seat on that
fold-down, so it’s their private seat but the fold-down 
is permanent?

Hey: Like hinge it from the wall?

Cooper: Right. Did you ask them about that?

Hey: Yeah, we brought that up, but they wanted some-
thing that was theirs. Also, there aren’t standard dimen-
sions. But we were still thinking that wouldn’t be too
hard—you’d just take a couple planks of wood. And yet,
when we presented it as an option, they didn’t choose it.

Cooper: I bet if you build it, they will poop. 

(laughter)

Hey: I’m sure it’s better than nothing.

Representatives from the Simple Seat, Better Lives project that created low-cost, accessible seating devices that helps land mine survivors in
Uganda who cannot squat or stand up independently over a pit latrine. Partnering with ULSA and Ave Maria, a vocational school in Lira, Uganda.
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Cooper: You were saying there are some latrines that
are just open and out there, but if there’s X amount of
these latrines, you could create a team that has gone
through your class, learned carpentry, and charges a
certain amount to the village to come and build the
accessibility portion. They could build something that’s
part of the universal design. 

Hey: I definitely think we should at least include it as an
option. What we did see in a couple of the nicer areas
were pit latrines made with a cement hole, like a cylin-
der upwards and a hole that went all the way through to
the pit latrine, which was handicapped-accessible. That
is something we could totally train people to do, just
create a little cement box or a little wood box, pour
cement in there, dig out a hole, and you’re good.

Cooper: And then you have to create some rails, something
they can hold onto. When you talk about governments
and all the committee meetings, sometimes dictators are
actually a good thing. “We’re just gonna do this,” and
they do it. And then they will say, “Oh, okay, this actually
kind of works. It’s not the best, but it’s absolutely better
than what we had.” Especially if you have a good idea,
you’re not trying to do something to charge people for, like,
“Every time you sit on this thing it’s gonna cost you”—

(laughter)

If you just go ahead and decide, “Everyone’s going to
this latrine area, we’re gonna build one.” You’ll proba-
bly find that more people—even in the States—would
prefer using the accessible bathroom because it’s usually
less used and typically cleaner than the other ones.

Hey: Yeah, more room! But I think the other reason that
it’s portable is because—

Cooper: I’m not saying not to do the portable. You’re 
teaching the skills for them to build that accessible location.

Hey: It connects to your visitability or your ability to
take it somewhere and go off for maybe a longer peri-
od of time, because you don’t have to go home to go to
the bathroom.

Cooper: There’s a need for it, I agree. It’s simple. But it
looks like there’s some part you could get hurt on.

Hey: That bamboo prototype is no more. It was made
out of rattan, a solid form of bamboo, but it was very
porous. This is a funny story. We did a bunch of
research on what sorts of materials are used over there
for carpentry, and we came up with rattan, and we asked
Margaret and she said, “Oh, yeah, there’s rattan here.”
So we went to Huntington Beach, the closest place to
the school we could find that sells rattan, and bought a
bunch of it to build the seats.

We built our prototypes out of it and brought them there,

and they were like, “What is that? We’ve never seen it
before.” We were like, “What? Rattan!” Margaret translat-
ed and they were like, “Oh, yeah!” They use the outside
part of rattan for furniture, but not the porous inside.

It was a miscommunication. So then we were like, “What
do you use?,” and they said 2x4s.” 

(laughter)

Cooper: As in we usually just go to Home Depot.

Hey: Right. So now we’re making a lot of the proto-
types out of 2x4s. And there’s a possibility we can use
metal, too. There’s a metalworking class, and we visited
a carpentry shop too. All the carpenters come to one
place so they can share tools. That’s a way to make
them more stable; they looked a little rickety.

Cooper: Rattanicky?

(laughter)

Cooper: I look at that as another option of building
out. I don’t know what they teach. If there’s a way you
could talk to them about building the actual unit as a
class assignment.

Hey: Yeah, that’s cool. We’re making pictorial manuals,
like idea manuals. We want the seat to be easy to build
and very user-friendly. They can tell by the pictures
where everything goes.

Cooper: You also want the people coming out of the
class to have the knowledge and skill set the village
might not have.

Hey: Right, but we’re not carpenters. I’ve learned a lot
about how to build from this project, but when we were
there and I met carpenters, my professor at first was
saying, “Then you can teach these carpenters how to
build the seat.” I think I would have felt silly. These are
people who have been doing carpentry their whole life.
They saw the seat, and they almost immediately knew
how they were going to build it. But for landmine sur-
vivors who aren’t carpenters, they would need the train-
ing so when they see the seats, they say, “Okay, I know
how to do that. I can build that.” 

Cooper: And not get splinters.

Hey: Right. In a safe way.

Cooper: So you’re going to make the seats out of wood?

Hey: Yes. We think that’s the best way. It’s a trade-off.
It depends on what’s available also at the time at the
carpentry shop and at the school. Sometimes they can
only get certain materials.
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Cooper: It seems like metal, even though it might be
cold, isn’t as porous and could be cleaned more easily.

Hey: Cleaner and more stable, but also a lot more
expensive. Some people specifically want hardwood. I
would say, “You know that’ll make it a lot heavier,” but
the woman with the wheelchair said, “I could just place
it on my lap. It doesn’t matter.” Other people said, “Soft
wood is the cheapest, the lightest. I would want that.” I
said, “You know that’s the most porous. You might have
to replace it after a while.” And they said, “Oh, yeah,
but it’d be cheaper to make two out of soft wood than
one out of metal.” 

Cooper: How did you get funding to go to Uganda?

Hey: Half of it was self-funded and the other half came
from a competition at my school called the Social Inno-
vation Challenge. We won a few grand. That money
was used towards the trip and for the prototyping. Right
now I have an Indiegogo page up so we can get the
pilot program going.

Cooper: When you arrived in Uganda, did they pick you
up at the airport? Where did you stay? What was that
trip like?

Hey: We came in at night, and Margaret knew a driver
with a van who picked us up and took us to her home in
Kampala, which is the capital. It was about an hour’s drive

from the airport to where we were staying. That was all
good. And then we met her there and we went to Lira.

Cooper: You stayed at an American-style hotel?

Hey: We stayed at a place called the Olive Garden.

Cooper: At least you could eat!

Hey: They had used the Olive Garden’s little grapevine.
We were like, “Oh, we’re staying at the Olive Garden!”
But I wouldn’t say it was American-style. They had pit
latrines, too, but they flushed. It was a very nice hotel.

Cooper: You had to deal with the pit latrine, then? I still
haven’t used one.

Hey: They were the nice ones.

Cooper: Do you sit? Do you put your butt on it?

Hey: No, you squat.

Cooper: I was thinking, could I actually be comfortable
enough to squat?

Hey: The nice ones, like in our bathroom, were pit
latrines with handles on each side. You could hold the
handles and squat. And there were some that didn’t have
handles, which would be impossible for me to use if I
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didn’t have two functioning legs.

It was definitely an experience. It was the farthest I’ve
ever been away from home for the longest amount of
time. I experienced some culture shock. There were
some things that didn’t entirely make sense to me, like
how they run meetings. We had a lot of meetings with
different vocational schools. You go in, sit down, shake
hands, and talk about yourself for five to 10 minutes,
where you grew up, where you went to school, what you
studied. It was a very long introduction by every person
in the room.

Cooper: People who have been in meetings with the
same group and have to hear the stories over and over
again!

Hey: Yes. We met with the principal of a vocational
school, and he would call in his entire staff. They would
just drop what they were doing and come in and sit
down with us. Everybody would go around and tell their
story, and then you could talk about why you were
there. I think the pauses were what threw me off. Awk-
ward pauses were not awkward. They’re there for a rea-
son. If you rush them, if you speak through the pauses,
you’re rushing them and not giving them time to think.

Cooper: I’ve never heard of that.

Hey: It’s rude to fill every pause.

Cooper: [pauses]

Hey: (laughs) That’s exactly what it was like. For me,
that was hard. I like to talk. But they would go, “Hmm.”

