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	Flame and fame 

A group of developmentally challenged musicians on the road to success 
 
By TOM KEYSER, Staff writer 
Click byline for more stories by writer. 
First published: Sunday, May 7, 2006 
When she sees her daughter on stage, fronting the band, stirring the emotions of people in the audience, Mary King can't help but recall the doctor's words 28 years ago. 

Michelle, Mary's sixth child, was 5. She didn't talk, except to repeat words spoken to her. A doctor told Mary the girl was completely retarded. 

But Mary knew better. She knew that Michelle loved to sing. No matter what else was happening in her life, no matter the struggles, Michelle always found the time and place to sing. 

"A friend of mine had a bar, and he had a microphone there for a jazz band," says Mary, who worked as a barmaid in New York City and now lives in Gloversville. "When Michelle was 3, I took her in with me to pick up my paycheck. She ran right up on stage and grabbed that mike and started singing." 

Now, Michelle is the lead singer of Flame, a band of 11 mentally and physically disabled musicians that, since forming in 2003, has given more than 200 paid performances in New York, New Jersey, Massachusetts and Washington, D.C. It formed around Michelle after she won the annual talent show at Lexington Center in Johnstown, singing the Carpenters' hit "Rainy Days and Mondays." 

The recreation director at the center was so impressed that she recruited other musically inclined clients -- an offbeat collection of people who have physical or mental disabilities, such as blindness, paralysis, autism, Down syndrome and cerebral palsy. 

They practiced, took lessons from the head janitor, who had played in bands most of his life and became their musical director, and began performing at center functions. Staff members reacted with shock, and some cried, when they heard Flame, named after the Olympic torch, tear through "Shout" and "Blue Suede Shoes." 

"They've had to overcome so many challenges to get here, to do this," says Judy Schelle, president of the board of directors of Lexington Center, which provides housing, therapy, work, recreation and support for about 700 people with disabilities. "By playing music and doing it so well, they not only help you see people with disabilities in a whole different light, but also give you courage to try and overcome any problems you may have." 

A big break 

The band got its first break in the fall of 2003 when it performed at the annual convention of NYSARC, the nonprofit agency that serves people with disabilities throughout New York. Paul Nigra, executive director at Lexington Center, says that everyone at the center knew Flame was special, but he knew others would be skeptical. 

"I knew what people were thinking at that convention, because that's what people think every time Flame plays to a new audience," Nigra says. "They think they'll hear a few songs, that it'll be cutesy, and that'll be it." 

Nigra says the conventioneers were blown away by Flame's polished performance, by Michelle's deep, soulful voice, by David LaGrange's pounding on the drums he can't see, by Nick Robinson's playing the bass resting upon legs he can't feel, and by the four backup singers -- one in a wheelchair, two blind, one with cerebral palsy -- singing sweetly in unison, "Shooby-doo-wop-do-wop-wop-wop-wop." 

Flame began receiving offers to play all over the state. Nigra and others at Lexington Center put together a Flame media kit, launched a Flame Web site, http://www.flamesoftrock.com , and oversaw the recording of a promotional DVD, three-song CD and, to be released this summer, a full-length CD. They're trying to get the band on "The Oprah Winfrey Show" and to raise money to buy a bus for a national tour. 

"I have never seen anything like this, or heard of anything like this, anywhere," Nigra says. "We've all seen individuals who are autistic or retarded and can do amazing things. But I've never seen a group of mentally and physically challenged people that works together like this band and makes the great music it does." 

At the parade 

Mary King arrives after Flame has started playing at the bandshell in downtown Johnstown at Lexington Center's annual community parade. Michelle, wearing black pants and shirt and a cowboy hat adorned with flames, stands astride the microphone, her eyes closed and singing "Good Lovin'." 

"I was feelin' ... so sad 
I asked my family doctor just 
what I had 
I said, 'Doctor ... Mr. M.D. 
Now can you tell me ... what's 
ailin' me?' 

Several hundred people mill about, carrying balloons and eating hot dogs, but Mary doesn't take her eyes off her daughter. Michelle couldn't make it in mainstream schools. She couldn't handle the pace of serving food at McDonald's and ended up cleaning tables there and taking out trash. 

