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EDITOR’S NOTE SHIRIN SUBHANI
Shirin Subhani and Shahana Dattagupta were inspired to become "curators" of stories of courageous 
creativity after experiencing firsthand, the transformative power of creative thinking and expression that 
involve emotional risk and personal vulnerability. For more about Shirin and Shahana, please visit the "About 
Us" page on Flying Chickadee's Web site: www.flyingchickadee.com/about.html
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And we're back! After launching our first issue, we were eager for your response. Would you enjoy it? Would you relate to 
it? Would it inspire you to share your own stories? When the emails, phone calls and Facebook comments started rolling 
in, we knew we had struck a chord with you. One reader moved us with her observation that something about the 
design of Courageous Creativity afforded a safe space for people to be openly vulnerable, although their stories were 
freely available on the Internet. Many said that the zine's design was bold, beautiful and respectful. Responses like 
these strengthened our resolve to keep pushing contributors to put themselves and their ideas out there. Not an easy 
thing by any means – as one of our readers reminded us with the poignant words of Ernest Hemmingway – "There is 
nothing to writing. All you do is sit down at a typewriter and bleed". But this extension of the self, as we witnessed, has 
transformative rewards. The contributors to our first issue got a lot out of their experience. As Sabina Ansari expressed 
on the Flying Chickadee forum, writing about her pilgrimage was not only immensely therapeutic, but also empowering - 
she had received responses from all sorts of unexpected quarters. Another evidence of this power has been the growing 
desire of many to contribute their stories of personal courage and creative approaches towards the world's problems or 
life experiences. We are so grateful for everyone's tremendous enthusiasm for being a part of Courageous Creativity, as 
readers, writers and supporters!

In this second issue of Courageous Creativity, we have another great collection lined up for you. The featured article by 
Meg Lee is not only a subject-matter article on Design Thinking, but also a narrative on personal discoveries through this 
professional lens. This is nicely complemented by another professional journey – Rodger Messer's story on how his 
entrepreneurial spirit was born out of early need. Through Sangeeta Naidu's reflections and Usha Akella's interview, we 
discover how two people have channeled their creativity towards human service, albeit in their uniquely different ways. 
Our youngest contributor Amelia Jay writes about her challenges and triumphs in learning ballet, while Sahar Romani 
offers vignettes on the Every Day through her "postcard poems." Our artist contributor is dancer and choreographer 
Archana Kumar; we present a glimpse of her work No Boundaries, which is deeply resonant with our overarching value 
of transculturalism. 

Enjoy the issue and do keep spreading the word!

Shirin.

EDITOR’S NOTE

“... SOMETHING ABOUT THE DESIGN OF COURAGEOUS CREATIVITY 
AFFORDED A SAFE SPACE FOR PEOPLE TO BE OPENLY VULNERABLE..."
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"ART IS A PERSONAL ACT OF COURAGE ... ART IS A PERSONAL GIFT THAT CHANGES THE RECIPIENT." 
-Seth Godin, marketing expert and best-selling author, in his book LINCHPIN

"CREATIVITY IS THE PROCESS OF HAVING ORIGINAL IDEAS THAT HAVE VALUE
...YOU CANNOT BE ORIGINAL IF YOU'RE NOT WILLING TO BE WRONG..." 
-Sir Ken Robinson, in his Ted-talk on why schools kill creativity in children

"THE HARDEST PART OF BEING CREATIVE IS
GETTING USED TO IT."
- Hugh McLeod, advertising and Web 2.0 consultant, in his book IGNORE EVERYBODY AND 39 OTHER KEYS TO CREATIVITY. 

ON COURAGEOUS CREATIVITY...
We looked into what some experts on innovation, art and creativity say about it.
Here are some thoughts to consider. 
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BUILT TO SERVE SANGEETA NAIDU
Visualize an outgoing, hard working, and intense individual who has a desire to change 
the world. For the last six years, Sangeeta has been working as a Hindi translator, 
while still searching for something more. For her, human service is the greatest 
religion, and she is ready to devote her time, energy and spirit to this wonderful cause. 
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"... WITH TIME I HAVE FIGURED IT OUT. SERVICE.
I FIND PEACE IN SERVICE: IT IS MY CREATIVE OUTLET..." 



I worked away at Home Site #12 with Pyari, her husband Mohammad, and their three daughters, Ruksana Banu, Yasmin, 
and Hajira Banu.  Upon arrival, I had felt extremely overwhelmed.  It was 92 degrees in the shade, I had to work with 
seven strangers from all over the world, and I had no construction experience whatsoever. We had limited tools, and I 
still couldn't tell you the names of some of them. I spent my first four hours in the construction biz using a long pole with 
a sharp edge to loosen dirt. My teammate used a shovel-like contraption to dig up the loose dirt and throw it into the 
center. We spent the day digging a two-feet-deep edge around the foundation to create a base.

At that moment, I felt so unsure about our work, that I had a difficult time seeing an end result.  I kept as hydrated as I 
could, but the dehydration chills kicked in the first day.  I cannot express, however, the satisfaction I felt when we 
measured our hole and it was exactly two feet deep and two feet wide! Such a small goal accomplished, but such an 
immense sense of awe!  Every day we made progress.  Once we dug the outline, we filled it with granite and random 
rubble, then dirt and water, and finally another layer of rocks.  I don't think I've ever worked so hard in my life: digging, 
lifting, carrying enormous pieces of granite, laying brick, and digging some more. 