Cooper: So you think they’re really absorbing and trying
to digest what is happening?

Hey: Yes, I think they’re thinking about it, figuring out
what they want to say next. It seems a lot more thoughtful.

I think I screwed it up in the first meeting because I
wasn’t aware of that difference. In the second meeting, I
was like, “This is a latrine aide”. I should let them facil-
itate and run the conversation, and then I can see a little
bit more about how it goes.

Cooper: And then you started going, “Hmm?”

Hey: Right. And it seemed like it went a lot better.

Cooper: Do you have plans to go back?

Hey: We’re going to go back a little bit later. I might
have to miss some school, but when we went last time,
everybody was on Christmas break, just like here. The
reason I got to go was because I was on Christmas break
from school, but that meant we got to talk to fewer peo-
ple. “This person’s not here. This person’s still on
break.” We’re going a little bit later this time so people
are back from vacation by then.

Cooper: Do you know if any of the hotels have 
Western toilets?

Hey: Some of them do, and even some rooms in the
hotel we were staying in did. They had a villa option in
which they had toilets, but we were on a budget. Part of
the fundraiser we’re doing is to try to subsidize the cost
of going to Uganda.

Cooper: You want to raise enough money for the villas?

Hey: (laughs) I’m a cofounder with the other student and
the professor who got this project going in January 2015,
but since then a couple of other students have hopped on,
and they haven’t gone to Uganda yet, and I think it
would be beneficial to have more than just two people
go, especially if we’re going to be building the latrine
aids alongside the landmine survivors. It would be nice
to have a couple more people who know what they’re
doing. So we’re trying to send a few more people this
time, which means we need more funding.

Cooper: Good luck with everything!

Hey: Thanks!

simpleseatbetterlives.weebly.com

Mei-Li Hey, mechanical engineer student and co-founder of Simple 
Seat, Better Lives, working with land mine survivors in Uganda.
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rominent London artist Andrea Tyrimos high-
lights the intersection of art, multimedia and
mental illness. When Lia Martirosyan traveled
to Tyrimos’ neck of the woods, she nipped into
her vibrant studio to explore the artist’s portrai-

ture and chat about her vision for healing the world
through truth-telling art. Tyrimos welcomed the ABILITY
team into her creative space and whole-heartedly illus-
trated in words her mission with this exhibition titled
Bipolar Picasso. As you read on and experience the cre-
ations, you will hopefully feel her personal connection
and dedication to this project as it shines through the
eyes of each piece. 

Lia Martirosyan: Thanks for having us here in your studio.

Andrea Tyrimos: It’s lovely to have you here.

36    ABILITY

P

Tyrimos_11-18_PJ-PF-MM-cc-8-LIA__QuarkTemplate.qxd  1/29/17  12:45 AM  Page 36



ABILITY   37

Tyrimos_11-18_PJ-PF-MM-cc-8-LIA__QuarkTemplate.qxd  1/29/17  12:45 AM  Page 37



38    ABILITY

Martirosyan: Hearing your name I thought, does she
have Greek roots?

Andrea Tyrimos: Cypriot. Both my mum and dad are
Greek; my mum was born in Cyprus, the little island
near Greece. But I’m a born and bred Londoner. 

Martirosyan: Have you’ve been to Cyprus or Greece? 

Tyrimos: When I was young, we spent most summer
holidays on Cyprus. I hadn’t been for about 10 years,
and then I went last April; I had an exhibition there.
That was cool. And then a few years ago, I visited a
beautiful Greek island. Have you been?

Martirosyan: No but I would love to go to the islands.

Tyrimos: They’re really lovely.

Martirosyan: I can’t imagine the accessibility there.
How does your mum get along physically?

Tyrimos: It’s only as she’s gotten older that she strug-
gles a bit more. They said she might now have post-
polio syndrome, where she gets tired very quickly. But
she has a caliper to support her leg, and yet she still
gets around.

Martirosyan: Let’s talk about your paintings. What really

stands out in your portraits are the eyes. What’s the
story behind that choice?

Tyrimos: I didn’t start off making a conscious effort to
portray the eyes in any special way, but a lot of people
comment on that. I think when I met the people who sat
for the portraits, the one thing that came across strongly
was the emotion in their eyes—a combination of vulner-
ability and strength. Also the lack of detail in the hair
and clothing in the paintings draw the viewer in a bit
more. So maybe self-consciously I try to get the painting
to show the person’s inner self. 

Initially, I thought they were going to be full portraits
with the backgrounds filled and all the rest of the
details. But as I painted, I had to trust the process, and I
realized the figures looked stronger, and you were able
to connect with them more emotionally when you didn’t
have any of those distractions. You were confronted
with just the face looking back at you. It forces you to
connect with it.

Martirosyan: I get that.

Tyrimos: I paint portraits of members of the public and
of celebs, so by stripping them bare of how their hair
was styled or how they were dressed, it brings it back
down to the fact that we’re all just people, united by our
different experiences with mental-health vulnerabilities.

Andrea Tyrimos in her London studio                 
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Martirosyan: As I sit here, they all look like they’re
looking at me. Do you see it, too?

Tyrimos: Mm-hmm.

(laughter)

Martirosyan: You mentioned in your gallery that you
had set up audio files with little narratives. How did
you do that?

Tyrimos: For the purpose of this show, I wanted to
meet every person who sat for me and to take a series
of photographs and sketches of them. But then I
quickly realized the story behind what they’d experi-
enced was too important not to share. So the paintings
have basically turned into art installations. Accompa-
nying each painting is an audio recording. Formally or
informally, I interviewed each person and then edited
it down.

So as you’re looking at the paintings, you can put on a
pair of headphones. There’s one for each of them, and
you can listen to them talk openly about what they’ve
been through. I was quite surprised by how revealing they
were. I think it’s because I have a personal connection
with the issue. I’m not a member of the press. I’m not a
charity. They knew what I was trying to get across with
this art. 

Martirosyan: The audio adds another intriguing layer to
the story.

Tyrimos: Yes. I put the audio on a loop, the idea
being that you can pop on the headphones, listen to a
few seconds’ worth, and then move on. During the
exhibition, which ran for one week, I noticed so many
people would listen to the entirety of them; they want-
ed to hear everything the subject had to say. On aver-
age people spend about seven seconds looking at a
painting in a gallery before moving on, but with this
exhibit you’re kind of forced to stop, look directly at
the person and listen. In a real conversation, you
don’t get uninterrupted time to talk, do you? But it’s
like they’ve been allowed the chance to speak freely
without judgment. 

So I’m going to play you a couple of the audio files. This
is Mark’s. He’s a journalist for The Guardian and also an
author; he speaks about what he describes as his nervous
breakdown and the first moments of the symptoms:
Mark: Things had been building up for me for a number of
weeks beforehand, just a few weeks in which I just really
hadn’t felt like myself. My vision was strange. My concen-
tration wasn’t there. Things were swimming. And I had
this permanent sort of knot or something in my stomach. It
was around my 40th birthday. I always said life begins at
40, but not for me. I even sang a song on that day about
life beginning at 40, but for most of the time on that boat I

     “On darker nights, or lighter nights, or bright mornings” - Bill Oddie “Hold my hand” - Gail Porter
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just had this overwhelming sense of panic, of butterflies, of
not being able to look people in the face. I was starting
conversations but not being able to finish them. And actu-
ally, for a lot of the time, just standing with my mum holding
her hand.

Tyrimos: What’s great about Mark’s story, as you can hear,
is he so beautifully articulates how he was feeling, and I
think many people do struggle to express how they’re feel-
ing. That’s why a lot of people can relate to his story.

Martirosyan: That’s wonderful.

