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The teachers who nurtured Alex
Van Hook must be bursting with
pride today when they see how far
he has come.

Alex, president of his class,
plays power wheelchair hockey
and is a member of the Academic
Bowl team. Like other high school
juniors he is choosing the college
he will attend. He turns 17 this
month.

Alex attends the New Jersey
School for the Deaf at the Marie
Katzenbach Campus in Trenton
but he got his start at Tinicum
Elementary School in the
Palisades District and the Bucks
County Intermediate Unit classes
at Guth Elementary School in the
Pennridge School District.

Alex was born with muscular
dystrophy, which affects muscular
development. He cannot hear, and
he has used a wheelchair for most
of his life. He speaks in sign lan-
guage.

Last summer, Ruth List of the
Rittenhouse Astronomical Society
in Philadelphia worked with stu-
dents at NJSD during an extended
school year program. The class
was dedicated to astronomy.

The society held the summer
program to mark 2009 as the
International Year of Astronomy.
Ruth List, an educator and treasur-
er of the society originated the ses-
sions for the Katzenbach students.

On Oct. 14, Alex and Ashley
Wood were invited to present at
the society’s meeting at the
Franklin Institute Science
Museum, where recent speakers
have included Derek Pitts, chief
astronomer, and U.S. Navy Capt.
Christopher Ferguson, a NASA
astronaut.

Using sign language with inter-
pretors nearby, Alex and Ashley
talked about the summer program
on a video recording.

“We had an instructor with pas-
sion,” Alex said and he marveled
at the work of the ancient
astronomers like Galileo –
Franklin Institute was showing an
original Galileo telescope at the
time.

The students especially enjoyed
watching the giant pendulum that
is suspended from a ceiling at the
museum. “My favorite part of the

visit was making a solar system
mobile,” Ashley said.

They hoped to view the night
sky through telescopes but unfor-
tunately, Alex said with his expres-
sive hands, “It rained every night.”

Alex lives with his parents,
Susan and Greg Van Hook, in
Upper Black Eddy. He spends one
night each week at the Katzenbach
School. A school bus transports
him to Trenton. He does home-
work and reads on the hour-long
ride.

“He’s just like other kids. He’s
interested in everything – from law
to video game design,” his mother
says of Alex’s college plans.
Lately he’s been talking about
studying anthropology. He’s also
interested in writing.

And like other mothers, she
says, “The decision is his own.”

Alex is considering attending
Gallaudet University in
Washington, a liberal arts college
that is known for its outstanding
programs deaf and hard of hearing
students. He’s also interested in
Rochester Institute of Technology,
which is also known for students
who do not hear well.

Alex has been to the Gallaudet
campus several times for
Academic Bowl competitions. He
likes the campus and the environ-
ment but he wonders if other col-
leges would offer more scientific
studies.

The family, Alex, Susan and
Greg, are training now for the
Long Branch, N.J., half marathon
slated for May 2. They will partic-
ipate with Team Cure CMD (con-
genital muscular dystrophy).

Alex will “roll” as others walk
or run. “The group has given me
hope that they will find a cure,” he
says on the marathon web site. “I
also want to help everybody
understand that people with dis-
abilities aren’t worth less than any-
one else. I want to prove that we
all can communicate, feel, think,
understand and achieve goals.”

Susan, who never saw a 13-mile
walk in her future, says on the web
site, “I remain inspired by his
undaunted spirit in the face of
tremendous challenges. Alex has
CMD of an unknown subtype. It
took 10 years of searching to find
that diagnosis and we need more
information in order to help him
toward a healthy future.”

Greg calls Alex his best buddy
in the world. “He is bright and
brave and brilliant and funny, and
although he uses a wheelchair, he
places few limits on himself and
what he believes he can achieve.”

Greg believes that Cure CMD
and its supporters at Children’s
Hospital of Philadelphia, at the
National Institutes of Health, and
at clinics and laboratories around
the world are the best hope for
finding a treatment for Alex.

Each of the team members is
committed to raising $500 for
Cure CMD. Donations can be
made at curecmd.org or by sending
a check with the team member’s
name to Cure CMD, P.O. Box 701,
Olathe, Kansas, 66051.

Bridget Wingert: Happy to Be Here
Just like other kids

Alex Van Hook, left, and Ashley Wood present their observations to
members of the Rittenhouse Astronomical Society at the Franklin
Institute.

Recently I attempted to speak with Congressman
Patrick Murphy about the disappointing voting going
on in Washington as the current Congress squanders an
historic opportunity to improve health coverage for all
Americans. He told me to call him later.

Bucks Countians have been waiting months for their
representative in Congress to hear their concerns about
the gaggle of bills under consideration in the Capitol.
Despite repeated calls for a town hall meeting where
constituents can meet their elected federal representa-
tive face-to-face, questions and concerns have gone
unanswered.

The reason: Patrick Murphy is in favor of govern-
ment control of health care. I know because he told
me so.