Throughout the whole day I thought of Dad, and how he must be turning in his grave.  He built our home.  I saw him help 
create a frame, lift sheet rock, create a bathroom, and tile the whole house.  Back then I was a twelve-year-old, extreme 
brat, so I never helped. I hated working out in the yard or helping with anything that resembled construction. And now 
that I made the choice to help in construction, I loved it!  

After completing the basement, nothing could stop our team.  We would be the last to be back on the bus because of our 
motivation to do more.  When we laid the first layer of brick, it blew our minds.  From nothing, to walls?  Walls!  The 
family would have walls and within a few months, a roof.  A home of their own.  

Mohammad did not speak much throughout, but on our last day he said, "You made this shack a home".  Our team 
completed the basement, started the walls, and we even began working on the foundation for the kitchen and the 
bathroom. Maybe we didn't get the roof started, but we turned their piece of property from nothing more than dirt and 
rubble, to a dream in progress.  I felt included in the 2010 theme for International Women's Day: Equal Rights, Equal 
Opportunities, Progress for All.

* * * * *

"I CANNOT EXPRESS ... THE SATISFACTION I FELT WHEN WE MEASURED 
OUR HOLE ... SUCH A SMALL GOAL ACCOMPLISHED, BUT SUCH AN 
IMMENSE SENSE OF AWE!"

BUILT TO SERVE - SANGEETA NAIDU
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In 2002, my father committed suicide. We lost our family home to foreclosure.  My mom and I were left with nothing.  So 
I know the feeling those people have, whose homes I helped to build.  At least we were fortunate enough to have family 
and friends who provided us with support and shelter until we were able to get a place of our own. 

The last eight years of my life have been challenging.  I have struggled to find what I want to do with my life, with how to 
live it purposefully and meaningfully.  My list of life goals has included opening a restaurant in honor of my father's 
dreams, starting a dance school for children, joining the United States Air Force, living in Varanasi to work with a school 
for poor and homeless children, or maybe even having a family of my own one day. 

During this time, I also struggled with a difficult marriage and painful divorce. One October evening, at a dinner held to 
celebrate my "divorcation" (a term coined for the vacation I was taking after my divorce), a friend and I were discussing 
my father, who had served this country as a Flight Engineer with the United States Air Force, and my current service with 
the United States Government. She looked at me and said, "I get it."  But I didn't.

A few months after returning from the "divorcation," I left again: I suddenly decided that it was time I started giving 
back.  Both my parents, but especially Dad, had instilled in me the value of service. Dad would constantly remind me 
how lucky I was to be living in America, to have opportunities that he didn't have as a child, to have the luxury of three 
meals and shelter.  I recall the days in which as a family, we would make and serve Thanksgiving dinner at homeless 
shelters. 

So, it was now the time to work more for the world, and less for me.  Habitat for Humanity gave me the opportunity I 
needed.  On March 8th, 2010 (International Women's Day), volunteers from around the world gathered in Bangalore, 
India, to build homes in a village north of the city called Hegde Nagar.  We worked alongside members of local women's 
savings groups as a part of Habitat's "Women Build" initiative.  

“IN 2002, MY FATHER COMMITTED SUICIDE. WE LOST OUR FAMILY HOME 
TO FORECLOSURE ... SO I KNOW THE FEELING THOSE PEOPLE HAVE, 
WHOSE HOMES I HELPED TO BUILD."

BUILT TO SERVE - SANGEETA NAIDU
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I did not just come across this program; a higher force guided me to it.  People come into our lives for different reasons 
and there is always a purpose.  In 2009, I met ten women while participating in the South Asian adaptation of The Vagina 
Monologues, Yoni Ki Baat.  Each has had a purpose and major impact in my life.  Their stories have empowered me to 
change and develop, giving me the strength to build a better me.  And now, I had the ability to help other women build 
better lives.  
 
When I returned to Seattle from Bangalore, I just knew I had to help more.  Being so moved by the process of providing a 
family with a home, I felt inspired to build more. Build!  I'm the girl who wears four-inch heels to the office, always has 
her hair "did," and thinks shopping is cardio.  I never helped my parents do yard work, let alone use a hammer.  But I 
guess it's one of those things that you just don't know you will like, unless you try it! 

So my next step was to sign up to travel to Pokhara, Nepal in September for the week-long Everest Build.  About 200 km 
west of Kathmandu, Pokhara is the gateway for the Annapurna Trek.  Poverty and a lack of employment have forced the 
rural population to migrate to Kathmandu, resulting in a shortage of housing.  According to government data, 9.5 million 
people in Nepal live in less than adequate housing.  

As I walk around Seattle, my heart pains in a way I cannot describe, for those I see sleeping on the streets.  I recently 
donated all of Dad's old clothes to the Union Gospel Mission, a men's shelter near Pioneer Square in Seattle. I went at 
6pm when the doors opened, and witnessed a rush of men trying to obtain a bed for the night.  But, there are not 
enough beds for all of them.  Imagine that you don't know where you were going to sleep tonight!