Tyrimos: This one is Tory Allen Martin, a friend of
mine. She’s a very good singer and producer. She deals
with anxiety and speaks about lots of different things,
but also with a particular focus on social media. Here’s
a snippet from her audio:
Tory: About six years ago… I had the feeling like it was
closing in on me, and everyone was looking at me. …I
remember I’d worn sh*t clothes, and I didn’t have any
makeup on. ...I just suddenly felt like in the hall, everyone in
there was judging me. I don’t think anyone was even look-
ing at me, but that’s how I felt. I remember thinking, “I need
to get out.” And I just went and sat on a bench. And the
minute I got outside, and I got air, and I sort of sat in a
place I wanted to be, the feeling eased a little bit.

Tyrimos: Like Tory, we all have those feelings of anxi-
ety, even if it’s just a little seed in our brain. Again, as
we were speaking about social media, which is such a
great platform to promote mental health and disability
awareness, we realized that it could also be quite detri-
mental to one’s self-image if we constantly compare
ourselves to others. 

The paintings don’t work without the audio and vice
versa. It was a new thing for me, and I’m really
happy I did it. I think by the end of the exhibit you
feel like you’ve gotten to know each person. I’ve had

“Life’s a dangerous
thing, none of 

us survive it right” 

- Mark Rice Oxley

“You take a little bit of that wall away” - Alastair Campbell 
Oil on canvas with audio recording
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a fantastic response. Many people have come in who
have struggled with mental illness saying they felt a
lot of comfort to hear other people going through
similar experiences.

Martirosyan: What was the process with your subjects?

Tyrimos: The actual sessions went for more than an
hour, but the edited-down recordings were from 2 to
10 minutes. I cut them so they flow like a monologue,
so you don’t hear me asking the questions. I did some
research into each of their personal experiences before
the interview. For example, I asked the politician
things like, “How do you think we can look at poli-
tics, and how could that help in changing legislation
to help people who are going through this?” Or Leon
McKenzie, he is a former premiership soccer player,
and he’s now a professional boxer. It was interesting
that a lot of young men could relate to him. You might
think he’s this tough guy from what he does for a liv-
ing, but actually he’s sensitive and vulnerable, and at
the same time unbelievably strong because of what
he’s been through.

I had questions, but it was an informal chat, and I think
that’s why it worked and why they were so open. They
could trust it wasn’t going to be sensationalized, as
sometimes happens in the media.

Martirosyan: You said you had a personal connection to
your subjects. Can you talk more about that?

Tyrimos: As I mentioned, several people who are really
close to me deal with a range of mental health vulner-
abilities and illnesses. Some are not comfortable being
as open about it as they would be if it were, perhaps, a
physical ailment, for fear of judgment by society. I
find it heartbreaking. I feel like you should be able to
talk about it. It’s often discussed as an invisible ill-
ness, but part of me doesn’t fully buy that, because if I
were to say I have an issue with my kidney, you might
not be able to physically see that, but you’d still give
me a basic level of empathy. The brain is just another
organ in the body, so it almost doesn’t make sense that
we don’t have the same compassion when people are
suffering.

Some people are opening up, but there’s still a huge
stigma. So their willingness to share their truth was my
initial spark of inspiration. I don’t know about you guys,
but in Britain we never would say the word “cancer”
until a few years ago. It was “the big C.” I feel like
we’ve come a long way in regards to that.

Martirosyan: Now we say “the little c.” 

(laughter)
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Tyrimos: Mental illness is the last taboo, and a lot of
work still needs to be done. There are a lot of fantastic
campaigns and blogs and documentaries, but with this
project I thought about how I can use what I’m
already doing with my art. The art was a vehicle of
expression, a different way of tackling the issue. A lot
of them said that to come to a gallery and see a huge
50 x 50-inch painting of themselves and hear them-
selves speak was a cathartic experience, and it was
one step further to them accepting themselves. I think
the more we talk about these subjects, the less of a
taboo they’ll be.

Martirosyan: Is there an actual ‘Bipolar Picasso’
painting?

Tyrimos: No, Bipolar Picasso is just the title of the
show. The title was my way of combining mental illness
and art. But it’s not just bipolar disorder that I’m explor-
ing. The illnesses range from anxiety to depression, to
bipolar, to schizophrenia. 

Martirosyan: When you do one of these larger pieces
we’re looking at here, how long does it take? 

Tyrimos: A painting can take me easily a month of
working full time. But because I wanted the show to
coincide with World Mental Health Awareness Day
(October 10), I ended up doing the whole lot in four or
five months.

Martirosyan: How many pieces?

Tyrimos: Ten. And that’s in addition to me meeting
with the sitters, doing the audio, getting the inter-
views, sorting all of that out. It was a lot to take on.
And now I want to take it further, perhaps tour it to
different cities, different countries, because the
response to the show was that it needs to be seen by
more people. So I’m looking into it. And it’s some-
thing I feel passionate about. I don’t know if I believe
the statistic that one in four of us will suffer a mental
illness in our lifetimes; I personally think that even
more of us, at some point in our lives, will struggle
with our mental health.

Martirosyan: Or it could be temporary mental illness.

Tyrimos: Perhaps.

Martirosyan: Like clinical depression.

Tyrimos: Yes, at some point in your life. A lot of peo-
ple may go undiagnosed and untreated. If we can talk
about it before it gets to the stage where somebody has
to go to hospital, if we can pick up on the signs early,
whether it’s through lifestyle changes, meditation,
therapy, or even medication. Because mental illness, as
with physical illness, doesn’t discriminate, but the sys-
tem can. If you aren’t lucky enough to have as much
money as somebody else, that can hurt your chances at
recovery.

“My heart beating” - Puneeta Sharma      
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A lot of people were shocked when Robin Williams com-
mitted suicide. They might say, “What does somebody
like him have to be down about?” They clearly don’t get
it. Maybe it’s a lack of education or understanding that
those feelings come from something within. 

Martirosyan: Yes, there is plenty of ignorance. So you
sketch them in pencil first and then oil paint?

Tyrimos: Yes.

Martirosyan: When did the decision to make the pencil
markings more prominent come in?

Tyrimos: It was a progression. I thought they were going
to be full portraits; I was going to bring in some of this
neon color that I use in model work and backgrounds
and everything else. But as I was painting them, I sup-
pose that’s what being an artist truly is, you’ve got to
trust the process, let things evolve and say, “Okay, this is
more impactful for what I’m doing, for the purposes of
this show.” 

Martirosyan: What’s interesting is that, especially
now that there’s more of a trend toward bright colors,
stripping it down like this is unique.

Tyrimos: Thank you.

Martirosyan: I’m curious, Andrea. Have you always
done portraits?

Tyrimos: No. Years ago I would do the odd one, but I
don’t consider myself a portrait painter. I do a lot of
landscapes, kind of urban London gritty landscapes
with a lot of neon and loads of color. This is very
different.

Martirosyan: —I’ve seen some of the brick works you’ve
done, they are wonderful—and the one with the giraffe, I
forget his name?

Tyrimos: Eddie the giraffe. That’s more recent work. I
do this camouflage thing where I take a blank canvas,
put it on the street, and then paint the background of the
street onto it, and you can then take away the canvas as
a way of immortalizing the street. Street art meets fine
art. Very different.

andreatyrimos.com
@bipolarpicasso

     “I’m still fighting” - Leon McKenzie
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ctor Cedric Yarbrough has a cool, calm, col-
lected vibe about him. He seems genuinely
grateful for being able to do what he
expresses so much passion for. When talk-
ing about his family and especially his

mama, their warm pride of his endeavors is felt through
his words. It’s refreshing to see that he goes beyond the
script, from doing more research of characters he takes
on, to being open to an organic improvisation, bring
more authenticity to a scene.

Yarbrough is a good conversationalist, roots for the
good guy, and enjoys a good laugh. And he knows a
thing or two about comedy! Since making his way to
LA in 2000, he’s nabbed coveted TV roles in Comedy
Centrals’ Reno 911!, Arrested Development, Comedy
Bang! Bang!, and The Goldbergs. He’s also made his
mark on the big screen in Meet the Fockers, Black
Dynamite, and The Boss, plus others. ABILITY caught
up with the actor to talk about his path to acting and his
current role as kind-hearted Kenneth on ABC’s Speech-
less, starring Minnie Driver as the mother of a son with
cerebral palsy. If you’ve caught the show, you have seen
the adventures these characters go on sprinkled with
plenty of relatable scenarios! 

