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REWRITING HIS FUTURE Jason Carney was a skinhead wannabe who hated gays and minorities. What happened to change his life?

	By Linda Jones

Dallas Morning News Staff Writer



I am a redneck poet 

I tell it like it is 

-Jason Carney 

It is easier for Jason Carney to talk about the present than to ruminate about his past. 

He'd rather talk about his life as a passionate poet who recites words condemning bigotry and hate than recall the days of being a self-described drug-abusing, gay-bashing, skinhead "wannabe" who showed little respect for anyone who was not white. 

And it is far easier for 29-year-old Jason to talk about learning to be a man than to talk about being raped by one. 

Jason is on a journey to overcome a past he is not proud of. He uses poetry to help him heal. He has received some acclaim for his work and hopes that, in some way, his words will help make up for the harm he has caused others and steer him on a path to a better life. 

I am a man who does not know how to love. 

The back-room booths of the all-night porn shop on Harry Hines Boulevard, where men rendezvous with other men, reek of urine and defecation. At age 17, angry and high on cocaine, Jason comes here to wait for the men he despises. He wants to punish the ones who desire other men. The men who come here remind him of the man who stripped him of his childhood innocence and forced him to perform acts he did not understand. 

"For a long time, homosexuality meant that man . . . with his hand around my mouth, raping me," Jason recalls. "I felt real dirty inside." 

The acts made him ponder his own sexuality. Did what Jason was forced to do make him gay? 

Years later, inside one of the dark and dingy back-room booths at the porn shop, Jason takes his anger and confusion out on the old man he finds sitting inside. 

"He was a scrawny, skinny thing," Jason says. "An old, withered-up man with glasses. He was sitting on his knees. I remember he licked his lips. I kicked him in the face. I shut the door and locked us in. I took a folding chair and hit him with it. He sat there crying, and I just kept kicking him." 

On other nights, in similar settings, there would be other men for Jason to abuse whenever he felt like seeking revenge. 

"For a long time, my hatred was against gay people. I had disgust for men who had sex with other men. I associated them with what happened to me." 

The dark years, Jason says, were between the ages of 5 and 8. Some scenes are hazy, others are disturbingly clear. Once, the man took him and a prostitute to a hotel room. The man had sex with the prostitute and made Jason watch. Then he made Jason have sex with him. Jason was barely 6 years old. 

my southern heritage 

came clothed in white sheets; 

At least once a month, members of the Ku Klux Klan congregated at an intersection not far from Jason's home. 

"They didn't have their faces covered, but they had their robes on," Jason says, remembering how the Klan members, holding placards espousing racist views, stood on the corner as naturally as "teenagers having a car wash." 

"I'm not trying to ruin the reputation of Mesquite, because it's a nice place to live. But when I was growing up there, there were people who had some wrong thoughts." 

Jason admits he was one of them. 

He says he was not a follower of the Klan, but admits his views about some things were probably not much different from those of the group. 

"My attitude about blacks was they perpetrated expletive on themselves. I thought they were all on welfare and they always committed crimes. 

"I had black friends in high school and Hispanic friends, too. I never really went and did anything in those communities that were racist, but if I got in a fight with a black guy, the first word out of my mouth was "nigger.' " 

While attending North Mesquite High School, Jason hung out with youths who considered themselves skinheads. Some skinhead groups are known for rowdyism, racism, even fascism, and committing hate crimes against minorities and gays. 

Jason says he never officially belonged to a skinhead group, but his behavior and that of some of the youths he hung out with smacked of the life. 

"I was a wannabe," he says. "I was someone who acted out on those things." 

Jason and his buddies got their kicks out of cruising around town, beating and robbing innocent people, particularly men they thought were homosexuals. 

For more fun, they would take crossbows and arrows to traffic intersections and take potshots at drivers. 

Deborah Bourgeois, Jason's mother, says even though racial intolerance was not taught in their home, Jason got unhealthy doses of it from other family members. 

"Jason doesn't come from a family of bleeding-heart liberals," says Ms. Bourgeois. "His great-grandfather was such a racist. If there was a black man on the cover of TV Guide, he would rip the pages off. It would be years before he stopped using the N-word in my presence. Jason was exposed to all of that." 

Ms. Bourgeois says her son may have had behavioral problems, but he wasn't dumb. Jason was a smart student who loved to read and was so fond of writing that he carried a thesaurus around in high school. He developed an early interest in poetry when he won a second-grade contest for a poem he wrote called Love Is. 

Ms. Bourgeois knew Jason had a lot of anger as a youth but says she wasn't aware just how troubled her only child was. 