I volunteer because I know what it feels like to not have a home.  Even now, as I write this from my place in Seattle, I 
don't feel "at home". I only feel at home when I'm of service to someone else.
 
When my friend said, "I get it," I didn't know what she meant.  But with time I have figured it out.  Service.  I find peace 
in service: it is my creative outlet. I've learned that creativity does not always come in the form of visual arts, writing, or 
theater.  It can be whatever I want it to be, as long as I open my mind to see things differently, open my heart to various 
possibilities, and give of myself generously.

“... I FELT INSPIRED TO BUILD MORE. BUILD! I'M THE GIRL WHO WEARS 
FOUR-INCH HEELS TO THE OFFICE, ALWAYS HAS HER HAIR "DID," AND 
THINKS SHOPPING IS CARDIO..."

BUILT TO SERVE - SANGEETA NAIDU
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“A THREE YEAR OLD ASKED ME,
WHY DO YOU COVER YOUR HAIR ?..."

10

POSTCARD POEMS SAHAR ROMANI
Sahar Romani presently writes poems on mundane and remarkable moments found in 
the Every Day. This summer she is writing weekly postcard poems – short, quick, poems-
in-progress that strive to capture fleeting, dynamic sights, sounds, and encounters. Sahar 
is a community worker, educator, researcher and learner. She is deeply invested in 
exploring relationships between the act of writing, power, and meaning-making. 
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10TH AND ALOHA STREET

I drove by and the windows were propped open with books.
For a moment I could see myself, barefoot
across the table from you, stirring sugar in chai,
your face lit 
with laptop and cloud-light.
But the windows were propped open with books not ours.
We had packed this moment 
in boxes of memory
days ago.

POSTCARD POEMS - SAHAR ROMANI

REFRESH

Fingers, short of breath
click-click unrhythmically,
restless eyes linger in white glow:
a letter, a note, a forward
briskly tailored, hey you!
xoxoxo…
again and again,
obscuring small wonders 
beyond the window.

FIRST CRUSH

A three year old asked me, 
why do you cover your hair?
I told her
when I was fourteen I liked a girl
who whispered cigarette swirls, 
wore hijabs of cotton and crimson, 
and in the evenings
flew a volkswagen convertible,
streaking white suburbs with color.
I started wearing hijab because of her.
Who was she, asked the girl.
Your mother, I said.
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"BEING A DESIGNER DOESN'T ALLOW ME TO HANG MY HAT ON THE 
HOOK AT THE END OF THE DAY. IT MEANS I MUST TAKE ON THE 
CHALLENGE OF BEING A CHANGE-MAKER – TO ENGAGE MORE DEEPLY IN 
THINGS, TO WORK DIFFERENTLY NOW THAN THE MOMENT BEFORE..."

12

THE MANTRAS OF DESIGN THINKING MEG LEE
Meg Lee is a San Francisco-based design strategist who works with global organizations to 
explore the vision and practices that lead to innovation and strategic change. She helps bring 
about new perspective and insights to business challenges at a personal, team and 
organizational level. She loves being out in the world, discovering new things and being 
curious about why things are the way they are. Her happiest moments are connecting with 
others in meaningful ways.
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I recall standing in a community garden in the outskirts of Silicon Valley.  The sun was warm, the earth was dry, and I 
was surrounded by a buzz of activity and conversation.  There were families with kids planting seeds for big sunflowers 
to sprout next season.  A wise-looking woman with gloved hands was clipping roses off four-foot tall stalks.  I was 
pausing in the moment of shadowing a gardener as she went about her daily post-work rituals.

While I was here to research what urban gardening was all about, I reflected that I was living in a more significant 
moment often not discovered in the hustle of my everyday life.  This moment and experience was about seeing 
communities coming together.  It was a place, almost utopian, where tools were shared out of utility and outputs were 
shared with generosity.  It was a setting that delighted everyone here, as a play space, an escape space, or just a period 
in the day that provided a singular focus.  As a designer I was working on a solution, but as an individual I was being 
part of the most powerful aspect of the design process: seeing the world with empathic eyes and fresh perspective, and 
aspiring to realize out of this, new possibilities of meaning.

"Design thinking" was born out of the belief that the skills that designers have, whether in the design of products, 
services or experiences, go beyond just a set of tools and extend to a language and creative process that bring together 
diverse groups of people to solve challenging complex problems.  Since grade school, we are taught the fundamental 
tenets of the scientific method: a set of assumptions tested by experiments, incrementally yielding the answer.  This 
thinking prizes deep expertise in one discipline by looking at the depth of a problem to solve, like mining for gold at the 
bottom of a tunnel.  In contrast, design thinking is an approach where the outcome is less obvious, when in actuality 
there is no one "right" answer.  The real challenge is in determining the right question: one that encompasses the breath 
of complexities across industries, disciplines and cultures, one that can be resolved by a diversity of complementary 
solutions.

To be innovative in this way requires understanding the complete experiences of users, as they move through different 
contexts.  For example, understanding and uncovering new approaches to mobility involve more than opening up the 
hood of a car.  It requires watching people navigate through a car-sharing service, taking a train as they commute to 
work, understanding the ritual of daily bike-rides as a medium for important conversations and not just a form of 
exercise.  It requires empathizing with people to realize how movement is an integral part of their day while observing 
the interplay of technologies that facilitate this experience, be they modes of transportation, or devices for 
communication.

