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What’s Up?! 
Finding Hope 

By Abra Lipton 

In October, ACC opened applications 

for the town of Amherst’s first ever 

Housing First Program. On October 

31st, we held a lottery drawing at the 

Bangs Community Center to choose 

the final three candidates who would 

receive a housing voucher and full 

wrap-around support services from 

ACC. When Joan’s name was called 

out during that lottery she says, “I 

was so shocked, I couldn’t feel any-

thing and then three minutes later, 

so many emotional tears came.” She 

explained to me that ACC’s One Stop 

Resource Center and the Housing First Program have been the first good things 

to happen to her since she became homeless. 

Joan is local, she graduated from Amherst Regional High School in the 70s, and 

then went on to study at Greenfield Community College and the Porter & Chester 

Institute in Chicopee. She was the only female graduate of their computer techni-

cian and electronics program. After high school, she travelled and was in 4 bands 

before she settled down with her husband to start a family. When they lost their 

home, she made sure that he got a room, as he has Parkinson’s and dementia. 

However, where he lives, you can only have someone over once a week. It’s also 

difficult for Joan to make it up all the steps to get to his place, as she has an oxy-

gen tank. They are now separated, but she still calls him her husband. 

Joan has been homeless for about two years now and lives in her truck, which 

she parks in various spots around Amherst. She told me about the difficulties 

and fears that come with living out of her vehicle, “Each night I lay my head back 

onto the seat and I never know whether I’m going to be safe. When you park, 

you’re taking a gamble.” She told me that she prays every night before going to 

sleep, for god to watch over her truck and she thanks god every morning that she 

made it through the night. 

Joan notes that as soon as she came into ACC there was a shift in her life, she 

says that ACC staff, “Asked questions that should’ve been asked a long time ago, 

that other agencies never ask.” The ACC staff offered her food, the office was 

warm, they gave her a blanket, as well as doing a complete work up. They put her 

straight to work, filling out forms and applications and sending them out as fast 

as possible. When a few of them came back saying that they were incomplete or 

needed to be changed (which often happens in these processes, (cont. on pg. 5)  
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All are welcome to our holiday 

meals on Dec. 26 and Jan. 2! 

Joan, pictured left,  working with an 

ACC staff member. 

What’s New?! 

Wednesday, December 7th, 
10-11:30 am @ACC’s office, 
Needle Safety and Overdose 
Education, Brita Loftus and 
Jill Shanahan, Tapestry Health 

Wednesday, December 14th,  
10-11:30 am @ACC’s office, 
Self Hypnosis for Relaxation, 
Cynthia Fredo, Unitarian Uni-
versalist Society of Amherst. 

Wednesday, December 21st,   
10-11:30 am @ACC’s office, 
Staying Happy and Healthy 
with HIV, Laura Hudson, A 
Positive Place. 

Wednesday, December 28th, 
10-11:30 am @ACC’s office, 
New Year, New You: Making 
New Year’s Resolutions, Hwei-
Ling Greeney, ACC. 

Monday, December 26th,  
noon-1 @ Unitarian Meeting-
house, Community Holiday 
Meal, all are welcome! 

Monday, January 2nd, noon
-1 @ Unitarian Meetinghouse, 
New Year Community Meal, 
all are welcome! 
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Your Housing Rights 
By  Kyra Simpson and Abra Lipton 

Margaret Curran, or Maggie, was an intern at ACC last fall and now 

has taken her advocacy a step further and gotten a job at the Massa-

chusetts Fair Housing Center in Holyoke. She graduated from UMass 

last May with a bachelor’s degree in legal studies. She says that she 

interned with us because she was very interested in fair housing and 

wanted more experience in the non-profit world. ACC was a stepping 

stone that helped Maggie get the experience she needed to find a job 

that she was passionate about. While at ACC, Maggie says she gained 

valuable experience in fundraising and social media. Now, she gives 

training seminars about fair housing, as well as managing case work 

under an attorney’s supervision. 

Maggie came back to ACC in October for one of our Weekly Incubator 

Meetings to speak to our participants and staff about the Massachu-

setts Fair Housing Act. At this meeting, Maggie talked about the rights 

that people are guaranteed by the government when it comes to hous-

ing and about how the Massachusetts Fair Housing Center helps peo-

ple assert their housing rights and overcome housing discrimination.  