A
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Lia Martirosyan: What got you into acting?

Cedric Yarbrough: I was always interested in acting, but
in my high school sports was the cool thing to be part
of, and I was still very into being cool. So I played a lot
of basketball and football. But I always had that want to
be in theater and to be a part of theater arts. But in my
school, it was just a really nerdy thing to be a part of.
Everyone in my school wore bowler hats—they were
always on, always acting, and all so big. I was like, “I
can’t be that, even though I wanted to be.

Martirosyan: What high school did you go to?

Yarbrough: This was in Minnesota at Burnsville High
School. When I graduated, I was able to go to a commu-
nity college where they didn’t have any sports and none
of my peers were there, none of my friends, so I could
really get into acting.

Martirosyan: So you didn’t feel any pressure or judgment?

Yarbrough: No. So I was able to wear bowler hats and
be as big and stupid as I possibly could, and then from
there I got a scholarship and went to Minnesota State
University, where I really got into it.

Martirosyan: So you got a scholarship in theater? Nice!

Yarbrough: Yes.

Martirosyan: What was the first production you took
part in?

Yarbrough: The first production I ever did was A Streetcar
Named Desire. I did that and really fell in love with lan-
guage and scripts and Tennessee Williams and how you
just transport people into this whole world by watching
other people doing it. That really sat well with me.

My mother is really big into musical theater—The
Sound of Music and Seven Brides for Seven Brothers.
She would wake us up in the middle of the night to
watch these old musicals.

Martirosyan: That’s a nice memory.

Yarbrough: She would make popcorn or mac and cheese
or cereal or something, and wake us up. “Get on up!
Sound of Music is on!” You know, that was before we
had VCRs and all that kind of stuff. So that really fueled
my first love of acting and theater and music. When I
finally got to college, I was able to try it.

Martirosyan: Where did the comedy come in to your life?

Yarbrough: My family is hilarious. They’re really funny.

Martirosyan: Accidental? 

(laughter)

Yarbrough subtly illustrating his theatrical beginnings to Martirosyan
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Yarbrough: Accidental, on purpose, all of it! They’re
really goofy. We played tricks on each other all the time.
That was always kind of an innate thing. We were
always joking. We were always trying to one-up each
other, including my mother. That was kind of just a
thing we always had, and I’ve been able to incorporate
what I’ve always known into what I love to do.

Chet Cooper: Lia actually crazy-glued the couch. She
thought that was funny.

(laughter)

Cooper: —you’re stuck! 

Yarbrough: Oh, that’s it? Well, I’m here forever.

Martirosyan: Is anyone else in your family in enter-
tainment?

Yarbrough: No one else has gone into this crazy busi-
ness. But I remember my mother telling me a story
about when she used to sing, really sing. She grew up in
Jackson, Mississippi. One day Barry Gordy from
Motown was looking for singers, and she wanted to
audition, but she never did.

Martirosyan: Awe!

Yarbrough: She never had the courage to really try it. So

that’s always been in the back of my head. A lot of
times you tell yourself no with things, a lot of times you
discourage yourself.

Martirosyan: You get in your own way.

Yarbrough: Yeah. I’ve tried not to do that to myself. I
mean, I edited myself all the time, but I’ve told myself
yes more than no, and with those yeses, I’ve been able
to actually have a career.

Martirosyan: Wonderful.

Cooper: Do you sing?

Yarbrough: Oh, yeah. I sing. I’ve done a lot of musical
theater. A lot of music in different shows. Crazy Ex-
Girlfriend is a really great show right now with a lot of
music, and I guest-starred last year. They didn’t have a
song for me, but I knew they did a lot of music. I was
like, “I’m not doing the show and not singing a song.”
So I improvised a song, and they put it in the show.

Martirosyan: Seize the moment.

Yarbrough: I think a lot of actors, especially actors with
a theater background, have a musical ear. A lot of actors
just want to be musicians anyway, and a lot of musicians
want to be actors. I sing, so I dabble in that. 
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Martirosyan: When did you make the big move to 
Hollywood?

Yarbrough: I moved out here July 4, 2000. I had my U-
Haul. I came in. It was night. The fireworks were going
off. I’m like, “Hey, this is the city for me, right here.” 

(laughter)

Martirosyan: That was all set up for your arrival!

Yarbrough: “They’ve already welcomed me here!”

Cooper: And you got nine eleven?

Yarbrough: Reno 911!

Cooper: What did I say?

Martirosyan: (laughs) You said nine eleven.

Cooper: Isn’t that the same?

Yarbrough: Well, you’ve got the same numbers in there! 

(laughter)

A lot of people do that. You’ve got the right numbers,
yes, but a different connotation.

Cooper: That was your first major show, right?

Yarbrough: That was the first big series I was able to
be a regular on. I came out here in July, and I met the
Reno 911! guys in October of that year. The show was
sketch comedy at the time. It was entitled Ugly Ameri-
cans, and it was just a sketch show for Fox.

Cooper: I did not know that.

Yarbrough: And Fox thought it was a little too similar to
Mad TV, their sketch comedy show at the time, so they
scrapped that idea and came up with this COPS-like
show. COPS was on their network at the time, so they
thought it would be kind of cool to have it on at 8:00 on
Saturday nights and Reno 911! at 8:30, as a funny show.
And Fox did not like that idea at all. So it sat on the
shelf for two years. We all went our separate ways, and
one day I get a call from Tom Lennon, who played
Lieutenant Dangle on the show. He said, “Yeah, I think
Comedy Central wants to do a pilot.” So we did a pilot,
and they really loved it.

Cooper: With the same cast?

Yarbrough: Yes. It was mostly the same cast. We hired
one more person and got rid of one person.

Cooper: Same cast as Ugly Americans?

Yarbrough and his Reno 911! crew striking a natural pose
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Yarbrough: Yes. We all came from sketch comedy, and
we all came up with these characters, wrote these individ-
ual cops, and away we went. It was a fun show. A lot of
people really liked it because it felt different. It felt new.

Cooper: I liked it a lot. I couldn’t believe it went off the air.

Yarbrough: It felt authentically itself, and I think it was
because of the actors. We really put a lot of time into
our individual characters, and because it was also an
improvised show. Like we’re having this conversation
right now, it felt natural and real. That’s why people
really resonated with the show.

Cooper: This is all a sketch for us. 

(laughter)

Yarbrough: Oh, you guys have written this whole thing
up? You should have let me know. But it was a fun show.
We had a great time, a great cast, and guest stars who
have gone on to do really great things—Jonah Hill, Paul
Rudd, Zach Galifianakis, Nick Swardson, the Key and
Peele boys, who’ve done some really great things, too.
And our core cast was spectacular, too.

Cooper: Maybe this is totally off, but did you have any
connection with Super Troopers?

Yarbrough: That had nothing to do with us. Those guys
had a whole other thing going on. But we had cops on
the mind. I don’t even know who came first. I think ours
came out before theirs came out.

Cooper: And Tom Lennon, is he producing @midnight?

Yarbrough: Oh, yes. Tom Lennon and Ben Garant 
produce @midnight right now.

Cooper: At 11:30. 

Yarbrough: Yeah. And they’ve done all the Night at the
Museum movies, too. They’ve done some really cool
stuff with—

Cooper: You should have been one of those!

Yarbrough: Tell them! 

Cooper: Are you going to be on @midnight at some point? 

Yarbrough: It would be nice. They haven’t invited me!

Cooper: When I first watched it, I thought everyone was
just improvising. But I keep seeing them look at the screen,
so I think they’ve been given some material to begin with.

Yarbrough: They’re able to prepare. They’re given the
questions. As comics, you’re able to write down some
material. It’s material the comics have written. There are

a lot of questions, though, so it’s hard to remember all
that. But nothing has been prepared for them—they’ve
prepared for themselves.