“... DESIGN THINKING IS AN APPROACH WHERE THE OUTCOME IS LESS 
OBVIOUS, WHEN IN ACTUALITY, THERE IS NO ONE "RIGHT" ANSWER. THE 
REAL CHALLENGE IS DETERMINING THE RIGHT QUESTION..."

MANTRAS OF DESIGN THINKING - MEG LEE
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The moment of creativity is when you discover patterns of significance in the seemingly minute insights gained from 
these experiences.  It comes when one discovers the unique dance, the purpose of the relationships and interactions in 
this human journey.  From this, one can make meaning that takes form in both tangible objects and intangible 
experiences.  The result is not just a problem solved, but also meaningful impact to someone's life and, by extension, 
communities of people.

While design thinking has made it into the public sphere as a powerful approach to help solve the world's problems, I 
find that when people can make it personally relevant, it becomes much more persuasive, and truly allows design 
thinking to spread, to be adopted in those areas of our lives that personally resonate to reach greater positive impact.

In my varied experiences, as an educator, a designer, and a student at play, I have found a few mantras of design 
thinking that can apply across cultures:

1. Make it more than a process; it's a mindset and philosophy
At its heart, design thinking is fundamentally a philosophy of how to live.  It is about being optimistic - to believe in and 
discover hidden possibilities.  It is about leading by doing – working with a spirit of entrepreneurship in the big as well 
as small tasks.

2. Have a childlike way of looking at the world
I try to be curious all the time.  It has helped me to remember that I am a student, as well as a teacher, in my daily life.  I 
learn something new everyday, especially in the stories of things that matter in people's lives.  I work to be open to the 
possibility for constant discovery, and the change it will have upon myself and others. 

"THE MOMENT OF CREATIVITY IS WHEN YOU DISCOVER PATTERNS OF 
SIGNIFICANCE IN THE SEEMINGLY MINUTE INSIGHTS ... IT COMES WHEN 
ONE DISCOVERS THE UNIQUE DANCE, THE PURPOSE OF THE 
RELATIONSHIPS AND INTERACTIONS IN THIS HUMAN JOURNEY."

MANTRAS OF DESIGN THINKING - MEG LEE
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3. Recognize the inhibitors and move on
We all have stumbling blocks.  It's reality appearing to be immoveable and inflexible.  Once I realize that these inhibitors 
are only a condition of now, that they can change, they go from being a point of resistance to being a hurdle that can be 
overcome, bypassed, or even eliminated.  I usually take a moment for reflection and learning, and then move on.

4. Make it personal and get engaged
It is easy to get hidden and lost in the complex hierarchies of society.  In many cultures, one is taught to be modest, 
humble, and not stand out in the crowd.  But the power of gaining insight, I found, comes from uncovering something 
that personally resonates.  Once I find my personal trigger, I can begin to act, have a unique point of view, and make 
meaning in ways I find important.

5. Collaborate continuously
Seeking out a partner for my thoughts and actions has helped tremendously.  This is more than teamwork.  It is 
purposefully looking for people with whom I can share ideas, whether in serendipitous coffee-shop conversations or in 
deliberate discussions about futures and inspirations.  It requires being bold enough to put an idea on the table, humble 
enough to listen to what others have to say, and courageous enough to take the first step propelled by the momentum of 
combined energies. 

I have applied these mantras to different aspects of my life, whether in professional challenges with large corporations, 
or as an educator in a classroom halfway across the world, or as an individual facing a crossroads in my career.  I can 
vividly remember the times when I felt hesitant, stuck at a point of resistance in myself and in others.  It was human 
nature in conflict with difficult changes, which felt insurmountable.  And while it was easy to wilt under the criticism and 
constraints of the situation, I realized how being a designer is more than a profession; it is a necessary way to live one's 
life.  Being a designer doesn't allow me to hang my hat on the hook at the end of the day.  It means I must take on the 
challenge of being a change-maker – to engage more deeply in things, to work differently now than the moment before, 
and to see that my efforts have eventual impact.  It isn't easy to remember this all the time – even harder to apply – but 
when I can remember to take on even a few of these principles, I find that spark of curiosity and empowerment enables 
me to participate in change – a change for the good. 

“I TRY TO BE CURIOUS ALL THE TIME. IT HAS HELPED ME TO REMEMBER 
THAT I AM A STUDENT, AS WELL AS A TEACHER, IN MY DAILY LIFE."

MANTRAS OF DESIGN THINKING - MEG LEE
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Around the world, this approach of activating small changes that can aggregate to impact many can be found in stories 
that transcend cultures.  Bruce Mau, a designer turned author, turned visionary, speaks of his work with the ambitious 
goal of "creating massive change, inventing cultural possibility, designing positive innovation to ignite audacious action."  
He utilizes his individual voice to speak in a variety of mediums.  Over time he has successfully catalyzed an extended 
network to propagate his ideas and created a movement, starting with simple graphics that convey profound messages.  
In the Northeastern region of England, a community of individuals encouraged by small teams of designers, looked to 
revitalize their own and their neighbors' system of education, nutrition, well-being, and environment toward a more 
sustainable future.  Working side by side, they rolled out their ideas and implemented them for one another, building up 
new practices and experiences to learn from and to teach others.
 
