Vets looking out for vets' at center.

East St. Louis
facility offers aid

for residents

By MIKE FITZGERALD
News-Democrat

EAST ST. LOUIS — One after-
noon a few weeks ago, Leonard
Demming, 52, -walked into the
dining room of his new home and
poured himself a cup of coffee.

Next to the coffee pot,
scrawled on a nearby blackboard,
were two messages. Each in its
own way summed up the philoso-
phy behind the Joseph Center, the
26-bed shelter for homeless vet-
erans-that opened in November,

The first message, about oper-
ating the automatic coffee maker,
was purely prag-
matic: “5 scoops

Qnicom per por
e The second
c]m tI\.rlore : message took a
photos online longer, more spiri-
tual view:
“God gives us enough grace for

whatever we face.”

Those two messages — one of F

self-help, the other of faith in a
better future — resonated power-
fully for Demming, who moved
into the shelter in early January
after losing his job and apartment
in St. Louis.

‘The center has provided him
with a long-term refuge where he
can recharge his mental batteries,
get needed medical help and ob-
tain the training required for a job
that brings in other things be-
sides a paycheck: dignity, self-es-
teem, pride.

Even better, Demming said, it
provides him with a chance to live
and work with people on his
wavelength: fellow vets.

“They got vets looking out for
vets, so that's cool,” said Dem-
ming, who served in the U.S.
Army in the 1970s. “There are a
lot of guys I can relate to in here.”

The center at 5020 State St.
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Leonard Demming prepares a cup of coffee in the multipurpose room at the Joseph Center.

opened late last year with the

help of $2 million in state and fed- |

eral grants and loans. The largest
grants came from the U.S. depart-
ments of Veterans Affairs and
Housing and Urban Develop-
ment.

In less than two months, the
shelter has become home to 19
residents, who were referred to
the program through VA hospitals
in St, Louis and around Illinois.

Here the residents take part in
counseling for drug and alcohol
problems, in addition to the job
skills and community college
classes they enroll in, which are
provided by VA facilities in St.
Louis and St. Louis County.

Please see CENTER, A2

Michael Fowler relaxes in the lounge at the Joseph Center.
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For Army veteran
Michad Fowler, 52, the
Joseph Center has provid-
ed an important time-out
away from the socidl influ-
ences that worsened his
battles with depression
and alcohol.

"I'm glad | found out
about this place because
thisiswhat | need to get'
-back,"” sad Fowler, who
was referred to the center
by a social worker at the
\A hospital inDanville.

The center's relative
isolation makes a differ-
ence because "'l wanted to
get to some placewherel|
didn't know anybody,” he
said. "That way | can pick
the positive people that |
need to bearound.”

The maximum length
d each resident's stay is
two years, but most won't
need that much time be-
fore moving out, said
Martha Watts, the center
founder,who named thefa-
cility -after her late hus
band, Joseph Weaits.

"Their length of time
will depend on what they
need to accomplishduring
thetimethat they're here,”
said Watts the president of
Eagles Nest of St. Clair
County, the not-for-profit
which overseestheshelter.
"Everybody here wan't
need two yearsto get back
ontheir feet."

Weatts guiding philoso-
phy regarding center resi-
dentsissmple.

“ljusttry to make each
one feel important while
they'rehere” said Waitts, a
retired VA psychiatric
nursewho shepherded the
center into existence after
anearly decade-longstrug-
ge.

Wattssaid she makesit
her "business to spend
time with them each day
talking with them, and
talking about what'sgoing
on with them in their
lives.

Center residents are
kept asbusy aspossible. In
the morning, they wakeup
early and meetfor aprayer,

then eat breakfast cooked
up by aresidentwhoinan
earlier life had worked asa
restaurant chef.

Then everyone boards
busesfor St. Louis, where
they spend most d the day
in getting job trainingand
medical careat the VA hos-
pitals in downtown St.
Louisand at Jefferson Bar-
racks in South St. -Louis
County.

In the evenings back at
the Joseph Center, theres:
idents take part in more
meetings, with about an
hour o down time before
bed to watch TV, read or
hang out with Mends.

Bobby Williams,'51, a
former Marine, credited
Waitts encouragement and
motherly approach with
helping him stay sober af-
ter decadesfightingdrugs
and acohoal.

"Shels dwaystalking to
us. And shetriesto stay on
us guys" Williams said.
"Shels a caring person. |
likethat."

Watts caring attitude
redly pays of most inthe
mornings, when residents
are feeling most uptight
andworried about their fu-
tures, Demming said.

"Shell say,'Cmon, take
it easy. Just rdax. And do
the thing one day at a
time,"" hesaid.

Comprehensive care
centers — which provide
a safe, long-term home
and a full spectrum do
training and counseling
opportunities — are in-
creasingly becoming the
standardfor homelessvet-
erans nationwide, said
Bob Adams, the president
and co-founder d the Mid-
west Shelter for Homeless
Veterans, in Wheaton, a
fivebed facility that
openedin 2007.

“Maybe the most im-
portant thingisthey come
home to their own lives
again. They get achanceto
get their legs underneath
themagain," said Adams, a
Vietnam veteran. "They
get tofed a part of, instead
d apartfrom.”

Combat veteransarees:

pecialy vulnerable to
homelessness because o
the emotional problems
that come from post-trau-
matic stress disorder, a
psychiatric condition re-
sulting from life-threaten-
ing experiences. PTSD’s
symptomsincludeanxiety,
depression, nightmares
and flashbacks. -

V eterans suffering from
it often self-medicatewith
the help d drugs or alco-
hol, upping the likelihood
they'll lose their jobs and
homes, cut themselvesoff
from their families and
wind up in jail or on the
streets.

Nationwide,an estimat-
ed 130,000 veterans are
homeless at any given
time, with twicethat num-
ber estimated to behome-
lessduring any given yesr,
accordingto VA statistics.

Thetraditional problem
d hdmeless veterans are
beingfed by new strainsre-
sulting from the multiple
deployments to Iragq and
Afghanistanthat military
personnel have repeatedly
endured, according to
Adams,

" went once. Oncewas
enough,” said Adams, who
served in Vietniam in 1968
asaNavy corpsmanwitha
Matine rifle platoon.

Because o the mili-
tary's multi pledeployment
policy, "Yau never redly
comehomecompletely be-
cause you know you have
to go back. Yau never set-
tleintofamily life" Adams
said. "You fed different
and distant ... And | think
that wears on people psy-

chologicaly."
Adams compared
Americas looming prob-

lem o homeless veterans
to Hurricane Katrina,
which devastated the Gulf
Coast in 2005.

"We know it's coming,
but we just don't see it
yet," hesaid. "But whenit
hits, it's going to be ab-
solutely amazing."

Contact reporter Mike
Fitzgerald at mfitzger-
ald@bnd.comor 239-2533.