Martirosyan: That was a good question. I was wondering
how every single one of them can be so quick?

Yarbrough: A lot of times it is that they’re lightning-fast.

Cooper: You could do it, Lia.

Martirosyan: (laughs) Oh, yeah. Right on the spot! I
could faint on the spot! That’ll work.

Cooper: It won’t get you any points.

(laughter)

Martirosyan: I want to get into building up to Speech-
less. When you read the script, and got to know your
character. What did you think?

Yarbrough: When I first read it, I thought it was wonder-
ful. The characters were very well-defined. As an actor,
that’s what you really want—to know that whoever is in
charge, whoever is writing this, has a clear-cut point of
view. That way you can fill in the other things, too. But
also, where is this character coming from? And I could
see that with every character in the pilot, not just mine,
but the whole show just seemed so well-written and very
authentic. Especially if you could get a kid who has cere-
bral palsy (CP) and a mother who really cares so much
that she will break the world for that child. 

Tthen to have a relationship with this child, to have this
guy come out of nowhere who has nothing to do with the
family, but who genuinely cares for that kid, would be a
cool thing to do. I wanted to put my stamp on it. I went
in and told them my ideas, and they were really recep-
tive. As I recall, I was the first one cast, the first guy they
wanted. They said, “OK, let’s roll with you as Kenneth.”
It was cool, because I was able to audition with other
people for the mother’s role, to have a “chemistry” read.
That was pretty interesting, too.

Martirosyan: Were you able to draw from real life or on
any experiences you’d had?

Yarbrough: I didn’t know too many people with CP. I
knew a couple of kids in high school. As an actor, you’re
kind of aware of everything, or you try to be, so you take
in certain habits or find certain things, such as how some-
one sits or how demure they are. You get those things
about everybody. So I was very observant of that commu-
nity. But I didn’t know very many people.

So I booked the role, and I was able to meet with some-
one who is nonverbal, who has an aide and also uses a
laser to point out what she wants to say. I found that
really helpful.
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Cooper: How did you find her?

Yarbrough: Scott Silveri is the head writer and cre-
ator of the show. He got in contact with her—her
name is Eva Sweeney. I said, “Please, let’s have a
meeting.” She was extremely gracious!

Eva advised on the show as well. She’s really open, as
was her aide, Tim. We were able to talk and hang out. I
wanted to be more educated than my character, because
he goes in not knowing a whole lot, but I didn’t want to
be as dumb as he was. (laughs) I wanted to meet with
her, and we talked about anything and everything. It was
cool. She’s an excellent writer, too! 

Cooper: And she’s local?

Yarbrough: Yes. We worked diligently and hand in hand
with the Cerebral Palsy Foundation (CPF). They advised
us and, of course, we’re going to get things wrong, but I
think we’re getting things right more than not. Scott Sil-
veri has a brother who’s nonverbal, so he comes from an
authentic place for the show. He was kind of tired of see-
ing shows that were always sad and maudlin with families
with disabilities or someone with autism or someone
who has CP, and he just wanted to make a really funny
comedy with a character who has cerebral palsy.

Martirosyan: And it works.

Yarbrough: I think so. I think people are really finding it
funny and not a waste of their time. They feel good
about watching the show, and that feels good, too.

Martirosyan: I think one of the funnier scenes was when
you left without him in the car.

Yarbrough: Oh!

Martirosyan: And you were like, “I’m not gonna lie,
that sucked!”

Yarbrough: Yeah! That was one of the first conversa-
tions we had that I didn’t want my character coming in
all-knowing and omniscient and being able to save this
family—as if they need saving anyway! But I didn’t
want to come in like—you know, there’s a phrase we
say in the African-American community, “the magical
Negro,” who comes in and can solve everything, like
The Legend of Bagger Vance. You’ve seen that movie?
That’s with Will Smith and Matt Damon. Smith plays a
golf pro, and out of nowhere he cares for this white guy,
for no reason, and then he disappears. So I didn’t want
to be that guy! (laughs)
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Cooper: Oh, you don’t play golf. 

(laughter)

Yarbrough: (laughs) Yeah, right! I wanted my character
to be a part of the family but also have flaws, yet be
very genuine in that he cares for the kid. And I think
we’re finding that balance of fun, humor, and making
mistakes but solving them as well.

Cooper: In the disability arena, there is something simi-
lar called the “super-crip” stereotype, where the media
only goes toward, “Oh, my gosh, he’s blind, and he
climbed a mountain!”

Yarbrough: Yeah!

Cooper: People go for that. They don’t see it as part of
the fabric of life. They push it to a different level.

Yarbrough: And we address that issue in a later episode
with inspiration porn.

Martirosyan: Exactly what I was thinking.
Yarbrough: And then the magical Negro and they’re
relating somehow. I think they’re cousins—

(laughter)

Yarbrough: —in some regard. So we address both of
these issues in an upcoming episode that I’m excited for
people to see.

Martirosyan: Looking forward to it.

Cooper: I like the episode where you kind of lost it.

Yarbrough: Yeah, he wasn’t used to all this attention and
it went to his head, but that’s another thing that was fun
to show, his flaws. It went way too far.

Cooper: Or not far enough! 

(laughter)

Yarbrough: Yeah, maybe he could have gone to the
White House or something. What I love about working
on the show is that Scott Silveri and the writers are
open to hearing our ideas when it comes to the show
and our characters. Our show is very different in that
we’re poised to do certain stories that no other show
can do. That’s something I’m happy about.

Martirosyan: Do you and Micah Fowler find yourselves
not able to contain your laughter?

Yarbrough: Oh, we have a great time. Micah is my bud.
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He’s a brother now, which I’ve wanted from the very
beginning. I felt like first and foremost he and I should be
friends, good friends, and that would translate to the
screen. 

He’s a spirited, funny, hard-working kid who’s not new to
the business, but new to these hours. These are long
hours, sometimes 12-, sometimes 16-hour days. I’m
always checking in on him on how he’s doing. He’s really
gung-ho. We have a lot of fun on the set.

Martirosyan: How was your experience with the Media
Access Awards?

Yarbrough: Oh, it was great! It was a phenomenal expe-
rience. It’s so funny, because you are in a bubble of
sorts working, working, working, and you don’t want to
receive too many good and bad comments, because
then you have to believe it all. So you try to stay in this
Speechless cocoon. It was nice to meet a lot of people
who enjoy the show, who are affected by it and who
accept it. And also to give Scott Silveri a Media Access
award, when we’ve aired six or seven episodes, is just
crazy. It’s not what we’ve been going for. We’ve just
been trying to make a really funny show, and for people
to embrace it that way is amazing.

Martirosyan: What does your mom think?

Yarbrough: Oh, wow! She can’t be stopped! 

(laughter)

I went home for Thanksgiving, and I had to meet all the
neighbors and all the people she works with.

Martirosyan: Ten new cousins! 

(laughter)

Yarbrough: Yeah, the new family that we apparently
have. But she’s proud and happy with the show. She’s of
course very biased, but I’m the best one. But she loves
the show. So does the family. And my family hates
everything, so I’m excited they like the show, too.

Martirosyan: Oh, good! What elements do you find your
family pointing out most about the show, besides you?

Yarbrough: Besides me? I think they connect mostly
with J.J. and Kenneth’s friendship. “They,” meaning
not just my family. Some of the people I’ve spoken
with really like seeing the adventure they go on. Even
in Kenneth’s eyes, watching him do his teenage years
again and how he’s also watching that process. And
then they ask about my own personal process with the
show, because it’s a kind of schizophrenic way of 
acting. I’m doing both J.J.’s line and my own lines,
since I’m reading his board. I’m also doing his dia-
logue. So a lot of times it’s just a long monologue of
me speaking, if you’ve noticed. A lot of people don’t.

(L-R) John Ross Bowie, Minnie Driver, Cedric Yarbrough, Marin Hinkle on the set of “Speechless”: Minnie’s character Maya 
delivering a “Trash or Person”? lesson upon finding out that the only wheelchair accessible ramp at the school is for hauling trash
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They say, “So when he says—” and I’m like, “Did
you noticed that it’s actually me speaking?” I’m doing
a lot of dialogue within myself with J.J. It’s an inter-
esting way of acting, but it seems to be working.

