AN INTERVIEW WITH ELEGY FOR A SCARRED SHOULDER AUTHOR, 

KAREN S. WILLIAMS

Write a bio about yourself. 

Well, first I’m a native of Inkster, Michigan. A Detroit suburb that many believe that auto mogul Henry Ford developed as part of an experiment to create a model community for black Ford workers. Wrong. He didn’t found the city. Inkster was settled in the 1820’s, and developed officially by Robert Inkster in the 1860’s. But later, in the depression years, he did try to make the city into a model village for Black Ford workers, but that’s a whole story in itself. Anyway. I grew up in the ‘60’s with my dad, then a realtor/x-ray technician (my dad), my mom, a nurse, and my older sister. All of us were extremely close to my maternal grandparents who came to Inkster from Alabama in the 1930’s. 

I spent a lot of my formative years at my maternal grandparent’s house. I credit a lot of my love of history and family history to them, and the many trips I took with them “down South.” My love of African-American history was fostered by my father who reared my sister and I in a highly Afrocentric church until I was 10-11 years old. My life changed drastically, though, when I contracted an abnormal case of the Chicken Pox. It left my skin extremely scarred, and bullying in my life extremely prevalent. So writing and reading, consequently, became a critical form of articulation and healing for me. A life- enricher and life preserver of sorts. Ultimately, after I left public school and transferred into private Christian schools, I entered college bent on becoming the next Jessica Savitch. But God had other plans.

Describe your favorite time to write. 

My best times to write are in the morning. Especially after I spent time alone with God in prayer and bible study. My gears are pretty “kicked in” by then.

You write in multiple genres: poetry, fiction, essay, screenplays and a little magazine. Do you favor one genre over another? 

Yes and no. Sometimes, the poems don’t or won’t come.  I have to be in a certain frame to write poems. Or I had to live certain experiences to write them. Not so much to give me the credibility to write them because one can write about anything with the right research and impetus. But sometimes life has to give you the interest you need to write about certain topics. You have to have deeply personal inner experiences and knowing develop from which to drawn on to write them. So are some of the poems I write very much in my blood. In more ways than one, yes. But when I feel I need a certain kick to write, I love being part of poetry workshops. Writing on demand makes you stay on task, and dig deep. You don’t want to keep writing the same poem over and over again. Right now, though, I’m drafting more essays and magazine pieces. We’ll see where that goes. In any event, writing is pretty cyclical for me. I’ll stay in one genre a while, then move to another, then move back a previous one, then pick up another while working on another. It sounds crazy, but it’s a way of writing I’ve known for a while.

Have you considered writing a novel? 

Actually more than that. I’m nearly done with one. It’s history-driven, too. But I feel like I had to put it aside for a while. It, and I, had to grow more, simmer, and wait for the right time for me to return to it. Once I get two other critical writing projects in the hopper this year, then I’ll return to it. I’m pretty excited about it, too. I love the story and life that’s unfolding on the pages before me. Personal and spiritual transformation, the need for it, the need for us to be transformer in our respective circles, is a big motif in the story.  

Is all of your poetry African-American oriented?

No. I write about whatever grips my interest and heart at the moment. 

Tell me about Elegy for a Scarred Shoulder. Why did you write it?

Here’s the non-academic, non-scientific, non-research-y quick and dirty version of my feelings. Life and history, personal and communal history, offers us a key topic and experience that we confront or confronts us that ought to stir what some call our “holy discontent”. It’s that do-or-die thing that just kicks us in the gut. Ugh. It’s that up-in-your face-thing that we know in our heart of hearts that we must do something. Even in small measure, if that’s all we can do, to see others gripped by this seemingly insurmountable “thing”, whatever that thing is, wholed, healed and contributing to the betterment of our world and theirs, and to their maximum ability. 

Knowing that historically that the longevity of the black community, my community, has had its health – in definitions of the word - imperiled by historical and cultural events to either have been put upon them, or drawn to them or pulled their way by them due to their own vulnerability? That really bothers me. And it should. Higher illness and mortality rates in the black community, in all populations, to me, are a form of bondage. And bondages don’t need to be broken. The need to be destroyed obliterated to the point that the chains that bind cannot be put back together again! 

In my eyes, everyone living, everyone who wants to live, everyone who wants their children and descendants to live, has a right to be freed from whatever binds and imprisons them, health-wise and otherwise. Being privy to this kind of freedom and justice is the only way they can live, and live long enough, to be who they were put here to be. So I like to think that Elegy is my articulation of what has historically ailed our community to the point that the words and the history and sentiment behind these words will stir the holy discontent of people who want to see America, Americans, the vulnerable, healed. People dying for no reason when care is available for them, and they can’t get it or afford or don’t value it, it’s crazy. Things, systems, people, mindsets have got to change!

Name ten quick things people may not know about you:

1. I’d be nothing without a personal relationship with God. I mean that seriously. 

2. I love counseling people – talking and sharing with them, praying with them and for them about what concerns them.

3. For several years, I seriously, seriously pondered entering the seminary.

4. I love Tito Puente. 

5. I don’t eat what my parents made me eat as a child. No cabbage, beets, brussel sprouts, prunes, cauliflower, grits, greens, cornbread, Cream of Wheat, artichokes, asparagus, squash or turkey, unless it’s Cajun fried turkey. I like that.

6. I’ve been to Africa: Senegal and the Gambia. It was a very moving moment when the plane touched down at the airport. I felt like a lost child being returned to her mother. That may sound melodramatic, but that’s how I felt. Home.

7. I love British comedy. Lenny Henry’s “Chef!”, “Desmond’s”, some episodes of “Monty Python” and “Are You Being Served?” crack me up.

8. I used to be a radio deejay in college. I had my own show. 

9. Though I live in a major sports franchise area, basketball, football, hockey don’t interest me. Not to knock others interest in or work in those fields, though. We like what we like.  

10. “It’s A Wonderful Life” is one my favorite movies.  
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