"I think it's very probable that Jason was molested by someone," she says. "I try to talk to him about it, but he doesn't want to discuss it with me." 

When Jason was a student, she says, his clean-cut appearance didn't fit her stereotype image of a troublemaker. 

"I believed Jason was what he appeared to be: a nice, clean-cut man who did what his mother told him to do," says his mother. 

At the time, Jason didn't wear a buzz haircut or sport tattoos often associated with the skinhead look. And some of the tattoos he wears today - an Asian woman on one arm and a bumblebee on his chest - are hardly symbolic of skinhead culture. 

"Jason was very preppy," his mother says. "He wore his little leather jacket, and looked like a male model who should have been on the cover of GQ magazine. But he wasn't that way at all." 

Jason says he looked so innocent in high school that he made the perfect decoy when he and his friends conspired to set up unsuspecting people to beat and rob. 

Ms. Bourgeois says she blames herself for not monitoring Jason more closely. She was having her own struggles. 

She was 17 when Jason was born. She was divorced when Jason was 4; his father eventually moved out of state. She struggled to raise her son alone while trying to complete her education. Forced to drop out of high school when she got pregnant, she earned her GED and eventually graduated from college and attended law school. She later became a high school teacher. She remarried when Jason was 12. The marriage failed and the close relationship Jason had with his stepfather ended, leaving mother and son depressed. 

Ms. Bourgeois says she did not always do the best job of supervising Jason, especially during his teen years. 

"Sometimes I'm amazed at what a stupid parent I was," she says. She points to the time she left Jason in Dallas when he was 17 to take a job in Florida. She left him because she didn't want to interrupt his senior year. She says she was also depressed over her divorce and needed a change. 

Jason, who had the keys to the house, the Honda Accord and a steady allowance from his mother, abused his independence. He was using drugs heavily and turned the house into a hangout for his friends. 

"I didn't think we were gonna get through that period," says Jason's grandmother, Freeda Arnold, who lived nearby and walked in on one of his house parties. Ms. Arnold and Jason's mother decided he would be better off in Florida. But moving did not stop him from using drugs. And from doing what he could to support his habit. 

He started stealing from his mother. She confronted him about jewelry he had stolen. It was time, she decided, to get her son some help. 

Jason also knew it was time. 

"I was angry at first, but I knew I needed help." 

You reformed me from blindness 

from wearing that name of ignorance 

from being a beater of men 

men like you 

"Patrick was prissy. He did his fingernails. I couldn't stand him." 

Jason was in the drug treatment program at Green Oaks Behavioral Health Care Services when he met Patrick, a patient who was openly gay. 

It was Jason's first encounter with a gay man he was not trying to beat up. He wanted to keep his distance, but Patrick wanted to be friends. 

"I was sitting in the main living area by myself smoking a cigarette. Patrick came up and started smoking, and we started talking. We'd meet there every day and talk for a while." 

The casual conversations turned into open discussions about race and sexuality. Patrick challenged Jason about his attitudes toward minorities and homosexuals. He forced Jason to think about how it felt to be a victim of racism and homophobia. 

"He opened up my mind," Jason says. Patrick also helped Jason clear up the lingering confusion caused by the man who molested him as a child. Patrick assured Jason that being raped by a man did not make him gay. 

Patrick died shortly after leaving Green Oaks, Jason says, leaving a legacy of humanity. 

"Being with Patrick was healing," he says. "He totally changed the way I thought about things." 

Jason left Green Oaks after three months and spent the next few years trying to find his place. He lived briefly with his grandmother, then moved to Illinois to spend time with his father. It was the spring of 1989, and he was 19. He left his father's home after only a month and joined his mother, who was working in Utah. He found a job at a men's clothing store. By that time, he started seeking a spiritual foundation for his life. He started reading Eastern philosophy and works on self-healing. He tried meditation. He joined Alcoholics Anonymous. 

Restless, he moved back to Dallas a few months later. He took on a series of odd jobs. He worked as waiter, bartender, even as a clerk in a video porn shop where, ironically, part of his job was to bounce the men he used to beat. He got married briefly, to a woman he met while working at a clothing store. 

"I think we were both looking for something to make us whole and happy," he says. 

They parted amicably after six months; they simply were not compatible. 

By the time he was 26, Jason was bored, depressed over his divorce, and had slipped back into drug abuse. 

To save himself, he reacquainted himself with writing and poured his feelings into his poems. 

I can hear you Rick Bednarski 

breathing . . . 

frantic in your jail cell . . . 

. . . he was such an easy target on his knees . . . 

never even knew what hit him. 

until he felt the sinus clear from the removal of the back of his cranium . . . 