Martirosyan: There’s no cheat sheet on that laser
board? 

(laughter)

Yarbrough: No. That’s the thing also, he’s supposed to
be—I probably shouldn’t be telling you all the ins and
outs of Hollywood, but—

(laughter)

Yarbrough: —let’s say he’s not always spelling out what
he’s supposed to be spelling out. 

(laughter)

And then there are times I’m not saying what I’m sup-
posed to be saying. They let me improvise and do all
kinds of stuff with the show. That’s fun.

Martirosyan: Cool! [To Cooper] Do you have anything?

Cooper: Yes, I have 22 questions.

Yarbrough: I can only do 21.

(laughter)

Cooper: Do you have any organizations that you’ve
worked with over the years, such as nonprofits and
charitable work?

Yarbrough: Most of the stuff that I’ve done has been
with the Los Angeles Police Department. With Reno
911!, we did a lot of fundraising and citizens’ awareness
about what the police do and what the police should be
aware of when interacting with citizens.

Cooper: This is pre-‘Black Lives Matter’?

Yarbrough: Yes, this is pre-Black Lives Matter. It’s an
interesting thing. I was just thinking about it. We’ve
always wanted to do a Reno 911! reunion, but every-
one’s busy doing other things. It’d be a little hard to do
it in that there must be a balance. Why that show
worked so well is because the cops were bad at their
jobs. But we have a society to balance that off of. If
things aren’t aboveboard in real life, then you can’t
have the funny, you can’t have the fantasy, you can’t
have the silliness when it’s actually true.

Cooper: Jeff Ross went in and roasted the police, and he
was able to. What he did was brilliant. It’s really hard,
though.

Yarbrough: Yeah, it’s definitely very hard to roast cops.

(L-R) “Speechless" stars Cedric Yarbrough as Kenneth, Minnie Driver 
as Maya, Kyla Kenedy as Dylan, Mason Cook as Ray
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But I remember at the time we were doing the show,
the police had a great time because they found it the
most realistic depiction of police life. It’s not like CSI,
where, “Oh, there’s a pube. Perfect! I know exactly
who this is!” 

(laughter)

It’s not that. It’s the day-to-day funniness that actually
happens, when somebody calls the cops on themselves
or some of the weirdness that may happen. I would
love to get to a point where people do trust the police
and the police trust the citizens, and there is a harmo-
nious way of living. It’s rough out there. I’ve seen it.
I’ve been part of it. I’m hoping for the best.

Martirosyan: I was curious, when you were talking
about working with charities and building awareness
around police and community interaction, did they ever
simulate interactions between people with disabilities
and the police? With mental illness and deafness—
conditions that aren’t immediately visible—result in bad
scenarios.

Yarbrough: No, I’m not aware of any, but that kind of
program would be very interesting. I can’t speak for the
police because I never had that training. And I’m glad I
didn’t, because it’s a whole other thing. My job was to
be funny, to be satirical.

Martirosyan: That’d be tough.

Yarbrough: Yeah. It’s a hard job. A lot of those deci-
sions have to be split-second decisions. You’re put in a
hard position. But it’s also a job people choose to do, so
if this is what they want, they have to also know they
need training in these things.

Cooper: Definitely a hard job, but they want to go into
it, like you said. It’s like being a doctor and saying, “I
don’t like blood.”

Yarbrough: Yeah. That’s part of the job!

abc.go.com/shows/speechless

Marin Hinkle (L) drenched with concern in a scene witb Micah and Yarbrough as the duo don their “I told you so” faces, on the set of “Speechless”
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MICAH D. FOWLER represents the cusp of a new trend
in Hollywood: casting actors with disabilities in lead
roles. He plays JJ, a teenager with cerebral palsy (CP)

on the popular TV series Speechless. A native of New Jersey,
the affable 19-year-old is no stranger to show biz. He’s had
parts on Blue’s Clues, Sesame Street and the film Labor Day.
Although JJ’s character is nonverbal, Micah is verbal and
shared his thoughts on acting and other pursuits with ABILITY.
When not acting, he is an ambassador for the Cerebral Palsy
Foundation (CPF).

Martirosyan: When did you first realize you wanted to become
an actor? 

Micah Fowler: I first started acting with my sister in community
theater—Our Gang Players—when I was about five years old.
They were doing The Wizard of Oz and 101 Dalmatians. My
mom decorated a wagon for each show so my sister could
wheel me on stage.

Martirosyan: What was your first gig?  

Fowler: My first gig was background work on an episode of
Blues Clues. Not long after, I did two episodes of Sesame
Street. I had a great time doing both. In 2013, at 15, I audi-
tioned for my first role and feature film. It was for the role of
Barry in Labor Day, starring Kate Winslet and Josh Brolin, and
directed by Jason Reitman. I went into New York City for two
auditions and a few weeks later was shocked to find out I
booked it.

Martirosyan: How is the accessibility on set, shooting different
scenes? Any fun stories you can tell?  

Fowler: The producers have done an amazing job making sure
that everything on the set is accessible to me. I even have this
really cool trailer that has a ramp off the back that allows me to
get my wheelchair inside and to set up a hair and makeup sta-
tion on my back porch.

Martirosyan: Any tips for aspiring actors? 

Fowler: Believe in yourself first! When following your dreams
don’t set limits on yourself; persevere and chase them even
when it looks impossible, and keep believing in yourself!

Martirosyan: If you weren't an actor what career would you
pursue?  

Fowler: If I weren't an actor, I would pursue developing video
games.

Martirosyan: Any hidden talents people aren't aware of?  

Fowler: Not really a hidden talent, but I know a lot of Star
Wars’ facts.

Martirosyan: What was your experience like with the audition
for Speechless? 

Fowler: About a year and a half ago, my agent asked me to
send in a "personality tape" for an "untitled Scott Silveri pro-
ject". I put together a tape of me just talking about myself and
joking around. A year later, January of 2016, they had request-
ed another personality tape for the same project—then titled
Speechless. A few days later the agent said the casting direc-
tor was sending some scenes over. I spent an entire Saturday
putting together the audition tape of the six Speechless
scenes. My parents verbalized all of the other character’s
lines (off camera) while I reacted to all of the dialogue on cam-
era. The agent told us they loved the tape and would be in
touch. Two months later, I found out I booked the role of JJ on
my 18th Birthday. Best birthday presnt Ever!

Martirosyan: Have you done much traveling, and if so, where? 

Fowler: I have been to England, to Bermuda, to the Bahamas
and on a Celebrity cruise and a Disney cruise. I have traveled
to several states on the East coast and travel back and forth
from the East coast to the West coast quite a bit.

Martirosyan: Besides any travel destinations, what else is on
your bucket list? 

Fowler: I definitely would love to do Comic-Con in New York
and LA some day.

Martirosyan: I saw the scene in Speechless when you took the
van for a spin. Any real life driving adventures? 

Fowler: I do not drive vehicles; I keep my driving skills to my
motorized wheelchair. (laughs)

Martirosyan: I recently met with Cedric Yarbrough. Cool guy.
How do you feel about the dynamic between you two? 

Fowler: Just as JJ and Kenneth have great chemistry on the
show, Cedric and I have developed a great friendship and
special bond. He is so incredibly talented and a lot of fun to be
around and work with. I absolutely love when he improvises
lines and makes me burst out laughing. We feel comfortable
around each other and like to tease and joke around. We even
have a special handshake going on. He’s just awesome!
When you have a real life connection with a fellow cast mem-
ber, it makes connecting emotionally onscreen easy.

Martirosyan: Ever run over his feet or bump him with your
chair and say it was a mistake? Smiley face. 

Fowler: Yes, I have run over Cedric’s foot twice and felt so
bad. He was really nice about it. Also, in one scene, JJ’s
used-replacement chair had a mind of it’s own and chased
Kenneth [Cedric] around the set. That was fun!

