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CYNTHIA CUPIT SWENSON

(lrcle of Hope

A psychiatrist’s efforts toward youth outreach crosses the Atlantic to West Africa and returns bome

BY COLLEEN TROY *® PHOTOGRAPHS BY JIM GUND

yathia  Cupit  Swenson

occupics a small table a

Kudu Cafe, the coffee shop

she frequents “hecause |

fust miss Africa” she says

poring through an album

of photos. The bload in the

cowrie jcwcir;\ exudes that

quality one oceasionally  encounters: the

completely approachable person vou feel
drwrwn to embrace after vour first mecting.

It's a powerful trait, and one that has no

doubt served her well Swenson is 2

researcher and clinical psychologist at

MUSCL Her work focuses on troubled youth

and families, and she strives to curb family

——

the smiles of Hs children.
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Friends Community Canter in Morth Charle

violence through projects in Colorado,
Connecticut, and Australia, “We work 1o
turn troubled childeen into adults who can
become good parents and ncighbors” she
says, adding that families in Australia are suf-
fering the same stresses and strains as those
hereAnd vet evervwhere we turn, even in
the most troubled communities, there are
wople who care about making the world
setter for their children.”

It is precisely that spirit that drew Swen-
=on 1o Undon Heights, to the Djole Dance and
srumy Group, and altimately 1o an African
an mmed Powertul, whose dream is to end
S HIV/AIDS epidemic thar has brought his

~cloved homeland of Ghana to its knees.

i adE Degan as a rescarch project.

Aembers of the Djole African Dance and Drum Cx

ny practice al Gethser

ights nelghberhood

Uinion Heights is a handscmbhle Community
tucked berween Meeting Street Road and
Spruill Avenue. a North Charleston neigh-
borhood struggling to maintain a fragile
equilibrium. Drugs, crime, poverty—name a

21stcentury urban maiady, and it has taken

up residence here, But aiso resident s a

thriving vein of hope and a committed

cband of adults focused on changing the

future for the youny people in their charge.

Swenson arrived there in the 19908 1o
faunch an MUSC study of Multisystemic
Therapy (MST), which treats the individual
by working to strengthen his or her “habi-
tats” Upon shoring up of the most critical
habitat, the family unit, MST then focuses

on creating a strong, healthy neighborhood,

“When you take on this work, you become a
part of their communities. There’s no holdi ng
back. You've asked to be let into their lives.
You've gained the trust of their community
leaders. You've promised to listen, not tell.”

—Cynthia Swenson, PhDD




1 prayed to the universe to bring people
together...to use music and dance to address
our HIV and environmental problems.”

—Samuel Nkrumab Yeboah, Nkabom founder

Ultimately, the x:idizxting rings of strength can
change entire cities and cultures,

Swenson has seen it happen. In Union
Heights, families in crisis would call her for
help at 4 a.m., and she would come run-
ym’ng. One such night, she recalls turning
the wrong way and finding herself in an
abandoned block, alone with a known
~drug dealer. “He waved me down, and |
stopped.” she savs, noting it was not with-

out some trepidation. °1 figured, ‘This is it;

Members of Diole dance in a circle; they brought back the ceremonial beits from their

I'm putting my trust in this member of my

community.” His message:*Doc. you better
turn around. You're going the wrong way.
and vou'll get a ticket.”

In retrospect, Swenson says she had
worked hard toward that chance encounter.
“When vou take on this work, vou become
a part of their communitics. There's no
holding back. You've asked to be let into
their lves. You've gained the trust of their
community feaders, You've promised to lis-

=

trip to Ghana. Above right: Swenson chats with a Diole dancer after practice.

ten, not tell. And you've proven you're not

‘in it’ with the police. That's when this re
ly starts to work.”

Eventually, funding for Swenson's work i
Union Heights dried up.Yet she lingered, too

personally engaged to leave. Around tha

time, members of the Gethsemani Circle o
Friends Community Center began to form o

children's dance troupe. Specializing in Wess