Deep Ellum nightclubs and other literary venues replaced seedy bookstores as Jason's hangouts. He became adept at slam poetry, where the spoken word is delivered expressively and irreverently. 

Jason's work was raw, rude and sexually explicit. But much of it was confessional and dealt with social issues. 

"The time I met Jason, he was kind of like apologizing for his past," says Clebo Rainey, guru of slam poetry in Dallas and the man Jason considers his mentor. 

"Sometimes his poems were filled with so much guilt you'd want to slap him." 

In one poem, Jason addresses the senselessness of a murder committed in 1988 by someone he knew. Richard Lee Bednarski Jr. and some of his classmates at North Mesquite High School went to Reverchon Park in Oak Lawn to torment homosexuals. Two men, John Lloyd Griffin, 27, and Lee Trimble, 34, were shot to death. Mr. Bednarski was convicted and sentenced to 30 years in prison. 

"That experience, to me, made us all accountable," says Jason, who was not part of the group in the park but knew some of them. "The way those dudes thought at the time wasn't an isolated thing at North Mesquite. Some of the feelings they had at the time I'm sure were mine." He says he now regrets having such thoughts. 

Jason's friend Jason Edwards, a gay poet who is outspoken on issues affecting Dallas' gay and lesbian community, says it was at first a challenge to accept Jason as a friend because of his homophobic past. 

"At first it was a little hard to hear his story and say, "OK, I'm going to be friends with you,' says Mr. Edwards, who has known Jason for about three years. "But Jason really connected with me through his poetry." 

then these lessons are mine to see the truth of. 

find the responsibility to teach to my little girl 

. . . she is half Thai 

half Irish Choctaw and snuff 

she will speak in multicultural phrases; 

combine Thai Laotian and hick. 

sabadi ka, y'all! 

Jason traveled further down his path to tolerance when his gay friend, Jason Edwards, introduced him to his mixed-race friend, Lisa Chesley. Lisa, who is part Thai, soon gave birth to Jason's daughter, Olivia. 

Jason and Lisa have had their differences as a couple, but he says they are of one accord when it comes to seeing that their 1-year-old daughter is exposed to a diverse mix of cultures. 

"She'll get to be raised eating sweet iced tea and grits with me and having egg rolls with Mimi, her Asian grandmother," he says. "I'm glad my daughter will have a chance to get to know her heritage." 

Jason's poems that express racial sentiments also lead to a special friendship with GNO, a popular African-American poet in Dallas. 

"He's a universal poet, and his message is solid," says GNO, who has invited Jason to read at Sankofa's during open-mike nights. The literary club is frequented by African-Americans. 

He says Jason has the courage to take his own race to task for acts of bigotry without denying his heritage at the same time. 

GNO recently co-founded a small publishing press and plans to print Jason's book of poems, Flesh Is the Only Lucid Language. 

The irony of Jason, a white man, being the first author client of this black-owned publishing company does not go unnoticed. 

"We are validating each other in a sense," GNO says. 

I am a redneck poet 

I'm gonna transcend the mythology 

stereotypical images of where I come from 

translate the ebonics of heehaw 

It is an August evening in Chicago and it's showtime at the 10th annual National Poetry Slam. 

Jason and more than 200 slam poets think they are tough enough to bring the house down. 

He has made it to the finals in the individual competition with about a dozen others. 

With three minutes to stir emotions, he tries to stay focused and keep his own emotions under control. 

The theater is jammed with 3,000 people waiting to hear his words. 

"It was pitch black out there," Jason recalls. Sweaty and nervous, he closed his eyes and offered his favorite performance piece: "My Southern Heritage." 

"When I finished the poem, I saw people standing up . . ." 

Jason won a trophy, $100 and fourth place as one of the top slam poets in the nation. 

"I felt like a real poet," he says. 

I am a redneck poet . . . 

educated sexist; 

believin a woman's place is no longer in the home 

hell; somebody got to support 

my lazy worthless unemployed poetic ass. 

Jason's journey continues. He still thinks about his past, but he is no longer haunted by it. He wants to be solvent enough to move out of the home he shares with his mother and grandmother. He wants to be a more responsible father to Olivia. He hopes to stay away from drugs. 

He wants to make his living as a poet and is collaborating with his mentor, Clebo Rainey, to perform together. He has been approached by colleges to do workshops and perform. 

He feels the recognition as one of the top slam poets validates him as a legitimate poet. And because of the message, he wants to convey that he feels his moment of fame moved him a step closer to his desire of atoning for the past. 

"I'm trying to move away from the image of being racist and rough," he says.   “I see part of this as making amends.”

