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MISSION STATEMENT 
Alliance for the Physically Disabled (APD), Inc. is a non-profit                
organization committed to creating accessible and affordable 
housing opportunities with full-time personal assistance services 
for adults with severe physical disabilities.  

The green van has not been seen in front of 3705 South George Mason Drive in months. The booming voice is 
gone too. Sunday mornings at Merica House are distinctly different these days. There is a little less chatter and a little 
less cheer. It has been a long time since anyone has asked Sean about all his girlfriends. It has been months, also, 
since anyone has teased Deirdre about the Redskinsô woeful performance in recent years. Long-time Merica House 
volunteer John McMakin passed away on August 25, 2008. Sunday mornings at Merica House have not been the same 
since.   

Johnôs official duties consisted of chauffeuring Deirdre and Sean to and from Sunday Mass at Our Lady Queen of 
Peace Catholic Church. His unofficial duties included serving as the Sunday morning handyman, wheelchair pusher, 
spiritual advisor, weatherman, cheerleader, and comedian. When Sean would return from cerebral palsy camp at     
Marthaôs Vineyard, John would press him for details about his romantic escapades at the beach. Johnôs 
inquiries rarely produced any juicy tidbits but always brought an expansive smile to Seanôs face. Johnôs 
questions and quips would prompt similar smiles from Deirdre and the other residents at Merica House. 

The weatherman in John knew instinctively when the morning chill would be uncomfortable for             
Maureen, Cathy, and Deirdre.  In cold weather, John made sure that each resident had a blanket in 
which to snuggle before they ventured outside. Caring came easy to John McMakin. He loved to make 
people laugh.  He himself had a roaring laugh that would reach to all corners of Merica House.  Sunday 
mornings were a little brighter when John was around, and chilly mornings were a little warmer. His 
death leaves a very large void in the Merica House community.    

Resident Coordinatorôs Remarks - Orlando Fowlis  

Caring Came Easy to John McMakin by Fred Day  

 Merica House has been a vibrant place to live in for our physically disabled young adults. At first, it was the long      
political campaign which kicked up some interesting conversation among themselves either in the kitchen when some of 
the residents had their evening meals or in the sitting room in apartment 105-South.   

 Some of them were tight lipped about what party they were going to vote for, the rest selected a party. In the months 
before the election, each of them checked on the status of their voterôs card and updated them. Then came election day. 
Three of them had already voted by absentee ballot and I accompanied the other three to the local polling station. 

 A seventh resident moved into Merica House from California in October.  His paper work was put in too late for him 
to obtain a voting card. It was quite devastating for him not to vote as he had never voted before.  

 Later, after all of the residents voted it was a calm  evening, each and every one of the residents watched TV. and 
followed how the result progressed.  

    Then in January came the inauguration. Sharita 
Caple suggested that we should watch the program on 
TV and she would provide a bottle of champagne.             
Catherine Parr said she had a bottle of wine that we 
could use. I went into Cathyôs room, got the wine with 
some Dixie cups, and we sat around and enjoyed the 
rest of the celebration.  

    Last year we lost a close friend and volunteer of 
Merica House, John McMakin. We miss him so badly. 
May his soul rest in perfect peace. 

    Our newest resident who moved in from California       
recently decided to return to 
California. 

    Therefore, we again have a 
semi -private room for rent. 
Please call Orlando at                
703-671-7991                                   

Mon- Fri: 9am -5pm.  

OUR THANKS ð The APD Board wishes to thank the            
following for their generosity in supporting Merica House since  

July 28, 2008.  
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From a distance, one could hear the sound of Sean tapping his shoe against his wheelchair. To the uninitiated, it 
seemed that Sean was experiencing either frustration or trouble, or both.  Upon closer inspection, however, it became 
clear that he was engaged in a unique version of the alphabet game.  

The story unfolded.  It seemed that Seanôs computer had been returned to the manufacturer for repairs.  Sean had 
been without his ñvoiceò for the better part of a week.  There was an easy fix, however.  Sean, Maureen, and Deirdre had 
devised a system that was infinitely less expensive than the computer and nearly as effective.  Working in tandem, Mau-
reen and Deirdre would recite the alphabet, beginning with the letter ñAò and continuing until Sean tapped his chair.  Each 
tap served as a signal that Sean needed a particular character to form a word.  Maureen and Deirdre would commit to 
memory each letter that Sean had selected. They would then return to the beginning of the alphabet and repeat the proc-
ess.  Maureen and Deirdre would call out the letters.  Sean would tap.  Letters became words.  Words became sen-

tences.  Sentences became thoughts. 

During the first few months of my tenure as president of the Board of Directors of Merica House, I have learned that 
the alphabet game devised by Sean, Maureen, and Deidre serves as a useful illustration of how things work at Merica 
House.  With or without computers, thoughts can be conveyed.  With or without computers, there is a sense of camara-
derie and teamwork that defines the relationships.  The residents stand ready to help each other in ways big and small, 
whether it be calling out the letters of the alphabet or scheduling transportation for each other on Metro Access. 

