
 
Conference to shine light on mental illness 
By Jessica Reynolds Staff Writer 

Jan 26, 2015 

                                                                                                                
Featured artist David Byrd’s painting, called “Patient Hearing Voices,” is one of the artist’s pieces that will be on display at the Roxbury Arts Center 
from Saturday until Feb. 21. 

Area mental health advocates and those who have struggled with mental illness are teaming up to host a free all-
day conference this month to encourage a community conversation on the topic, organizers said Monday. 

The event, called Hope & Healing: Perspectives on Mental Illness, is scheduled to take place on Saturday from 
9:30 a.m. until 3 p.m. at the Roxbury Arts Center, and will feature keynote speakers, round table discussions, 
and an art exhibit and music focused on mental health advocacy, recovery and services, according to Jessica 
Farrell, conference coordinator. 

The program is being put on by local chapters of the National Alliance on Mental Illness, Delaware County NY 
Connects, the Roxbury Arts Group and the David Byrd Estate, Farrell said. 

Community response to the event has been overwhelming, according to Farrell, who said Sunday that the 
Roxbury Arts Center has reached its room capacity for the event. Organizers are grateful for the interest and 
feel the response speaks to the abundance of mental health issues locally, she added. 
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“The need is just so great in our community,” Farrell said. “Almost every person I talk to about this says, ‘Oh, 
my sister has Schizophrenia’ or ‘My uncle has Bipolar disorder.’” 

The accessibility issues in rural America, shortage of services and stigmas surrounding mental illness deeply 
affect people in rural communities, Farrell said. It can be hard to know where to turn, she said. 

Events like the Hope & Healing Conference offer hope because it’s “inspiring to hear stories of people coming 
through dark times and coming out the other end,” Farrell added. 

One of these stories is of David Byrd, an artist who lived in Sidney Center who Farrell met while working on a 
project, she said. Because both Farrell and Byrd had mental illness in their families, they had an immediate 
connection. Soon, Farrell got to know Byrd better and learned that he was a talented artist with a haunting past. 

Byrd’s father suffered with mental illness and committed suicide when Byrd was young. His mother left home 
when Byrd was 12, Farrell said. Later in life, Byrd worked for 30 years as an orderly in the psychiatric ward at 
the VA Hospital in Montrose, caring for veterans with a variety of mental disorders, Farrell explained. 

These experiences inspired Byrd to write a book and create artwork focusing on mental illness, Farrell said. 
Although Byrd has since died, his artwork will be on display in the Roxbury Arts Center’s gallery during the 
conference and until Feb. 21. 

“Having known David, I feel that the conference is a way to honor him and his legacy,” Farrell said. “He was an 
advocate.” 

One of the speakers at the conference will be Kate Hewlett, a peer specialist at Otsego County Rehabilitation 
Support Services and a member of Otsego County’s NAMI. 

Hewlett was once told by a physician that she would never attend college, hold a steady job or be in a 
relationship because of her mental illness. But, because of determination and help from outside sources, Hewlett 
was recently hired as the first Peer Engagement Specialist for Otsego County’s RSS, she said. 

At the conference, Hewlett will speak about her “dark days” and “rocky road to recovery,” focusing on the fact 
that “there is hope, healing and recovery,” she said. 

“This is the first event of this kind around here that I’ve been part of,” Hewlett said. “I’m really excited, 
especially for the round table discussions, when people will be able to comment and ask questions.” 

A complimentary breakfast and lunch for participators will be catered by the Tulip & Rose Cafe in Franklin, 
Farrell said. 

Other speakers will include a local songwriter singing about her family’s struggles with mental illness; Otsego 
County and Delaware County NAMI board members and coordinators, who will speak on a broad array of 
topics including support for family members, elderly people and local resources; local service providers who 
will have literature and information; Jason Paden, a member of Schoharie County RSS who will share his own 
inspiring story of recovery; and representatives of the 24/7 Mobile Crisis Assessment Team, which was recently 
established to help identify mental health needs and provide early intervention to decrease the number of crisis 
cases. 



More than 25 percent of Americans have a mental illness and 78 percent have symptoms of one, according to 
the Centers for Disease Control. However, mental illness is sometimes stigmatized because not everyone 
understands what it is or what it feels like, Farrell said. 

Farrell said looking at Byrd’s art may help others better understand those who suffer with mental illnesses. 

“Initially, (the art) was hard to look at because I know many people who’ve been there,” Farrell said. “But then 
you get this real sense of empathy. I think that is what David felt himself after losing his father to suicide and 
then working with these veterans.” 

Many different people would benefit from the conference, Farrell said, including family members who are 
struggling with loved ones’ disorders, social workers, psychologists, therapists, individuals who struggle 
themselves, creative people who would enjoy the artwork and “anyone struggling in life,” Farrell said. 

Farrell said she hopes the event will encourage more partnerships among community groups and create 
connections between artists of all different kinds. A theater piece centered on the topic of mental illness and 
Byrd is in talks for the summer of 2015, she said. 

More than anything, Farrell said, she hopes to encourage empathy, which “goes a long way.” 

“If people can maybe understand the people suffering in their own lives better, they might be more inclined to 
help others and understand that there are positive ways to intervene, rather than just telling a depressed person 
‘Oh, just get a job.’ Sometimes it’s not a quick fix.” 

The in-depth discussions that will hopefully happen at the conference will also help service providers and 
caregivers know how to improve support, Farrell said. 

“We’re going to learn,” Farrell said, “how to make services better.” 