The Massachusetts Fair Housing Center provides legal help to those who are facing housing discrimination. They hear 

people’s complaints and investigate them. If there is evidence of discrimination, legal representation is provided free of 

charge. To investigate if a landlord is being discriminatory, “testers” from the Massachusetts Fair Housing Center will at-

tempt to rent an apartment from the landlord in question to determine if they discriminate when deciding who to rent 

apartments to.  

Maggie explained that there are certain categories that are protected under state and/or federal law, and that landlords 

cannot refuse to rent housing to people in these categories because they are in the category. In Massachusetts, the protect-

ed categories include race, color, national origin, sex, families with children, disability, marital status, ancestry, public as-

sistance, housing subsidies/rental assistance, and genetic.  

For instance, if a landlord refused to rent an apartment to someone because the person had a Section 8 housing voucher, 

the Massachusetts Fair Housing Center would give the person free legal advice and representation so that they can get into 

the housing. Or, if a landlord says that they will not rent to a disabled person because their building is not equipped for 

their needs, legally, the landlord is required to modify the building so that it will fit 

the person’s needs, and the Massachusetts Fair Housing Center will legally help 

with this. Or, if a landlord is attempting to evict a tenant because the police are 

called to the apartment regularly due to domestic violence, the Massachusetts Fair 

Housing Center will legally advocate for the tenant so that they can stay in their 

apartment. Additionally, if a person gets into an apartment with the help of the 

Massachusetts Fair Housing Center and the landlord raises the rent out of retalia-

tion, the Massachusetts Fair Housing Center will help the person legally to assure 

that their rent is not raised. 

Maggie explains that she’s, “thankful to ACC for engaging me and seeing how im-

portant the political process and advocacy are.” She explains that she’s interested in 

advocating for housing rights because, “It isn’t a hot button topic—it’s been around 

forever—being an advocate and giving people a voice is super important.” Maggie 

has taken her internship experience in advocacy and made it into a career, she’s 

making a real difference for individuals in housing crises and ACC would like to 

commend her for that! 

If you or someone you know thinks that you could benefit from the services of the 

Massachusetts Fair Housing Center, call (413) 539-9796, or go to http://

www.massfairhousing.org. The office is open Monday through Friday from 9 a.m. 

to 5 p.m., and they are located at 7 Suffolk St # 401, Holyoke, MA 01040.  

Maggie, pictured in the center, speaking to ACC 

participants about their housing rights. 

ACC’S MISSION 
ACC's mission is to empower, advo-

cate and assist those in need with 

housing, employment, Social Secu-

rity Disability application, financial 

emergencies, and issues affecting 

individual's ability to lead a stable 

and productive life. Assistance 

with… 

Disability Application 

Housing & Job Searches 

Free Cell Phone Applications 

Food Stamps & Fuel Assistance 

$ for rent, meds, utilities, etc. 

And more!  

http://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.massfairhousing.org%2F&h=5AQGRfv12AQFkQH5EA0brFnVT8qK8lwF4u3blWe0zaBplLg&enc=AZN4cc__lBq5UspUPhsrzfcEoO2PvNqZhR_CMmtb0R8U9uDHTwkEtng5lOQtlqKHbwJ8hethjDUUfxNxFjvhW2nhGaBPwaV_d2Ls5VY5Oyd21pVX34lwdQggfDZuNutWSjhvcZX
http://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.massfairhousing.org%2F&h=5AQGRfv12AQFkQH5EA0brFnVT8qK8lwF4u3blWe0zaBplLg&enc=AZN4cc__lBq5UspUPhsrzfcEoO2PvNqZhR_CMmtb0R8U9uDHTwkEtng5lOQtlqKHbwJ8hethjDUUfxNxFjvhW2nhGaBPwaV_d2Ls5VY5Oyd21pVX34lwdQggfDZuNutWSjhvcZX
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Back on The Hunt 
By Lily Frank 

Russell started coming to Amherst Community Connections in Sep-

tember, when he found out that he wouldn’t be hired back at UMass. 