   My early impression is that the residents at Merica House have developed a unique environment that is predicated 
on sharing their individual talents and gifts with one another.  The range of technological tools available to the residents is 
impressive.  Even more impressive, however, is the imaginative response of the residents when technology fails.  To my 
mind, Merica House is a team unlike any other.        

 

Soon after I moved to Merica House in March 2006, I met John McMakin. He was a big man 
with a soft voice and a heart of gold. He could always make me smile.  

Shortly before our first meeting, John's disabled wife had passed away. He had originally 
made his van wheelchair accessible to provide reliable transportation for her. Later that month, 
John volunteered to help Merica house by providing much needed transportation for our            
residents. In no time at all he became our shining, loyal knight that we could call on in the early 
morning hours or even during the many Washington snow storms.   

John came to my aid when I wanted to attend a retreat in Maryland and could not get         
transportation. He was also there when Metro Access, our local bus transportation system, was 
unable to or failed to pick me up for Mass at the local Catholic Church, or other social events that I wanted to attend.  
John was a responsible, dedicated man who took the time and made the effort to help the disabled; especially all the 
residents at Merica House. As we remember him, we will always be thankful for him and miss his gentle kindness.  

I Will Always Remember John McMakin  by  Maureen Shields  

Maureen Shields  

Resident Remarks  

In Memoriam John McMakin by   Sunny Parr  

John was a loyal volunteer at Merica House for the past 10 years. His efforts started by offering 
to chauffeur residents to and from his church, Our Lady Queen of Peace in Arlington.  But his role 
evolved over the years to include mentor, father-figure and friend.  He made himself available to the 
residents at all hours, and no request within his abilities was too large or too small.  He was often 

referred to as the ñKnight in Shining Armorò ï a reference to his full size van 
which he used to take residents shopping, to doctor appointments and commu-
nity activities. In addition to this John was very active as a member of the Lions 
Club and his church. When the church finally found funding to build a handi-
capped accessible restroom last year, it was fondly nicknamed ñJohnôs Johnò 
because of his strong advocacy for the project. This quiet, gentle giant always 
found time to listen, hold a hand, wipe a tear. He is fondly remembered and 
greatly missed by Merica House and the community he served. 

Volunteers Needed:   

Merica  House urgently needs volunteers for their emergency alert list.  This is an opportunity to 
serve that requires very little time.  Applicants must live in the Northern Virginia area.  Please call 
Sunny Parr at 703 339 -3731 for more details.  

 

John McMakin  

Sunny Parr  
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Renovating a kitchen is a major challenge in the best of 
circumstances, and it certainly presented some problems 
at Merica House. Now that the kitchen in apartment 105 
South is done, everyone is pleased with the results. 

The process began early in October 2007 when Kathy 
Shields, Maureen Shields, Cathy Parr, Betty Wawrzaszek, 
and Carrie Frey were invited to attend a luncheon at the 
Civitan Club of Tysons. Cathy Parr and Maureen Shields, 
both residents at Merica House, thanked the club for its 
past support and shared with the club members how the 
support system at Merica House enables them to live    
independently.  

Club members proposed and supported a motion that 
APD should apply for a grant to The Chesapeake District 
Foundation to refurbish one of the kitchens at Merica 
House. The paper work was processed by the Alliance for 
the Physically Disabled and submitted in February 2008. In 
late summer 2008, we were pleasantly surprised to learn 
we had been approved and would receive grant money to   
remodel one kitchen. 

Lorena Curtis, of Arlington Virginia, a custom kitchen 
and bath designer, donated her time to design the new 
kitchen. She worked with the contractor, Howard Frank, 
President of H.F Restoration and Remodeling. Together 
they advised and help select the cabinetry, flooring and 
lighting.   

By August, the appliances were purchased, and a          
complete kitchen overhaul plan was put in place. The plan   
included the removal and restoration of an expensive          
existing Silestone countertop and free standing Silestone  
table. This delicate operation was to be performed by a 
company called Counter Intelligence. 

Demolition began on Oct 14, 2008. New appliances, and 
cabinets were installed by 10/30 and the countertops and 
table were successfully reinstalled on 10/31.  

Our President, Carrie Frey, acting as General                    
Contractor, learned that working with sub-contractors and a 
vocal board of directors is a difficult; and time-consuming 
job. Getting everyoneôs input and approval for the floor 
tiles, cabinet styles, and even the color of the tile grout was 
not a quick and efficient process. The residents and aides 
were most affected by the loss of one kitchen during          
construction but they adjusted very well. The other old 
kitchen was used for food preparation and the residents 
ate TV style in the living room. The entire project was  
completed by the beginning of November and our home 
health aides and residents have been enjoying our new, 
beautiful kitchen ever since.  

Thank you very much Civitan Club of Tysons!!!  

 

Some of the old kitchen cabinets 
doors were damaged & did not 
hang right and some cabinet   

drawers would not close. The 
stove, & dish washer were old and 
the old Micro Waves were free 

standing on a shaky old cart.   

 

THEN CAME NEW:  CABINETS,  CERAMIC TILE FLOOR,                      

CEILING, REFRIGERATOR, MICROWAVE & DISH WASHER  

NOW THATôS A KITCHEN YOU WANT TO COOK IN !!! 