 



 

 

Conference highlights tools for recovery 
By Cheryl Petersen Contributing Writer 

Feb 2, 2015 

ROXBURY — “I’m living my worst nightmare right now,” said Jason Paden, keynote speaker at Hope and 
Healing: Perspectives on Mental Illness conference, on Saturday. “When I was a kid, the idea of speaking in 
front of people terrified me. Now, I love it. When the negatives in my mind were gone, I found love.”  
Tears, goosebumps and relief were shown by audience members at Saturday’s conference at the Roxbury Arts 
Group. More than 85 people attended the all-day event put on by local chapters of the National Alliance on 
Mental Illness; Delaware County NY Connects; the Roxbury Arts Group; and the David Byrd Estate.  

Paden spoke of growing up as an anxious child, vulnerable to depression. Memory problems, violent thoughts 
and delusions plagued him. 

“When I was 25 years old, I was at my lowest,” recalled Paden. “I was reviewing my suicide plan when I saw a 
picture of my uncle. I knew my uncle was dead, because of his own suicide. The thought came — I want to live. 
And, I acted on my faith in life.”  

Paden asked his parents to take him to the hospital, where he was prescribed new medications after being 
diagnosed as bipolar and schizophrenic. 

Paden reminded the audience that each person can find their own path forward. 

“The trick is staying motivated,” said Paden. “My motivation is to make my recovery an adventure.” 

Paden described his own holistic approach to wellness, including exercise, vitamins, a healthy diet and an array 
of coping skills.  

“I’m redesigning my brain chemistry, rebuilding my human mind,” said Paden. “I have failures and successes.” 

The most recent success was being hired as a full-time peer engagement specialist for Schoharie County, Paden 
said.  

“I’m doing what I love,” said Paden. “It’s important that we help one another.” 

A few weeks ago, Otsego County established the same position, hiring Kate Hewlett to work 
with Rehabilitation Support Services of Oneonta. Hewlett spoke Saturday with Tammy Burrows about their 
experiences with mental illness and wellness. 



“Their stories were very powerful, offering hope,” said Mary Ann Geraghty, a social worker from Robinson 
Terrace Senior Living in Stamford. “Hope, I’ve found, is the crucial element.”  

Geraghty, who lost a brother to suicide and has answered phones on a crisis hot line, recalled, “If the troubled 
person on the other end of the phone line could find one reason to stay alive, things turned out OK; even their 
cat would keep them going. But, if they couldn’t find one thing — one reason for hope — I called the police.” 

During a roundtable discussion, Sgt. David Lennon of the state police said, “I’ve been at this job for 23 years. 
Mental problems have only increased over those years.” 

But new tools, such as the Mobile Crisis Assessment Team, exist to help those in need. The rapid-response 
program, which has satellite stations in Walton, Schoharie, and Norwich besides headquarters in Utica, can be 
reached toll-free at (877) 369-6699.  

Rina Reba, president of the Otsego/Delaware County Chapter National Alliance of Mental Health, called the 
conference’s capacity crowd one indication of its success 

“Plus, I loved that the fact that art was used to gather attention,” Reba noted.  

Paintings by the late David Byrd of Sidney Center hung on the walls, depicting images from his work 
experience in the psychiatric ward at the VA Hospital in Montrose. The exhibit is on display at RAG through 
Feb. 21.  
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In Our Opinion: Mental health event shows need in area 
Jan 29, 2015 

Sell-out shows don’t happen around here too often, unless a big-name act is being brought in from outside the area. So it’s 
notable that a local conference scheduled for Saturday has already reached its capacity.  
 
“Hope & Healing: Perspectives on Mental Illness” is a joint presentation of the local chapters of the National Alliance on 
Mental Illness; Delaware County NY Connects; the Roxbury Arts Group and the David Byrd estate. The panel discussion at 
host venue the Roxbury Arts Center coincides with an exhibit of artwork by Byrd, whose paintings were inspired by his time 
working at a VA hospital with patients with mental illness.  

Byrd retired to Sidney Center and quietly produced a body of work that, once discovered, drew attention from a Seattle art 
gallery, whick flew the artist to the West Coast for an exhibit and artist’s talk in 2013. The artist died shortly thereafter . 
Commenting on the emotional intensity of Byrd’s work, Seattle gallery owner David Kucera wrote, “The entire process of 
creating this exhibition has provided one of the most moving experiences of my career.”  

Conference coordinator Jessica Farrell said the response to the conference has been overwhelming, and that this response 
speaks to the abundance of mental health issues locally.  

“The need is just so great in our community,” Farrell said. “Almost every person I talk to about this says, ‘Oh, my sister has 
schizophrenia’ or ‘My uncle has bipolar disorder.’” 

As great as the need is, the conference is offering a positive focus, as its title suggests.  

“It’s inspiring to hear stories of people coming through dark times and coming out the other end,” Farrell noted.  

While we are acutely aware that our rural area has limited resources to help people with mental illness, this conference puts a 
focus on the services that are there — including some that people might not even be aware of.  

For example, members of a recently established 24-7 Mobile Crisis Assessment Team will be present. The team was created to 
serve as a bridge between area residents in crisis and regional health care providers, as an alternative to having traditional 
first responders handle such instances.  

And since the conference is open to the public, not just to officials, speakers on the panel will be there to listen, too.  

“We’re going to learn how to make services better,” Farrell said.  

It is all too easy to sit around and complain about a lack of services for people with mental illness. We commend the organizers 
of this event, not just for taking a different approach to the topic by incorporating art and music, but for taking a positive and 
proactive approach.  

“There is hope, healing and recovery,” conference speaker Kate Hewlett told The Daily Star. And it is events such as this one 
that help make such things possible.  

 