He worked at UMass in the Franklin dining hall as a dishwasher for 16 

years. Navigating the world of job applications is always difficult, but 

especially for Russell, who is in his seventies and hasn’t needed to ap-

ply for a job since 1999. A lot has changed since then. The last time 

Russell applied for a job, an online job application was unheard of, 

whereas now it is a standard practice. There’s a lot for him to catch up 

on. However, Russell has been persistent in his job search and 

throughout his life. 

Russell says that he has always been able to find work, ever since he 

was a teenager and worked at the Belchertown State School in the 

kitchen. “It was fun.” he said when asked about working there, despite 

also mentioning that he sometimes had to get up at 4 AM to work in 

the kitchen. He worked for 30-40 hours each week in the kitchen while 

attending the school there at the same time. The school was for people 

with developmental challenges, however Russell says that the staff didn’t treat students and patients very well. He said 

that the Belchertown State School was just a place to put people, and there wasn ’t a lot of formal schooling happening. 

Educating people wasn’t a priority to them, and many people left there without a diploma and lacking skills to navigate 

the world. The Belchertown State School has since been shut down and was the target of many lawsuits before its closing. 

Russell is currently working on writing a book about his life story. So far, he has mainly written about his early life, focus-

ing on his time at the Belchertown State School. He paints a bleak picture of life there. He wrote that, “You have to go by 

their rules and if you don’t, you get punished. It wasn’t me getting hurt but some of the others who got hurt. I tried to 

protect them.” He also described them hosing people down, locking people in a room without a mattress, having bars 

everywhere, and packing 30 beds into a room. Russell is planning on writing more about his later life in his book, but has 

yet to complete those sections. 

Russell has worked many different jobs since then, including as a dishwasher, maintenance, working at a liquor store, 

and even piece work way back in the day. When I asked Russell about his piece work he said that he had worked in an 

office stuffing envelopes and sending letters. Russell has faced many challenges in his life, but he has never given up or 

let those challenges stop him. Russell has a brother who lives in Springfield, but most of his other family lives far away, 

which has been difficult at times. One thing that has helped him maintain his resilience is his faith. He has gone to 

church every Sunday throughout his life, and said that his faith has helped him through tough times. Although things are 

uncertain at the moment, Russell is looking forward to finding and working at his next job, and adding on to the story of 

his life. 

Needle Safety and Overdose Education 

Do you know someone who uses opiates and/or IV drugs? Are you wor-

ried about their health and safety? ACC would like to help! Come to our 

incubator meeting Wednesday, December 7th from 10 am to 11:30 am in 

the office to participate in an educational talk about Tapestry Health—a 

local needle exchange program—and the services that they offer. Brita 

Loftus and Jill Shanahan will be coming in to speak about needle safety 

and the needle exchange program at Tapestry, as well as about Narcan, a 

medication that can reverse opiate overdoses and save countless lives. Get 

educated, and learn how to be prepared for an opiate overdose—you 

might just save a life!  

Russell washed dishes at UMass for 16 years 

before losing his job. 



Everything You Need 
By Abra Lipton 

Linda* explains that permaculture is, “everything you need to sur-

vive,” where, “everything feeds everything.” It’s an agricultural sys-

tem in which everything is sustainable and self-sufficient. The word 

permaculture is made up of the words permanent and agriculture, 

the idea is to creatively design ethical agricultural systems that can 

rely on each other to be sustainable, like what you would find in na-

ture. Permaculture is Linda’s passion, her goal is to be self-

sustainable on her own land, but there have been hurdles in achiev-

ing this goal. 

Linda has lived in the Valley for 35 years as a mother, a business 

owner, and a permaculture designer. She did everything right in 

terms of housing—she saved up money from her small business and 

bought a house in the hill towns. Linda planted fruit trees and start-

ed permaculture systems around her house. Then, she started hav-

ing seizures in her sleep. Her doctor told her that she was having 

them because of chemical sensitivity and the people burning wood in 

the surrounding area. As the seizures grew worse and more frequent, with a heavy heart, Linda knew she had to sell her 

house and find a different living situation for her own safety. However, the stock market crashed before she could sell it 

and she ended up losing a lot of money and becoming homeless. 

She knew she couldn’t live in subsidized housing or stay in shelters because of her chemical sensitivity—they have ten-

ants who smoke and use harsh chemicals to clean. Linda decided to move off the grid, where she wouldn’t have to worry 

about her chemical sensitivity and could start her permaculture business. Linda had always done “jay of all trades” jobs, 

was a personal care assistant (PCA), and had taken real estate classes so she knew about financing. She took out a seven-

year contract to buy a 20+ acre plot, but on the seventh year one of her PCA patients died and the other went to a facili-

ty. She was out of a job and had to take another year to pay off her loan. 

