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Elly Was a Normal Baby
" But Then Came 'The Slege

For. the past fifty  years
parents have had a poor press.
Psychiatrists cite case after
case showing that “Parents
are the enemy.” -Novelists. and
playwrights prove that the evil
parents do lives after them,
while the goed is interred long
before their . bones. . “The
Siege,” written by a mother
of four: children who also
teaches -English at a’ com«
munity college, conveys.a dif-
ferent message. This -account
describes: the author’s. efforts
to ‘entice her youngest child
out of the imprisoning security
of_infantiie psychosis into the
perilous. freedom of - human
consciousness ‘ and  choice. It
is mot a fairy tale -story of
suceess. .- There. are no

By HADASSAH F. DAVIS

itself can harm a.child mare.

then most of the conditions
one worries about.”

However a few months later
the doctor to whom Elly.was
taken. for vaccination said, “I
you're not werried, I am.”
He thought there might be
some. physiological deficiency;
but the hospital tests were
negative.. Elly was sent home

with the comment that she .

was “still within the curve
of normal. development.” As
the next months’ passed,
however, Elly.fell further and
further behind normal . ex-
pectations; . she. learned . to
walk easily enough, . but. her
speech. did not improve, and
she gave no indication of
understanding - anything that
was. said - to her. When:. she

was. three the "staff. of the.

Massachusetts = General
Hospital found thdt -ghe "was

the - author * offers no n"agrc‘

teuhmques for cha.nge The
devel .+ she

Wy - healthy " in - svery
way that medical’ techniques
could: test. The dxstmgmshed

come._ by slow.and sometimes
painful steps. But for these
very, reasons the. book makes
fascinating 1eading for’ anyone
who cares. about. children's
growth, or who wonders about
the nature of education. . -
“The Siege” begins with a

picture - of Elly-as a baby of .

eighteen. months, *a tny
golden  child -on.. hands and
knees, circling round and
round - a- spot in mysterious,
self-absorbed delight. . . . She
does mot- see. us af all. . . .

One. speaks to.her loudly
or softly. - There - is ‘“no
response.” - The Parks - had
hegun to- realize..that they
the:spht:of her -as a. ‘‘difficult
baby,”” but they wsre not
serinusly - worried. In - most
ways' Elly seemed healthy, and
happy. She was strong and

- well: coordinatéd: in : the " ae- .

tivities' she" undertook .and
played contentedly in her crib.
- She’.was . never. :mischievous
when crawling - about, - the

house, No:one:had:to.worry -

about - her spillihg ‘soap powder
all:over; the floor ;or sampling
the’ taste- ot turmture pohsh.
She*didn’{- walk . yet,. but late
walking: was. something of a
family. ' characteristic. She

didn’t’ tallc.at all, but' “every
parent. of-a.slow talkerknows
that Einstein didn't talk until
hg was four” Wer. lack of
tritlative, (she never' eiimabed
after _objects- or . pomted at
them), seemed :strange; - her
unresponsiveness, (except at
moments of dJ_.rect physical
contact she seemed unaware
of people’s presence) was
troubling. . But the. Parks had
iearned from ‘the growth  of
their . othér -children that
“‘events usually render wor-
ries irrelevant, and that worry

there offered’. a
- tentative’

of ‘‘autism,” ‘with the. recom-

mendation: “Take her home

. ...'do what yowve been' =

doing i.... . give. her plenty

of: affection’, . ..let me know

how you get along.” - X
Six months  later the

psychiatric - center’s’ -récom-
mendations, . based -on! ex-:

hausﬁve interviews ‘with: Elly

and her parents,’ avoided. the -
terim- “autism,”. but: otfered -

no. more- enlightening insight
into ‘the’ nature of ENy's il-
Inéss, ~6r * the~ prospects . for

cure. The Parks had planned . .

to; spend: the' next -year jin
England, and.the: psychiatrist
adyised them to proceed. with
their plans. He thought that
Ely. needed ' psychiatry, ‘but
there -was no. guarantee+that
2 year's work would. produce
any significant. ehange. . In
England’ ‘the . Parks: ' found
professional . help : which :the
author’ describes - with iwarm
affection, ' - and since * their
return_to :America: they have
made use <of pto{essmnal help
1ty

kiigwledge
- with rega.rd to- Elly’s illness

has  made. - proféssional ; help
necessary to. her’ development
The central: factor: .in -hér
growth. has. beeﬁ the - siege
which ® her parents mounted
as. soon: as . they- recogmzed
her withdrawal, and in’ whith

they have. persisted “for six’

and. a "half’ years. (Elly is
about eight years old at_the
end of the book:)

‘In .&. "series of 'e}uptm
(“Willed Weakness;"” “‘Willed
Bhndness," “Willed " Deate
ness,” " " “Willed " Isolation™),
Clara Park defineg the citadel

" to..which® Ellyhad: retveated,

and describes at the same
time, her ~own efforts to
breach  those imprisoning
walls. She. shows. by what in-
finitesimally . tiny steps Elly
moved ‘toward acknowledzing
her own- capacity for action,
She tells how she taught Elly
to see pictures by relating
the visual.image to :physical

- experience. She describes'the

slow growth of Elly's com-
prehension and the still slower

growth of her voeabulary. She

deseribes  Elly’'s  ever - so
gradual acknowledgement . of
the existence of other people.
As .we . waich Elly’s growth

", in capacity -and her mother’'s

inereasing - skill and insight,
we  become -aware that- we
are-seeing a slow motion study
of human relationship in which

.gome . developments - which
' must usually be inferred, since

they : pass too. quickly to be
seen, are spelled out at length,
and . in' which anomalies. of
growth occur in ways similar

. to? but grealer than those
"observed in “‘normat’’ develoD-

tor chapt?rs follo\v Euy s
jopment’ as she moved out
into’.a world- which included
nursery groups, kxndergarten
and’ the: beginninigs of formal

" learning.- Here we. see .how
‘ well.'she, grasped arithmetical

and spatial relationships, and

‘at; the: same . ime -how her

need’ for exactness blocked
comprehension .of . the most

" ordinary human- and temporal

concepts.” Elly learned fixed
and conventional relationships
without - -any - difficuity, .the -
names and shapes . of
geometric- figures, the cor-
respondence between written
symbols and- spoken words,
the - procession of, week. ‘days,
all’ were easy. But the story
of ttte’ Three Bears, the no-
tions . of . “tomorrow,” or
yesterday " the eor-
respondenice involved | in
greeting. her ' mother, (or
anyone else), r:mwined
beyond her. .

“The :Siege!”” will’ be " poign-
anﬂy interasting . to . parents
faced with similar problexs. It

" will be " helpful - to: all . those

teachels social workers), who
ave . professionally - concerned
with -mental illness in children.
It is, however, more than a
-of useful

or,a layman’s guide to in-
fant psychosis. Clara -Park
has’ wntten a lycid, and mov-
ing, . account. of -a. erucial
human  experience; -She
describes a- typical- situation;
and -within ‘it she. presents ‘a
model . of “all - parental . and
edueative-effort.

“The Slese.-bw Clare Clulhﬂrm Park.
-9 Harcourt, Brace, “and
Woﬂd 5675
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