Martirosyan: Have you been to the annual CSUN assistive
technology conference in San Diego?

Fowler: No, unlike my character JJ, I do speak, so I personally
do not use assistive technology to speak. I have been to the
Safari Park in San Diego though—what a blast! 
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I
have had many injuries throughout my 71 years.
These mishaps have challenged me physically and
mentally. They include being hit by a car three
times, breaking my right leg three times in five
months, breaking my left wrist and elbow, falling,

being kicked in the eye, pulling leg muscles, wrench-
ing my back, having shingles, stuttering and having
Parkinson’s disease.

None of my injuries have challenged me the way stutter-
ing and Parkinson’s disease have. Parkinson’s disease is
a progressive disorder of the nervous system that impacts
movement. It often starts with a tremor in one hand.
Other symptoms are slow movement, stiffness and loss
of balance. Parkinson’s patients have difficulty standing,
walking and controlling involuntary body movements.
They confront muscle rigidity, rhythmic muscle contrac-
tions and a slow shuffling gait. It is caused by abnormal-
ly low dopamine levels. Dopamine-generating cells,
known as dopaminergic neurons (types of nerve cells) in
the substantia nigra part of the brain have died.

Stuttering is a speech disorder in which sounds, sylla-
bles or words are repeated or last longer than normal.
These problems cause a break in the flow of speech,
called disfluency.

Throughout my years of battling Parkinson’s I have
searched for solutions to deal with all the symptoms

associated with it. The mental toughness required to
combat multiple symptoms of Parkinson’s began in the
summer 56 years ago while in Bloomsburg, PA where I
challenged my nemesis—stuttering. 

The Beginning

For decades, I was labeled a severe stutterer by speech
therapists, psychiatrists, teachers, parents and peers.
Non-stutterers don’t realize it requires a strong constitu-
tion to cope physically with stuttering day after day,
week after week and month after month. I speak with
authority when I say the more severe the stutter, the
more one’s body gets worn down quickly. For decades, I
have experienced that worn out feeling. It is a feeling I
experience now due to Parkinson’s.

I started stuttering when I was eight years old. Initially,
my parents did not have a fear of stuttering. They
believed it would go away. It did not. It stuck to me like
fly paper. As the years passed stuttering became my
nemesis. Just as Parkinson’s is my nemesis.

I was in the fifth grade when I visited my first speech
therapist. He was Frank Jordan. I don’t remember much
about him. Reflecting back to my sessions I believe he
was not a very good speech therapist. I saw him once a
week for four months. Jordon was a proponent of the
rhythm theory, and the techniques he was teaching me
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to control my stuttering were useless. 

One of the techniques was to move my arms forward
and backwards while I spoke. Another was to speak to
the rhythm of my toes. A third technique was to speak to
the rhythm of my fingers. A fourth was to sing whatever
I was saying. These techniques were supposed to make
it easier to speak and eventually I would not stutter. 

One night my father saw me practicing the techniques.
When I finished, he asked me, “John! Are you learning
anything that can help you get rid of your stuttering?”

“No.”

Dad withdrew me from Jordan’s class.

It was six years before I took speech therapy again. I
went to Catholic schools, and they did not provide any
speech therapy, so I became accustomed to stuttering.
By the end of my sophomore year of high school, my
stuttering dominated me. I stuttered on most words. 

Sometimes my blocks lasted seconds and sometimes
half a minute to a minute. My secondary symptoms
multiplied. I had at least 70 secondary symptoms, a sec-
ondary symptom is a body movement occurring during
a block that aids the block. Secondary symptoms are not
limited to one body movement. A stutterer can exhibit
multiple secondary symptoms simultaneously.

I knew I wanted to be a writer since the sixth grade. To
be successful I knew I needed to control my stuttering.
The key to achieving my goal came from an unexpected
source. It was the first day of my junior year at St.
Mary’s High School. My French teacher Sister Hillary
heard me stutter. She was so shocked that she never, I
mean never, called on me the rest of the year and only
twice the following year. She gave me the name and tele-
phone number of speech therapist John Seamon. John
and I clicked instantly. He set up a program to help me
control my stuttering. Near the end of my junior year, he
told me he had larger plans for me and my stuttering. 

In April 1962, Seamon arranged for me to go to
Bloomsburg State Teacher’s College, Bloomsburg, PA
for the entire summer. The college had a dynamic 12-
week speech therapy program for people with severe
speech impediments. In June 1962, two days before the
program started, I left Wilkes-Barre for Bloomsburg by
bus, a 44 mile trip. I was by myself. I wanted it that
way. I was nervous. Scared. Worried. Tired. Lonely. I
did not have a lot of confidence in myself. Physically I
was a mess. During my sophomore and junior years I
worked at a grocery store 35 hours a week and went to
school full time. After two years of working that crazy
schedule, I was exhausted mentally and physically. I
was determined to do whatever was needed to succeed.

The Pennsylvania Bureau of Vocational Rehabilitation

funded the program. Fifteen other students attended.
Half the students stuttered, the remaining students had
other speech problems. It was a demanding program
specifically designed to help students improve oral com-
munications. The officials running the program did not
expect miracles. The people spearheading the program
reminded us daily that our commitment to the program
was 24 hours a day, seven days a week, for 12 weeks. 

The program consisted of individual and group therapy
sessions, role-playing, oral reporting, public speaking,
sports, socializing and writing. From Monday through
Friday all 16 students met from 8 a.m.- 9 a.m. The stu-
dents who stuttered then went into one room, and stu-
dents with other speech challenges went into another
room. Two hours later we met again for an hour. We
lunched from noon to 12:45 p.m. We had physical
activity from 12:45 p.m.- 2 p.m. Then it was back to
school until 5 p.m. Between 2 p.m. and 3:30 p.m. stu-
dents had individual therapy. Between 3:30 p.m. and 5
p.m. everyone met in one room for group therapy. 

There was homework. We had a voluminous reading
and writing program. All my readings dealt with stutter-
ing. I read short stories, books, speeches, dissertations
and other materials written by people who stuttered. The
goal behind the readings was to expand our knowledge
of our speech problem. 

We kept a diary on what we learned about our speech
challenges. At the end of the week, we turned the typed
diary over to a therapist, and the following Monday the
diaries were returned ungraded. 

My goals consisted of reducing the severity of my
blocks, eliminating secondary symptoms, overcoming
my fear of speaking in front of others, eliminating my
feared words phobia and avoiding starting my conver-
sation then stopping and starting. It wasn’t easy to meet
these goals. In 12 weeks, I worked harder than I did
during three years of high school. 

The Bloomsburg program required a discipline and a
strong commitment I had never experienced. By the end
of the summer, my teachers Dr. Maietta (who ran the
program), Sam Schilling (Dr. Maietta and Schilling stut-
tered), Sandra Williams (no relation to me), Dick
Meese, Carl West and Dr. Bellini praised my attitude
and progress. Dr. Bellini was a psychiatrist, and he
worked with me in a group and in one-on-one situations. 

We were required to read six books on stuttering and
report on them orally before students at the college
majoring in special education. Initially, I balked at
speaking to students I did not know. I tried to get out
of the assignment, but I could not. When we finished
our reports, we answered questions from the students.
After each report the students and the people running
the program evaluated me. Everyone told me I was
improving with each report. 
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One of the most challenging courses of the program was
the six weeks we had to go out in the evenings, four
times a week, for 90 minutes and introduce ourselves to
people on the street. We were divided into four groups
of four, and an adult staff member of the program
accompanied each group. We walked down different
streets. We introduced ourselves to the people we
stopped, explain why we stopped them and then asked
them questions. 

When they answered the questions, we had to write
down what we felt when we started talking to the peo-
ple. When talking to the people, we had to practice our
goals. The next morning we reported on the previous
night’s activities. Students in each group evaluated
their peers.