Meanwhile, the unemployment office told her that if she finished her bachelor’s degree, that she started over thirty years 

ago at UMass, she would receive more unemployment benefits while she was trying to get back on her feet. Now, Linda 

is finishing up her degree at Greenfield Community College in the 

food and farming department. She’s minoring in alternative energy 

and already has received her renewable energy certificate, and her 

permaculture certificate this past summer. She’s racing to finish 

her degree this spring, so she has been taking summer classes and 

will be doing a winter session. She’s doing all of this while living on 

her land. She hasn’t had the means to build a conventional house 

and she’s struggled to build what she has, but every year Linda’s 

property evolves closer towards her vision. 

The first year on her land, Linda bought a cheap tent and sleeping 

bag from Walmart. Since then she has slowly expanded her housing 

to a shelter consisting of two motor homes, a green house, sheds, a 

metal dome, and an underground shelter. Linda told me that she 

has spent her energy on her children for many years and, “now that 

I have my life to myself, I have the same motivation, I just have to 

take care of myself.” This energy she has, is going into figuring out 

an appropriate housing situation by working with ACC’s staff. Linda 

has been working with ACC for over 2 years now to figure out a proper living situation and she says, “I still have some 

fire!” Linda’s determination has showed itself not only on her land, but also in her schoolwork and her work with ACC. 

She plans on getting cows, goats, rabbits, and chickens for her property. These animals will become a part of the perma-

culture design, producing manure for the crops, milk, eggs, and the chickens will eat harmful bugs. In the future, Linda 

wants to bring permaculture to others, and do what she’s done on her property for other people. 

*Linda’s name has been changed for privacy purposes. 

A map Linda created of her property, including the 

current permaculture designs. 

Linda created a timeline of her different shelters 

for a class she is taking. 
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Finding Hope 
Cont. from pg.1 

as many homeless individuals are missing key parts of the applications), Joan 

was disappointed, but not ready to quit. She came right back into ACC and 

worked on finishing up her applications—it’s a slow and tedious process, but 

Joan has been determined to fight for the housing she deserves. Now that Joan is 

a part of the Housing First Program, she’s working even harder to find a place to 

call her own. 

In Joan’s spare time, she enjoys crocheting and using looms to create hats, blan-
kets, and even curtains and pillows. She started crocheting when she was 14 
years old, and started using her loom 3 years ago. She doesn’t charge for her cre-
ations, only asks that if you want something that you buy the yarn. Joan has a 
passion for giving back, when she was leaving our interview session, the first 
thing she asked was if she could volunteer at ACC and help other people once she 
got back on her feet. 

Joan’s creations are not only beautiful, but she puts careful thought into the 
meaning of each color used. The creation above is a representation of her 
time here working with the staff at ACC and was given to our executive direc-
tor. The yellow stands for her smile and the encouragement she received 
from people in the office. The green represents all of the hard work that Joan 
did to file an assortment of applications for housing and benefits. Then the 
red shows a snag in the applications, many of them were returned and she 
needed to include more information to meet the requirements. The return to 
the yellow signifies the red times smoothing out, she got her birth certificate 
and finally completed the applications. Then the journey starts again with the 
green and the next strand of yellow is hope for the Housing First lottery 
drawing. Lastly, Joan says that the pink means that, “I have heartful love 
again, that someone is going to help me permanently.” All of the staff here at 
ACC would like to congratulate Joan on completing her applications and win-
ning the lottery, we look forward to working with her further and finding her 
a permanent living situation! 

Meet The Team 
Kyra Simpson 

Kyra says that she chose to volunteer at ACC because she is very passionate about 
helping people—specifically in helping marginalized populations. In coming to 
work at ACC, Kyra wanted to contribute whatever she could towards helping indi-
viduals who are homeless connect with the resources that they need in order to im-
prove their situations. She also wanted to better understand what it means to be 
homeless and how to help individuals who are homeless. ACC is a good fit for her 
because she is working towards becoming a social worker—Kyra is in her last year 
as a Psychology major at UMass, and is applying to graduate school for social work 
in the fall. ACC, as a small non-profit, has allowed her to get firsthand experience 
working one-on-one with individuals to help them with a variety of issues that they 
may be struggling with. Kyra says that, “this experience has been invaluable for me, 
and has helped affirm my decision to become a social worker. I have learned an 
immense amount about how to work with and help people, and a lot about myself.” 

