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MAKING A CONNECTION

For the band FLAME, developmental disabilities are a
challenge—and playing music is a challenge conquerad

BY ERIK HAGE

LOT OF WHAT MAEES FLAME REWAREK

able is ernbodied in Michelle Eing, the tal-
ented, bold-voiced singer-guitarist whao fronts
the 11-plece band of musicians. The band
members all have varying developrmental dis
abilities. Michelle King has autism and,
according to Lexington Center executive
director Paul Migra. is “mentally chal-
lenged.” But the diference bemween King
affstage and on is disanc.

[Lemingron Center 1s the Fulten Coune.
ry chapter of the Arc, a nongrofit angani-
zation dedicated o raising awareness
and suppart for people with intellectual
and developmental disabilites. )

FLAME are Berwean sels al the Lob-
sler Fesrival in 'l.'l'a:i|:|.i|:|.g1-;;-n Pack, where
they have been enlertaining a packed
tent of milling people. At a side-stapge area
outside the tent, [ interview King, drum-
mer David LaGrange. whao is blind and
mentally challenged. and percussianist
Shawn Lehr who has Down syndrome

To King, [ am a new person, a
stranger, and | have a tape recorder and
questions. Initially, her anitude Loward
e suggests a mixuce of wariness and
tndifference. Bur it is likely neither. King
avaids eve contact, bul she is sweel in
demeanor and lights up a bit when |
explain who I am and what 1'm dotng. We
hawe the following exchange:

“What's your favarite part aboul play-
ing in FLAME?

"Well . .. [pause] Yeah, um, i1 firsi
started in 2003, That's when itstared”

“What doyou like about it?”

“Mayin: Jangin’ and playin’ the guitar”

“Da you guys consider yourse
madelst

“Yeah

“How so?”

“Well, ur, we have been doin’ a lot of souff
sirrce we first started in 2003

Alnism's i:|:|5|n-;;| is in the areas of social
interaction and communication skills; the
difficulty lies in connecting. My uninitiated
take on il s like King and 1 have moments
of understanding, but they are brief, and then
we mave in different directions:

“Whao chaoses the songsT™

[ ehooge the songs"

“What is it about them that makes yora like
them?”

“That [ pick the songs from the ‘Gls and
705 The "7is, 'B0s, "9 . . . and woday”

Ives role

woing. Flers is a rich, versatile valce, full of
confidence and resolution. She and FLAME
Llackle cover afer cover—a little Pink Floyd
here, some Bon Jow there, She shows remark-
able range and a gif for brewing wp a storm
on her acousiic |}1:|i|:.'|,r.

The playing is tight, and behind her,
LaGrange is a powerhouse an the doem ki,
hitting furious fills that, in his bindness, he
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that'’s what makes this thing so special” says
MNigra. “I bet there’s nothing like this any-
where in the world, where there are people
who are 0 disabled on one hand, and yet are
alble o consistently make music as a group”
He huas been saying this fior the fowr years thar
FLAME have been wgether, and no one has
refured him of browght to light other exam-
ples. It just might be that there is only one
FLAME.

BACK IN 2003, DURING LEXINGTOMN
Center's annwal talent show, King sang a song
thar *just blew everpone away!' recounts Tim
Flort, FLAME's disector of PR and marketing,
The recreation directer decided that she
needed to form a band arcund Michelle's tal-

the host of TLC's While You Were Oue, has a
treatment in hand and is currently spear-
heading & round of picches o cable and net-
work execurives on bath coasts. The proposal
Is for & 12-par reality-rype documentary on
FLAME's rravels and performances.

Whether or not FLAME reach a national
TV audience, their local impact is story
enouwgh, And ir's certainly inte resting how
[.|.':|.in|:|;|-:||:| Center has a dual identity, wpeTt-
ing a5 the Fultan County Arc on the one
hand, yel as increasingly sany promoters of
an increasingly well-known, in-house rock
band on the ather. [The band's tour bus,
cormplele with TWs has 1o e seen inoonder to
understand the seriousness of this venture.)

And in a world where entenaimment rale
models have such an
FLAME wre Lilling a v
fully upsetti

impact
oid and delight

the paradigm. At an
event for the Schoharie © ouney Arc
in Febrruary, | witnessed the local Ar
CIOZeNs going coslatc and heunding
around to the music o
oo while FLAME rippe
I'ig'hl_ raucous sed. Thew were moved
by the music, but one also sensed
that they were moved by seeing peo
pl like themselves on sLage

notes that in FLAMLE's

Flarl alsa

Fulien County, ™ The
takes ovwnership of

horme base o
MmNy

band d«
I

eflect on Lexdr

local area

As o what ng inihe band has
dene for the individual members,
Flort says, i

: they didn

‘s & lon of their lives. [T

w il | wonder

% tranls off, as if
= then a

musl "leel” rather than see. A row of other
members add some lilting, beawciful har-
monies

Many in the crowd are enamored with Lhe
band. Some say q0, and some just have that
look an their faces. And as King, full of ease,
strums ancd sings, she gazes clearly and
inremly right back out at the crowd, and |
awear | can see a conasciion on her face This
15 nol someone skillfully going through the
mations or aping behavior but someone hay
ing a meaninghul interaction. Her face is dif
ferent, and her eyes are too.

This is the "FLAME effect” It affects the
band members and the audience oo, FLAME
are ol simply @ geod band considering the
circumstances. They are a fine rock band
based on the estimation of anyone with a s=t
of ears, awslde of context and circumstances.

Bl beyand the eemarkahle individual sto-

In harmany: Members of FLAME pase beside their tour bus,

#nl, 50 she matched her with LaGrange,
whom everyone knew could play drums
They held open auditions for the remaining
members. “Within two weeks, the whole
band was formed,” says Fiori, adding tha
King didn't know how 1o play guitar at the
tme, so ane of the cusiodians I.'tI,IE_hI: her
*She's s amazing that she learmed guitar in,
like, 3 week”

FLAME have one album to their credic
and another on the way. They have their
wwT bour bus, fnanced from earnings: they
will play BT performances this year [mosily
In Mew York stale], and Fioet says he has
had to turn down countless more shows due
to the high demand. *They don't do any
promotien to get gigs [t's amazing. | just get
calls every day.”

They have sold more than 2,000 copies of
their recent O AN for a Reason. nrimarily

COfme

of commumication. Gewing eul in
front of crowds and fans and kids across the
stale has be

opment and has help

VTG

| them avercome

fears. And iraveling and staving in

And they're also making money, so they're
working on finances and a lor of different
things”

King, LaGrange and Lehr alao point owt
that their families ace thrilled with their
imvalvernent in the band Ladirange, whose

conversalion is Maeled by the same brighe,
coiled energy Lhat he hits the sking with, nails
down the final beat of the interview by shou

Ing, “They ger 8 dang aul of it”

Today { Thursday, fure 21 ), FLAME uall play
the Scherectady Arc’s 50% BRCH in
Schenectady’s Cenrral Park [4:30-7:30 PM].
O fygae 29 they will rerygrm o he same