Here she is rocking out, or crooning ballads that sometimes bring adults to tears. Mary says she's surprised in a way, but not really all that surprised. 

"I think her place is the stage," Mary says. "I think she's reached her place in the world where she wants to be." 

After the concert in the bandshell, Michelle sits in the front passenger seat of the van that carries half the band from Johnstown to an afternoon show at Amsterdam High, where it will play for the annual banquet of the Montgomery County chapter of the association for retarded citizens. Vans carrying the rest of the band, and the band's equipment, follow. 

Michelle says that when she attended public school, before settling into schools for students with special needs, she got picked on because she was different. She didn't talk. Students called her the "r word." Retarded. 

"That's a word I hate," says Kenny Dickson, sitting in the row behind Michelle. "The same thing happened to me. I'd have water thrown on me. People called me names." 

Kenny, 42, also has intellectual disabilities, and, like Michelle, he always liked music. He'd sing along to the Beatles, Monkees and Johnny Cash, wishing he was in the band. Finally, he is, singing backup, banging together rhythm sticks and, in his raspy, bluesy voice, singing lead on such songs as "Soul Man." 

"This is my big break," he says. "Flame." 

Sitting in the back in his wheelchair, Scott Stuart says that he's always wanted to perform, that he was born with a gift of music, and that now he's finally able to express it. He is 49 and wears a black shirt with flames rippling down both sides. On stage he slaps the bongos, sings backup and lead on country songs, such as Toby Keith's "How Do You Like Me Now?!" 

"I don't consider myself disabled," Scott says. "Maybe I'm wrong for saying that. People can have their own opinion. ... Big deal. I'm blind and got cerebral palsy. A lot of people are like me." 

As the van pulls into the parking lot at Amsterdam High, the musicians fall silent. 

"Oh, my god," Kenny says, "this place is packed." 

"Holy crap," says Scott. 

Kenny laughs. 

"Scott just said it all," Kenny says. 

At the hop 

The cafeteria is crowded with about 400 people in wheelchairs, people with disabilities and their relatives. Black, white and brown balloons float on strings attached to the back of chairs. 

Flame has played for this group before, so they won't take anyone by surprise. They open with "I Think We're Alone Now," and then play such golden oldies as "With a Little Help from My Friends," "Good Lovin' and "Bad to the Bone." 

Michelle announces each song. When the band started she wouldn't do that. She was too shy. She stood in the background while the recreation director did it. 

When Flame rips into the medley of "Blue Suede Shoes" and "Rock Around the Clock," Shawn Lehr hops off his stool, sets his congo drum on the floor and starts twisting. 

He is 36 and has Down syndrome. Until a couple of months ago, he never uttered a complete sentence that you could understand, says his mother, Shirley Lehr of Johnstown. The first sentence she understood was: "Mom, the band is playing in New Jersey." 

After years of attending special schools and undergoing speech therapy, the thing that brought this out was Flame, she says. 

"It has opened up his world," she says. "I still can't understand him all the time, but now I have to say, 'Shawn, can you quiet down a little bit?' I never thought I'd say that." 

People dance, and one girl keeps trying to walk on stage. Nigra, who attends nearly every Flame show, keeps leading the girl back off. He rocks from his toes to his heels and doesn't stop smiling. 

It's important for the center to keep pushing for Flame's success, he says, because the more exposure they get, the more the public can see the potential of people with disabilities. Even relatives of disabled people benefit from Flame's shows. 

"They wonder about whether their son and daughter can have a meaningful life, whether they're going to have any fun," Nigra says. "Everybody's not going to do what Flame is doing, but at least it gives them hope. How dare anyone say, 'If you have this disability, you're only going to go so far.' " 

As for the band members, he says, they're having the time of their lives, traveling, staying in hotels and getting paid to do what they love: Play music. 

"And darn it, they're the underdogs," he says. "Don't you love it when the underdog wins?" 

Tom Keyser can be reached at 454-5448 or by e-mail at tkeyser@timesunion.com.
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