In the community garden, I began with seeding small ideas that grew into realizing the power of broader perspectives.  
It helped me realize that in the simplest of insights and related actions lies a wealth of potential for significant impact, 
starting with one's own ability to internalize these mindsets and practices.  From this, the ripple-effect of design 
thinking can engage the greater society, organizations, and communities that surround us.  Jane Fulton Suri, Managing 
Partner and founder of the Human Factors practice at IDEO, explained design and its power so simply and so well: "We 
talk about innovation as a noun, but in fact it's a human activity, it's about doing, it's a verb.  It's about people interacting 
and making decisions and using their creativity." 

"AND WHILE IT WAS EASY TO WILT UNDER THE CRITICISM AND 
CONSTRAINTS OF THE SITUATION, I REALIZED HOW BEING A DESIGNER IS 
MORE THAN A PROFESSION; IT IS A NECESSARY WAY TO LIVE ..."

MANTRAS OF DESIGN THINKING - MEG LEE
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"The Best Way Out is Always Through" - Robert Frost

Individual Couples and Family Therapy since 1998, by Kavita Murthy, Ph.D.

http://www.kavitaphd.com/
1012 Mopac Circle Suite #100
Austin, Texas 78746
(512) 698-2184

My practice thrives because of the connections I share with my clients. Therapy to me is about providing hope when you 
feel there is none left; supporting your desire to change; and challenging you when no one else will. My style is very 
interactive and expressive. I truly enjoy working hard to establish rapport and trust. My passion for this profession 
comes from working along side you, bearing witness to the many insights and epiphanies that lie within you. 
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"HANSEL AND GRETEL WAS ONE OF THE BEST EXPERIENCES I'VE HAD IN MY LIFE. 
IT TOOK A LOT FROM ME TO BE ON STAGE IN FRONT OF SO MANY PEOPLE." 

18

THE PINK FLAMINGO AMELIA JAY
Amelia Jay, aged twelve, will be a seventh-grader at Hamilton International Middle 
School in Seattle.  She has two younger brothers. She loves to dance (of course), and 
to draw, read, take family vacations with her cousins. And she also loves sushi and 
chocolate. 
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She was an older lady who had bleached blonde hair that was pulled back into a tight bun.  She was smiling as other 
girls my age filed into the dance studio, each wearing a white cap-sleeved leotard.  I was wearing a pink one.

It was my first day of ballet class in a big studio and I had butterflies in my stomach.  My dad had taken me to class, and 
when I realized I had on the wrong color leotard, I almost started to cry.  I was six years old.
The lady turned out to be my teacher for that year and she told me it was fine that I had a pink leotard on.  I didn't think 
it was fine though.  Halfway through class, we were learning a step, and she told us to pretend we were flamingos.  
Then she said that I was a pink flamingo since I was the only one wearing pink.  I felt horrible.

I didn't want to go to class the next time because I thought that people might make fun of me, even though I now had a 
white leotard.  But I decided to go anyway and made up my mind to keep up with ballet no matter what.  I am so glad 
that I did.

* * * * *

He was an older man who I had seen before. He was a big man who could seem intimidating at times.  He was standing 
outside the door watching our class; he had stood there a few weeks earlier too. When class was over, he asked to talk 
to me in the hallway. I was in sixth grade. I was nervous.

"Amelia, do you know who I am?"  "Yes," I answered.  "You are Mr. Wells, one of the teachers here.”

"Correct," he said.  His voice was calm but I was shaking.  Why was he talking to me?  "Have you seen the ballet of 
Hansel and Gretel that I choreographed?" he continued.  "Or have you seen Pinocchio?" 

"I've seen Pinocchio but not Hansel and Gretel.  I was planning to see it this year." 

"Well, he said.  "I have chosen you to dance the lead role of Gretel in Hansel and Gretel.  Congratulations."
He smiled but I was speechless.  

"Thank you so much," I finally said, shakily.  Then, I smiled.

Hansel and Gretel was one of the best experiences I've had in my life. It took a lot from me to be on stage in front of so 
many people. I was nervous, excited and worried about doing well because my friends and family were watching me.

 I still get scared each time I face something new and difficult but I now know that if I believe in myself, I will manage to 
get through it and in the end, it will always pay off.

THE PINK FLAMINGO - AMELIA JAY
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"IT'S BEEN OVER THIRTY YEARS SINCE I MADE THAT OIL DEAL, AND IT IS NOT THE MOST 
ENTREPRENEURIAL ACTIVITY ... I HAVE UNDERTAKEN.  THOSE LATER ADVENTURES WERE 
ALL MADE POSSIBLE BY THE CONFIDENCE THAT FIRST EXPERIENCE PROVIDED."  

20

Rodger W. Messer AIA, is based in Atlanta, and leads Advisory Services for Jacobs Global 
Buildings Consulting Services Group.  Over his 30+ year career Rodger has had many 
adventures ranging from design to architectural programming, from strategic planning (with 
General Motors) to co-founding a research institute at Rice University, from leading change 
management initiatives within an engineering practice to starting an oil company in Texas.

