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By Beverly Gray

t was June 16, 1979, and a pregnant Gail

Williamson was giving a birthday party for

her 4-year-old son, Timmie, when she felt the

first distinctive—if premature—labor pain. “I

guess the baby wants to come to the party,”
she joked. Approximately 10 hours later, Blair
Nathan Williamson was born, two months early and
weighing a little over 3 pounds.

He remained in a hospital in Panorama City, Cali-
fornia, for a month. At 3 months, Blair was unable
to smile or recognize faces, and his eyes couldn’t focus
properly. Finally, after rigorous testing, Gail learned that
her son had Down syndrome. “I didn’t love Blair any less,”
says Gail thoughtfully, “but I also did have to mourn the
baby I didn't have. Now I was the parent of a child with
Down syndrome. And I was numb.” But when an ophthal-
mologist refused to perform corrective surgery for Blair,
saying that a youngster “like him” would have no need to
make proper eye contact, Gail became furious—and also
realized that she had just been handed a
new career as Blair’s lifelong advocate.

Now, 20 years later, Gail is the ultimate
stage mother, and not just for Blair, who
has enjoyed nine years of success as a
commercial actor. She has helped count-
less kids with varying disabilities—like
deafness, blindness, spina bifida, Down
syndrome and cerebral palsy—who have
become actors in their own right.

Today, as Hollywood’s first disabilities
coordinator, Gail is a valuable link be-
tween the entertainment industry and professional actors
who are disabled. When a project needs a character with a
disability, she volunteers to work with casting directors to
find the right person. She also sometimes serves as a paid
coach and personal assistant to the performer on the set.

1t all started because Blair wanted to be an actor. From
toddlerhood, he loved taking bows. When 5-year-old Blair
started kindergarten, a psychologist noticed his outgoing
spirit and asked Gail if she had considered steering him
toward show business. “I laughed,” recalls Gail, but Blair
began to act in church productions. Then, when Blair was
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Every child
with a disability is
different and every
day we find new
ways to help each
one of them.

Gail Williamson with son
Blair, above, and with actor
Chris Burke, left, who says,
“Gail is an angel.”

10, a phone call came from
- her local Special Olympics
office: Procter and Gamble
was casting a commercial
and needed a young male
- runner. Blair, whose special-

ty was the 400 meters, had
the stamina as well as the stage presence to beat out
11 other boys for the job. On the day of the shoot, he ran
for four hours, in increasingly chilly weather, to make one
30-second commercial spot. Gail felt delighted by Blair’s
satisfaction with his achievement and was astonished that
he was suddenly earning discretionary income.

Blair's commercial ran for several weeks in late 1990
and 1991. Happily, one show on which it aired was Life
Goes On, a series much loved in the
Williamson home. “My life with my son
changed in 1989 when Life Goes On hit
the air,” recalls Gail. For one thing, Chris
Burke’s portrayal of Corky gave Blair his
first glimpse of a young adult successfully
living with Down syndrome. And the
long-running series also led to a greater
understanding of Down syndrome by the
public at large. When Chris Burke be-
came a familiar TV presence, Gail says,
“Waiters for the first time began asking
Blair what he wanted to eat, instead of expecting us, his
parents, to communicate for him.”

Gail wanted to share Blair’s success and help other tal-
ented children with disabilities, but it was a daunting task.
It meant persuading production teams to change their atti-
tudes about children who are different from the norm
but who crave a visible career. One media exec even
protested to her, “But if I put a kid with Down syndrome in
a McDonald’s commercial, people would wonder why he’s
there.” Her swift retort: “He’s there because he’s hungry.”

In 1991 she volunteered with the Media Access Office,
a nonprofit group formed by producers Fern Field and
Norman G. Brooks. The agency works with »» »» b »
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"I tell them that their disability becomes their ability.”

the California Governor’s office
to increase the representation of
the disabled in the entertain-
ment industry. She spends
hours advising young perform-
ers how to scout out sympathet-
ic talent agents, then personally
guides them as they hire acting
coaches and eventually audi-
tion. Gail is also a strong force
on the Screen Actors Guild’s
Young Performers Committee,
which now has a section on the
disabled in its handbook.

To the youngsters she works with, Gail is
nothing short of a miracle. She says modestly,
“I just tell them their ‘disability’ becomes the ‘ability’ I can
sell to Hollywood.” Take the case of a young man named
Christopher Stevenson. When he was 4, an operating room
accident left him with diffuse brain damage, a condition
akin to cerebral palsy. Through Gail he found an agent, the
courage to push himself forward—and a featured cameo in
the Academy Award—nominated film A Civil Action. When
he got the part, Christopher was thrilled because, he says,
“they wanted me for my whole self”—wheelchair and all.
He called Gail with the good news and said, “You have giv-
en me self-esteem.”