And in his quest to vote for a "strong public option"
(read: the beginning of the federal government taking
over our health decision making), he rushed headlong
into H.R. 3962 which provides:

- For Individual Taxpayers: Higher taxes on high-
income filers, federal mandates to purchase health
insurance or be subject to federal penalties and exemp-
tions for non-resident aliens. In conjunction with the
passage of HR 3962 (by the slimmest of margins and
with Patrick Murphy's full support), Murphy also
voted to pass HR 3961 (increasing physician reim-
bursements) representing deficit spending and adding
to the federal debt.

- For Employers: Practically every small business is
now federally mandated to provide "qualified" cover-
age or be subject to a new, 8 percent tax. Employers
are also limited in use of Flexible Savings Accounts
which I use to pay out of pocket medical expenses for
my children and used for my own recent medical
expenses in cancer recovery.

- For Seniors: $571 billion has been slashed from
your allocated Medicare funding. $170 billion has
been cut from your Medicare Advantage Plans. Your
Medicare D premiums will be increased to help pay for
new federal programs your representatives deem nice
to have.

Murphy's bill is packed with problems too numerous
to mention in my limited space available. But the bad
bill got worse in the U.S. Senate. Now we find out that,
in addition to paying new Medicaid increases for
Pennsylvania residents, we also are expected to pick
up the cost for Nebraska residents because they "cut a
deal" to buy Sen. Nelson's support. Still no comment
from Patrick. Still no town hall meeting for his con-
stituents.

Provide tax relief that makes it easier, not more dif-
ficult, for employers to provide health coverage.
Reform the health justice system. Incentivize innova-
tive solutions that fight healthcare fraud. There is $250
Billion in easy money – currently wasted – in the fed-
eral health programs. Recover the money and use it to
cover pre-existing conditions and to reward health care
clinics that already provide coverage to the uninsured:
the Mother Bachmann clinic in Bensalem, HealthLink
in Southampton and The Free Clinic at Doylestown
Hospital.

I firmly believe that the best solutions already exist
in the communities across America. Our representa-
tives should spend more time listening to us and less
time listening to the partisanship inside the Beltway.
An old-fashioned, town hall meeting back home in
Bucks County would be a good start.

A former member of Congress and Bucks County
comissioner, a husband and father of six, Mike
Fitzpatrick resides in Middletown Township.

El Jem Coliseum: The coliseum of El Jem, Tunisia is
almost as big as its counterpart in Rome. Its seating
capacity has been estimated at 30,000. It is believed
to have been built between AD 230 and 238 at a thriv-
ing market town at the junction of significant trade
routes. Since then, the world has bypassed this tiny
dusty town.

Paul Grand:
As I see it

In a new feature, photographs by Paul
Grand of Buckingham are appearing in the
Herald.

Grand’s subject matter includes landscapes,
portraits, abstractions and architecture and
cityscapes. They are found throughout his
travels around the world. Grand shoots 35 mm
film on a tripod and digitizes the resulting
images.

The subjects are intimate, close portraits,
whole or fragments – people, buildings or
landscapes. Grand avoids the big picture and
focuses instead on the detail.

Grand has had seven solo and seven group
shows during the past four years. He has
received three juried show awards during this
period. He has been featured in Outside maga-
zine, Time Out New York and on Fox News
and NPR.

Last fall, Grand presented an exhibition at
the Trenton City Museum. Brian O. Hill,
director of the museum says, of Grand, "His
perspective is totally, totally different. ... He
takes advantage of the human eye and the way
we perceive an object and takes it to an excel-
lent level." Paul is held in collections around
the world including the collection of the
Mohammed VI, the King of Morocco.

Grand took his Ph.D. in synthetic organic
chemistry at Cal Tech where he was awarded
two fellowships. He retired from the Colgate-
Palmolive Company at the age of 46. His two
final positions there were as research and
development director and vice president of its
venture company.

The web site paulgrandphoto.com contains
1,600 images.

Michael Fitzpatrick: Another Voice

Earth to Patrick: Don’t squander
opportunity to improve health care

Yesterday I loved, but wasn’t, yesterday I marched,
but couldn’t, yesterday I lived, but now I don’t.

What do they know? God, please forgive them.

It was never right, law after law, year after year, I
was beaten, rejected excluded.

What do they know? God please forgive them.

They killed, burned, hated – if only they could see,
then maybe they would understand their destruction to
themselves and their children.

What do they know? God, please forgive them.

We were doves with open minds like a field, they
were wolves killing their own kind, with minds set.

What do they know? God please forgive them.

I marched peacefully; they attacked with sticks and
stones, never thinking even once before they turned
themselves into slaves of prejudice.

What do they know? God, please forgive them.

I left the city with confidence bound for glory, they
waited for us at the bridge.

What do they know? God please forgive them.

They gave us two minutes, they attacked in one,I
kneeled to pray and asked Him:

What do they know? God please forgive them.

They were brutal as the police just helped them beat
me down.

What do they know? God, please forgive them.

They took me to the hospital for colored, even in
death they disrespected me.

What do they know? God, please forgive them.
As the darkness closed in I looked out the window. I

am now a bird, free at last, the fight will continue but
I will not.

Braden Cody of Doylestown is 11 years old.

Braden Cody: A Poem
The struggle for civil rights

Alex Van Hook and his mother,
Susan, were photographed dur-
ing a seashore visit.