Even though we were high school students, we had
the same privileges as the college students. We slept
in the same dorms, ate in the same cafeteria, sat with
them, played baseball and other outside games with
them and partied with them. They knew why we were
there and accepted us. Their acceptance made us feel
good about ourselves. 

During the last two weeks of the program, all of us
were interviewed on radio and TV stations to talk about
the program. During the last week of the program, each
student had to stand in front of our fellow students and
teachers for 20 minutes and tell what we thought we
had accomplished. 

The last day of the program was emotional for my class-
mates and me. We had been through a lot together. We
were challenged and triumphed. I was a different per-
son. I was in the best physical shape of my life. I was
confident, cocky, proud of my achievements and ready
to show everyone my accomplishments. When people
heard me speak without stuttering, I received kudos
from everyone.

My successes were I reduced the severity of my blocks,
eliminated most secondary symptoms, overcame my
fear of speaking in front of others, eliminated my feared
words phobia and eliminated starting my conversation
then stopping and restarting. 

My Parkinson’s War

To prevent Parkinson’s disease from conquering me, I
assembled an arsenal of weapons. 

The Parkinson’s pain caused by muscles tightening is
beyond description. When the pain runs through my
entire body my jaw locks rendering me speechless. The
pain can also be local. It may only be in my legs, or in
my hands and arms. Some of the most painful times are
having a burning, itching, aching pain behind my left
knee cap for hours. When this situation happens, I wind
up on my stomach or back for hours. 

Parkinson’s snipes at me daily.

I can experience a full body attack in which the pain
is excruciating and can last for hours. I have become
accustomed to the pain. When I have a full body
attack, I muster my strength, pray and I repeat this
phrase, “I am going to out muscle you by keeping my
muscles moving.” I imagine myself arm wrestling the
disease. The longer we wrestle, the stronger I become.
When my fingers start moving, movement in my
wrist, elbow, arm, shoulder and jaw follow. To get my
jaw moving either I sing, recite poems or pray out
loud. 

Another weapon in my battle with Parkinson’s is
exercise. Exercising daily is an important tool to out-
muscling Parkinson’s. When I was at Bloomsburg
State Teachers’ college, staying in shape and feeling
physically fit were concepts incorporated into our
daily program. 

Every day, some part of my body is in pain around the
clock. Parkinson’s attacks my legs frequently and at
different times in different places. Sometimes only my
left leg is attacked. Other times both legs are attacked
leaving me immobile. To counter these attacks, I exer-
cise religiously 75-to-90 minutes every morning. I
ride an exercise bike for 30-40 minutes. I walk 10
minutes for 0.3 of a mile twice a day. I do a variety of
finger, hand, wrist, arm and upper-body muscle exer-
cises for 12 minutes and then 10 minutes of leg exer-
cises. Without these exercises, I believe my physical
condition would be more deteriorated than it is.

A third weapon is my medications. I take four different
medications, 25 pills a day, to cope with the pain, stiff-
ness, balance, muscle rigidity and other symptoms.
Without these medications, I would not function as well
as I do. 

Family support is another weapon. As I needed Sea-
mon to counsel me on maintaining the goals of the
speech program, I need assistance in dealing with
Parkinson’s disease. Such assistance comes from my
family and friends. 

My wife Lisa assists me every day at different times.
She drives me to the store, the doctor’s office, church
and other places. She reminds me to take my medicine,
to exercise, to maintain a positive attitude and she will
discuss any problems associated with Parkinson’s. She
encourages me to be tough and says, “There are no
whiners in this house.” 

Additional assistance is provided by my physical thera-
pist Kevin Linde, I see him twice a week for an hour.
When I see him, I discuss how I feel and what chal-
lenges I have faced since my last visit. Linde has a deep
understanding of Parkinson’s. He has developed a flexi-
ble program to help me deal with many Parkinson’s
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symptoms. He listens well. I can call or e-mail him
anytime and leave a message that I need his advice. He
will return my call or e-mail. 

My sons, daughter and other relatives provide me with
moral support, assistance and love.

Information is another weapon. I read everything I can
on Parkinson’s disease. The information can be depress-
ing, but it can also be informative and produce the hope
that medical advances are approaching a cure.

Parkinson’s is not an easy disease to live with. There
are many symptoms. I have five doctors each one deal-
ing with either one or multiple symptoms. One of these
symptoms is terrifying, violent dreams. I have awak-
ened during a violent dream to learn I have hit my wife
multiple times. Therefore, I sleep by myself. 

Parkinson’s has impacted my vision, hearing, speech,
breathing, balance, teeth, mobility, weight and memory.
I have had a persistent cough for more than a year. My
vision symptoms have intrigued me. A fall caused by
my Parkinson’s resulted in me seeing double. I had
surgery to correct this problem. I see imaginary images
of people and animals over my left shoulder constantly.
Sometimes there is one image and at times there are
three or four. The strongest image is of our late dog
Daisy. I know these images are not real and ignore
them. Occasionally, I see stationary images (stones)
move. I know they are stationary, and so I don’t panic.
From time to time when I am looking for something, it
can be in front of me and I do not see it. Eventually, I
do see it. 

Parkinson’s has altered my life in ways that are unpleas-
ant. I don’t go anywhere by myself because I am afraid I
will have an attack. I stopped driving. I have not fished in
years. I can’t go to movies or any sports game by myself.
An inner pain is I can’t take my grandsons for walks by
myself. I have to depend on various medications for my
existence. Lastly, I have become a recluse.

Fifty-four years ago, I was given the opportunity and the
tools to get control of my stuttering. The results, while
not perfect, changed my life for the better. Today, I have
the opportunity and the tools to combat Parkinson’s. The
tools are the doctors working with me, my medications,
exercise, friends, prayer and information. From what I
know about Parkinson’s I would not be performing the
tasks at the level I am if I was not as informed and com-
mitted. This information empowers and better prepares
me to cope with future challenges Parkinson’s throws
my way.

As I see it, the past benefits the present.
by John M. Williams

atechnews.com
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A C R O S S

1. “The good hearted thespian” on a recent ABILITY cover, 2 
words

5. Having physical functions augmented by electronic and 
mechanical components

10. “The Lord of the Rings” bad guy
11. “Good Will Hunting” star who supports  the ONE Campaign, 

fighting AIDS and poverty in third world countries
12. Paralympic Games award
13. Braking system, for short
15. “All Along the Watchtower” singer
17. How heroes act
19. Escape
20. Drug written about in Michael J. Fox’s memoir “Lucky Man”
23. Passed a test easily
26. Marketing medium
27. Steeler’s state
28. Accepted
29. “Help!” at sea
30. Cheerleader’s cry
32. Opposite of nope
34. ____ Jackson, who overcame a serious stutter to become an 

acting star
36. Sample, as wine
39. Nonprofit housing organization providing shelter for people of 

all abilities, goes with 31 down
42. Be truly concerned
44. Heavy mist
46. Los Angeles playground for kids of all abilities, ____ 

Inspiration
47. Creating
49. Rejuvenation site
50. Shy
51. Bruce better known as Batman

D O W N

1. Latina celebrity who supports “March of Dimes,” nickname
2. Hall & Oates refrain in “I can’t go for that” - 3 words
3. Family Foundation focusing on the inclusion of people with dis

abilities worldwide
4. Large spreading tree
6. Film starring Sean Penn, about a father with a developmental

disability, 3 words
7. Dozed off
8. Military rank, for short
9. Makes possible
14. Country singer Paisley
15. Beatle album
16. Reindeers’ exercise time
18. Alpine call
21. Calendar square
22. Backup singer on “Midnight Train to Georgia”
24. New England catch
25. Sign of Aries
30. Comedian Romano who supports the Muscular Dystrophy 

Association
31. See 39 across
33. “Mamma __”, by Abba
35. Specialist in exercises to rehabilitate the body after surgery or

accidents
36. Burnout cause, perhaps
37. School support org. for short
38. Character in “The Green Mile”
40. Kind of band
41. Little outback creature
43. American bird and top scout
45. Expanded
48. Ancient time period

ABILITY 61
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