TEXAS ECONOMICS RODGER W. MESSER, AIA
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In the summer of 1979, I was saving my hard earned money for the opportunity to attend the Texas A&M University 
College of Architecture.  I was earning a handsome salary of nearly a dollar over the minimum wage as one of two staff 
members at a small architectural practice in College Station.  This princely sum was enough to pay for a small 
apartment and a very (very) used Volkswagon Rabbit.  

I planned to attend graduate school without the burden of working as a distraction.  Bolstered by my commitment to 
forge ahead, I gave my boss notice that this would be my last summer with him. I had some concerns, however. I had no 
substantial savings (and therefore no way to pay tuition).  

The primary client of our small practice was a homebuilder named Frank who owned a small ranch in the nearby Brazos 
Valley ('the Valley').  The Valley is just south of College Station, in Central Texas, and is a fertile area with fine grazing 
grass for livestock, and Texas A&M's world-class agricultural school has a laboratory located in this area.

One day at work, I was engaged in a conversation with Frank, when he asked about my dad's occupation.  I informed 
him that my dad, like his father (and his grandfather before him), was an independent oil producer.  That is to say, my 
dad ran his own oil company.   

As it turned out, Frank's ranch was flanked on two sides by oil wells that had only recently been drilled. I had worked in 
the 'oil patch' many a summer while in high school and realized that the location of Franks property relative to those two 
wells was significant.  I let him know that there was a good chance that his property might be sitting on top of the very 
same oil formation that had been productive under his neighbors' properties.  This was by no means a sure thing, but 
the indications were very positive.  

Frank, however, didn't really trust the local oil companies.  He wanted to work with someone he trusted - someone like 
me (and, by extension, my father).  Frank asked if my dad might be interested in drilling a well on his ranch.  Now, I 
knew that my dad's operation was in the deep south of Texas - far from the central Texas home of the Brazos Valley. I 
also knew that my dad would require some encouragement to take on a project so far away from his base of operation, 
but I hoped he would be interested.

“I PLANNED TO ATTEND GRADUATE SCHOOL WITHOUT THE BURDEN OF 
WORKING AS A DISTRACTION ... I GAVE MY BOSS NOTICE THAT THIS WOULD 
BE MY LAST SUMMER WITH HIM."
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Dad reacted exactly as I expected; he was concerned that it was too far away.  I pressed him pretty hard, though, and he 
suggested that I make Frank an offer for his prospect myself.  If I made a deal, then my dad would make the 
arrangements to finance and to drill the well.

It took about six weeks to make all of the arrangements, then another week to actually drill the well.  It was around 
10,000 feet to the target depth in the Austin Chalk formation (that's a pretty deep well).  This was a nerve-wracking 
period, for I knew that this well was my best bet to pay for graduate school.  This revelation began to weigh heavily on 
me.

Luckily, we quickly discovered that Frank's well was a 'gusher'!  Actually, it was the biggest well in the entire oil field.  It 
began to look like school was going to be possible, after all. To top it off, I had arranged for a 1.25% interest in the well.  
That meant that slightly over one penny of every dollar the well made would go to me!  

Thanks to the wealth of this well,  my dad ended up drilling over fifty wells in the Brazos Valley, many of which were on 
properties of Frank's relatives. Soon after, Dad's company became the third biggest oil producer in the Brazos Valley 
(Exxon was number one).  

All of this amazing activity happened because I had to figure out how to pay for graduate school.  My dad ended up 
teaching Frank how to drill oil wells for himself, and it seems to have panned out pretty well because Frank, who began 
that summer as a homebuilder, doesn't build houses anymore.  And, of course, I went on to become an architect.

It's been over 30 years since I made that oil deal, and it is not the most entrepreneurial activity - although certainly the 
most lucrative - I have ever undertaken.  Those later adventures were all made possible by the confidence that first 
experience provided.  It became a personal "if they can send a man to the moon, then what isn't possible" experience 
for me.  I later had the confidence to start my own consulting practice, start an oil company (with my dad), and co-found 
a research institute at a nationally prominent University.  But, those are stories for another telling. For now, I continue to 
remind myself - because it is so easy to forget - that anything is possible.

"IT WAS AROUND 10,000 FEET TO THE TARGET DEPTH IN THE AUSTIN 
CHALK FORMATION ... THIS WAS A NERVE-WRACKING PERIOD ... 
LUCKILY ... FRANK'S WELL WAS A 'GUSHER'!"
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"THE WORD 'CARAVAN' BRINGS TO MIND ALL THAT IS ITINERANT, ADVENTUROUS AND
ROOTLESS. IT CONNOTES THAT WHICH BELONGS TO ALL AND NONE SIMULTANEOUSLY...
THE METAPHOR SERVES WELL FOR ...THE ARTIST OR POET IN COMMUNION WITH OTHER
LIKE-MINDED SOULS NOT TRAVELING THE BEATEN PATH…"  (From the Poetry Caravan Anthology, 2003)
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IN DIALOGUE WITH USHA AKELLA
Usha Akella, author of two books of poetry – "…KALI DANCES, SO DO I…" and "A FACE THAT DOES NOT 
BEAR THE FOOTPRINTS OF THE WORLD," moved to the US from India in 1993. She received her M.A in 
English at the Hyderabad Central University in India and a Publications Design degree at the University of 
Baltimore.  As a poet Usha Akella's most significant contribution to the Arts was the Poetry Caravan in 
Westchester County, New York. The Caravan, a mobile band of poets, provides free poetry-related 
activities such as workshops and readings to people who may have difficulties accessing opportunities. 
Shirin Subhani interviewed Usha Akella about the Poetry Caravan; here are some excerpts.
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SS -The Poetry Caravan sounds like an incredible project. Can you talk about how the idea first came to you? 