In Kyra’s free time, she enjoys dance—such as ballet and contemporary—as well as 
horseback riding and rock climbing. She says that she also likes to relax and watch 
television at her house, going on hikes, reading and writing. Her strengths include 
conducting research and writing about what she has learned, using graphic design 
to create eye-catching flyers and posters, and relating to the people that she works 
with at ACC. As the events coordinator for ACC, Kyra stays very organized—keeping 
track of all of ACC’s events and making sure that they all happen as planned. She 
explains that being ACC’s event coordinator takes a lot of planning and fore-
thought, but this position has allowed her to improve on many different skills while 
working at ACC. 

Kyra, pictured, wants to become a 

social worker after she graduates.  

Some of Joan’s creations. 



The Challenge 
By Abra Lipton 

Being at the bottom is a challenge, a challenge that ACC 

strives to help people through. There are other programs in 

the area that also strive to help, that ACC oftentimes relies 

on. Brenda Berge Galloway is a community health worker for 

the Department for Community Health at Mercy Medical 

Center. Her job includes helping people get MassHealth, 

whether that be helping them with the application, or help-

ing them to keep their health insurance benefits. She can al-

so assist in applying for and navigating SNAP benefits. 

Brenda explained to me that she found the job 16 years ago 

when she was a professional volunteer in the local school 

system. Her friend let her know that they had a position in 

the Department of Community Health, through AmeriCorps 

Vista. Brenda explains that she feels like she just fell right into 

this career, “and so I got bit in.” 

Outside of helping people through her work, Brenda is a mother and a grandmother. She’s also getting mar-

ried on January 1st, which she tells me, “a whole new world has opened up in front of me.” She enjoys travel-

ling, and has travelled up and down the east coast as well as Texas. Her youngest son is stationed in Japan, so 

their future goal is to visit him there. 

Brenda says that the most important change MassHealth needs to make is how they contact people. Many 

homeless individuals are transient, and when MassHealth can’t contact them, they unenroll them. She ex-

plains that it’s important to keep your address current, if you need a permanent mailing address, consider us-

ing ACC’s address. To do so, you must come into the office to fill out a waiver. 

Brenda’s services are easy to access; she calls herself the “wanderer”. She’s in a different town every day, and 

sometimes travels to two different towns in one day. Her office is at the Mercy Medical Center in Springfield, 

but she goes to Amherst, Northampton, and Westfield regularly, as well as Greenfield on occasion. She’s in 

Amherst every Wednesday morning at the Wednesday Community Breakfasts in the Unitarian Meetinghouse. 

Brenda explains to me that her job is challenging at times—she wishes that everyone who needs MassHealth 

and SNAP benefits could easily access them. We joked together about how difficult applications can be for 

everyone, and then spoke seriously about the challenges those of us who are less fortunate may experience. 

Homeless individuals often lose important documents or have them stolen from them, as well as a lack of a 

permanent address and little access to computers. Most of 

MassHealth’s communications are through snail mail or 

telephone calls. Brenda is determined to help with all of 

this. Brenda and staff members at ACC can help to re-

trieve necessary documents, and here in the office we have 

computers with internet access, as well as a phone and 

applications for free cell phones. Brenda explains that she 

doesn’t back down from these challenges or any others, 

“that’s why I love my job; I love a challenge, that harder 

the case the better.” 

Brenda can be met with every Wednesday morning at the 

breakfast in the Unitarian Meetinghouse. 

Brenda, pictured left, has been working for the 

Department for Community Health for 16 years. 
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ACC’S OFFICE HOURS 
Monday—Friday: 9-noon walk ins; noon—5 by 

appointment at ACC’s office 

Tuesday & Thursday: 2-5 at the Jones Library 

Contact us at (413) 345-0737 

Located in the Amherst Unitarian Meeting-

house 

121 North Pleasant Street, P.O. Box 141        

Amherst, MA 01004  