Meanwhile, the staff of television’s ER depends on Gail
to help maintain the show’s vaunted sense of authenticity
by locating actors with a wide range of physical impair-
ments. Says John Wells, the show’s executive producer,
“What Gail is doing is remarkable. Using actors without
disabilities to play characters with disabilities we hope will
soon be as unacceptable in Hollywood as suggesting white
actors in blackface play African-American characters.”

Fans of Touched by an Angel might even remember a
script about the birth of a baby with Down syndrome. It
directly quotes the encouraging words of Dr. Michael

Many children with special needs look to the arts as a
| source of enjoyment. Others might even find a career!

Tommie and Gail with
their family. Front row:
Noelle, Lauren, Emily,
Blair Danielle, Carol.
Back row: Tim, Jennie,
Blair Nathan.

| Young Pexformers
| Division of the

Marcy, the Williamson family
pediatrician, when he revealed
Blair’s condition to Gail. “Every
disabled child is different,” he
told her, “and every day we
find new ways to help them.”
Casting director David Giella
says, “Gail made my job bril-
liantly easy by recruiting actors
for casting calls and seeing to
their on-set needs.”

Chris Burke, Blair’s hero, is a
Touched by an Angel regular.
Gail helps Chris work through
difficult lines and cope with the
stress that comes from last-minute blocking
changes. In the words of Chris’s mother,
Marian, “Gail keeps balance between Chris and the pro-
duction staff.” Chris says, “Gail is an angel.”

An angel, indeed. In 1995 she and her husband, Tommie,
became legal guardians to her six nieces (aged 9-22):
Gail’s brother had recently died of degenerative mel-
anoma, and eight years earlier the girls’ mother had fallen
victim to Lou Gehrig’s disease. Gail simply had to step in.
“There was just a bunch of little girls who needed a home
and needed it fast,” she says.

“The scariest thing that had happened in my life used to
be Blair’s diagnosis, but it also has been the biggest bless-
ing,” says Gail. “So, when we took in the girls, it was just as
scary, but it, too, turned out to be just as big a blessing.
They came to us angry, hurt children, and four years later
they’re our kids!”

She credits her endlessly patient husband, a sense of
humor, religious faith—and even a song—for keeping her
on an even keel. Citing her favorite musical, Stephen Sond-
heim’s Into the Woods, she explains that “you must go into
the woods to grow.” And, she says, ever appreciative of the
experience, “I feel like I've spent a large part of my life in
those woods.”

‘ performers meanwh1le, should §
| ask to be included in the Me-
dia Access talent files.

Media Access Office

| 4640 Lankershim Blvd.,

Y These arts agencies offer a
wide range of programs and
services for youngsters with
disabilities:

Accessible Arts, Inc.
1100 State Ave., Kansas
City, KS 66102

Phone: 913-281-1133
Located at the Kansas State
School for the Blind, this is a
national resource for people
with varying disabilities who
need help finding teachers,
mentors and contacts in
fields related to movement,

| the visual arts, music, drama |
and storytellmg

VSA Arts

1300 Connecticut Ave., NW,

Suite 700, Washington, DC

1 20036

| Phone: 1-800-933-8721

| For more than 24 years, this
| international nonprofit orga-
| nization, formerly known as
| Very Special Arts, has been

| affiliated with the John F.

Kennedy Center for the Per-

| forming Arts. VSA Arts offers
| courses in creative writing,

drama, music and dance, as

| well as the visual arts,

through its 47 state and

3 93 1nternat1onal afﬁhates
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| Suite 301, North Hollywood, |
' CA 91602 ‘
| Phone: 818-752-1196

. Created by Gail Williamson in |
| 1991, this division of the MAQ |
| helps disabled actors find tal- |
| ent agents, hire acting coach-
| es and assemble portfolios—

all free of charge. Performers

| with disabilities are encour-
| aged to request a new client
| packet, which includes a reg-

istration form (that will ask

| for details about one’s talents
| and type of disability), plus

employment eligibility and

! photo release forms. Seasoned

Beautiful Kids, Inc.

| 3806 Rosewood Lane,

| Rochester Hills, MI 48309

Phone: 248-375-2730

This agency was founded in

| 1994 and was conceived orig-

- inally to help get “differently

' abled” children, from birth to

' age 18, into print ads and
commercials. Today it’s also

| helping kids get acting jobs

| in TV, movies and videos.

| (Clients should be able to sit

| up straight, use their hands,

| control facial muscles, and

focus both eyes)