UA - First, my sincere thanks for recognizing the value of this project. The caravan emerged from a genuine motive to 
reach out to people at a disadvantage in hospitals, senior homes, women centers etc.

I think I'd come to believe that the major disease in the U.S. is loneliness, the killer behind other killers. You'd never hear 
about loneliness as a major issue while I grew up in India … there was a give and take that was natural without too 
much of fuss, calculation, self-consciousness and Hallmark cards. It is a way of life that has almost gone. There are 
many marginalized sections of people experiencing loneliness and fragmentation on a daily basis. I wanted to try and 
reach out to them.

Coming from a culture that at least traditionally doesn't stow away parents and living the guilt of an immigrant for 
leaving aging parents behind may have been an unconscious reason. I can't say for sure but for I suspect that for me it 
was one way of integrating myself into society here. People who are mobile or have the means and money can access 
cultural opportunities. I wanted to reach out to those who couldn't afford those kinds of pleasures.

I wanted to tap into the human ability to give and reach out without calculation or expectation of monetary gain. I think 
living from the heart is lost in our capitalist/consumerist patterns of life. But that's what finally makes life palpable, 
makes us human. As a poet my life is invested in exploring the inner landscape; I guess I am attuned perhaps a little 
more keenly as an artist to the human condition or suffering. I think my passionate belief in poetry as a healing and 
binding force propels me to want to take it to those who might need its impact.

"I'D COME TO BELIEVE THAT THE MAJOR DISEASE IN THE U.S. IS 
LONELINESS, THE KILLER BEHIND OTHER KILLERS ...  AS A POET ... I AM 
ATTUNED ... KEENLY ... TO THE HUMAN CONDITION OR SUFFERING."

IN DIALOGUE WITH - USHA AKELLA
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SS - So now that you had this vision, how did you go about turning it into reality?

UA - I was living in Greenburgh, NY and happened to meet Sarah Bracey White, the town's cultural and arts director. She 
realized the potential of the idea and offered me the town's support if I was willing to manage it. True to her word her 
support was staunch, and we launched the initiative at three venues with 16 poets. 

We'd meet at the town once a month to discuss business. I was clear about keeping it cash free, a purely volunteer 
organization except when we had poets teaching. I was able to pay the poets teaching workshops with grants won from 
Poets and Writers. 

Today more than 40 poets are logged in. It continues as a collective with Sarah's continued involvement and the 
management of one of the poets, Ruth Handel. I do firmly believe when an intention is well-meant, good things happen. 
In some sense the caravan had something magical about it. People responded to its motive and it caught on. Personally, 
for me it was an intoxicating cocktail- a combination of community service and poetry. 

Any which way you looked at it, people won. The poets had audiences, the venues were being served and the audiences 
were entertained. The fact that it still runs even though the founder has long left the scene says something about the 
worth of the idea and the phenomenal spirit of volunteerism of the poets.

SS - What impact has the Poetry Caravan had on people it touched? What are some of your memorable experiences 
through all the readings you have attended? 

UA - Going back in time I remember the first workshop of the caravan in White Plains. There were seniors with walking 
aids by their chairs - octogenarians and older, willing to write, listen, share and talk about poetry. 

"I WANTED TO TAP INTO THE HUMAN ABILITY TO GIVE ... WITHOUT 
CALCULATION OR EXPECTATION OF MONETARY GAIN ... LIVING FROM THE 
HEART IS LOST IN OUR ... CONSUMERIST PATTERNS ..."

IN DIALOGUE WITH - USHA AKELLA
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We did a reading once for a room of recovering alcoholics- it was quite unforgettable. As audiences are not your typical 
classroom of eager Creative Writing majors, improvisation and innovation is necessary. The caravan's goal was to 
connect two segments of society that are not strangers to isolation - poets and residents in senior homes and shelters. I 
think perhaps healing happens for the poet and audience, a mutual loneliness reflected and healed. 

I think the biggest awareness I come away with is that poetry thrives and is alive. As a living record of human emotions 
it will never become defunct. 

SS - The Austin Chapter that you recently started is slightly different in that it involves kids bringing their poetic and 
musical talents to disadvantaged seniors. What inspired you to involve kids? 

UA - My reason for slanting the [Austin] caravan as a young caravan has something to do with my daughter. She is eight, 
learns the violin and writes occasionally. We live in a school district flooded with kids learning instruments. I thought it 
might be worthwhile to open up platforms to perform for the kids and nurture their community spirit.

Linda Day, a violinist with the Austin Symphony and my daughter's teacher, is firmly supporting the idea and has spread 
the word to her students. I am trusting the idea will spread word-of-mouth, and its intrinsic soul value will inspire 
parents to enroll their kids. As we are in the initial stages, we have about 7-10 kids and 2-3 venues. I hope those 
numbers will increase steadily as the idea catches on.

SS - How has this whole experience transformed you as a person? What are some of the risks - emotional or otherwise 
you have had to take to get this accomplished?

UA - Poetry is a fairly lonely occupation. And if you are lucky the next step of reading, publishing, fame and all that 
unfolds. And then that it even transcended the personal for me was pretty incredible. The Poetry Caravan increased my 
awareness of the power of poetry and the arts. They are a tool to connect, heal, build bridges, create understanding and 
break barriers.  

“THE CARAVAN'S GOAL WAS TO CONNECT TWO SEGMENTS OF SOCIETY 
THAT ARE NO STRANGERS TO ISOLATION - POETS AND RESIDENTS IN 
SENIOR HOMES AND SHELTERS."

IN DIALOGUE WITH - USHA AKELLA
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You can't be an artist and not want to be vulnerable. Each time you read a poem to an audience and allow people to 
glimpse into your soul you take a risk of either being accepted or rejected. Courage is the premise. Self affirmation 
either way is the award whatever the response. The articulation of the self is empowering.

The poets began to email their experiences at the venues. And what was often recorded was how moved poets would be 
after the encounters with less fortunate segments of society. I don't think I am mistaken in thinking poets/artists might 
suffer from an acute sense of loneliness and self. I think perhaps healing happens for the poet and audience, a mutual 
loneliness reflected and healed. 

“YOU CAN'T BE AN ARTIST AND NOT WANT TO BE VULNERABLE ... COURAGE 
IS THE PREMISE ... THE ARTICULATION OF THE SELF IS EMPOWERING."

IN DIALOGUE WITH - USHA AKELLA

In eight years the caravan has offered approximately 700 free readings to marginalized audiences, having visited senior 
centers, women's shelters, and healthcare facilities in the Westchester, New York area. Today, the caravan flourishes as a 
collective even after Usha's move to Austin, Texas, (where she has opened a new chapter). Under the management of 
Ruth Handel in New York, the Poetry Caravan has added new activities: a two-year project of intergenerational poetry 
writing workshops at a senior citizens' residence; poetry readings in a prison in addition to our regular schedule of 
readings in senior centers and hospitals; and twice-monthly poetry writing workshops for psychiatric patients that have 
been on-going for the past five years.  These activities, which were built on Usha's vision, have been well-received by 
the participants and have brought enjoyment and enlargement to members of the Poetry Caravan. As the caravan gains 
in popularity with a recent article in the New York Times, it is felt that additional chapters can be initiated, to spread the 
healing power of poetry to communities not living in the mainstream of society.

For more information about the Poetry Caravan, please visit www.poetrycaravan.org

For a video, please visit http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_Ez7h0FoIG8&feature=player_embedded
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“WATER IS THE ESSENCE OF LIFE: THE BABY LIVES IN THE 'WATER 
WOMB' FOR NINE MONTHS. DEEPLY INTRIGUED BY THE PHYSICAL 
STRUCTURE OF A WATER MOLECULE AND ITS CONSTANT CHANGE 
LIKE CHANGING EMOTIONS, I SEARCHED FOR CONNECTIONS."
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ARTIST IMPRESSIONS ARCHANA KUMAR
Archana Kumar is trained in Bharatnatyam, Kathak and Modern dance. Her works are experimental and 
rich in cultural pluralism, often bridging dance and theatre. Greatly influenced by philosophies of Butoh 
and improvisation, her movement vocabulary combines these aesthetics with the narrative quality of 
Indian classical dance and with the physicality of modern dance. Her works have traveled nationally and 
internationally. In Spring 2010 she served as adjunct faculty at the Northwestern University. She 
currently resides in Bangalore, India. She is free spirited and passionate about traveling, seeking 
answers for the mysteries of this beautiful life.
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NO BOUNDARIES
Created in Summer 2009 as a solo in collaboration with Chicago-based musician Clayton Condon 
(www.thirdcoastpercussion.com) and re-worked in 2010 as an ensemble work at Northwestern university's student Spring 
concert; NO BOUNDARIES is about birth-water-life. This composition combines motifs of Butoh, Kalaripayattu, traditional 
west african movement with the physicality and abstraction of post-modern dance theatre.

Photography by Pervez Rajan, Illustration, Graphic Design and Photography

ARTIST IMPRESSIONS - ARCHANA KUMAR
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Flying Chickadee is deeply grateful for the courageously creative contributions from all the 
writers and artists, whose original works are published here. (All rights for individual works 
belong to the respective individual artists, and can be reprinted with written permission and 
proper reference to this 'zine.) We thank Usha Akella for interviewing with us about her unique 
mission through the Poetry Caravan, and Ruth Handel for sharing with us how the Caravan has 
further evolved.

We're deeply grateful to Samuel Stubblefield for his incredible talent and generosity with his art.

And finally, our thanks to Kavita Murthy Individual, Couples and Family Therapy, for their 
sponsorship and support.
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