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As featured dancers with the
Czechoslovakian npatlonal dance
troup, “Sluk,” Jose! and Katarina
Semfjan bad successful and interest-
Ing careers, They had toured every
couniry in the world except Japan
and Australln. When not dancing be-
fore an nudlcnce, they learned new

pleces, graphed, and taught
bolh (olk dundnz and baltet.

Last November, on the last leg of
their cighth US. tour, they decided
to defect.

“We had dlscussed it before,” says
Jose! Semjan through his interpret-
er, friend and mentor Milgn Straka,
a restdent of Farmington Hillls, “but
we were reluctant to leave our par-
cats and families and give up our ca-
reers for an unknown future. In the
end, the pull of artistic and religious
freedom was irresistible.”

People defect [n different ways, In
the Semjans' case, they had friends
In this’ country who walked away
with their belonglngs, one plece at a
time. When thelr possessions were
gone, the Samjans walked away
themselves.

“We had known Milan i Czecho-
slovakia, and we had met with him
and Eleanor (hls wife) several times
on other (U.S.) tours,” sald Katarina
Semfan, “We came from Seattle to
Farmington Hills and stayed with
them until we could flnd emplay-
ment and afford an apartment of our
own. The International Institute as-

From Czechoslovakia
Professional dancers defected to find new careers

It is not easy to
change a
litestyle. But we
know that we
have to learn the
language before
we can attempt
fo resume our
professional
careers and in
the meantime we
have to support
ourselyes.’

— Josef Semjan

soup. Here, there Is everything you
could possibly want.”

Since she didn’t yet bave a valld
driver’s license, she blked to the

stere, She laughs at the ume she
wheeled the bicycle inslde the store
to safeguard It, and the clerk, who
dida’t speak Czechoslovakiazn, had to
use sign language to assure her that
her vehicle would be better off out-

slde.
In addltion to kitchen English, Ka-

. sisted us in filing papers 4
pollUcnl asylum, which, after sever-
al interviews with authorities, was
granted Feb. 17,
The Semjans will be cliglble to ap-
ply for cltizenship February 17,
90,

STRAKA EMPLOYS Josef In his
Warren machine ahop, and, eventual-
ly, Katarina found a job housckeep-
ing In a large hotel.

For a white, though, she was home
alone while the others werked, and
she dld a Jot of cooklng.

“The supermarkets here are like a
miracle,” she says. “At home, we
would literally walk from store to
store looking for carrots to put In

Group provides parents with needed support and advocacy

By Larry O'Connor
staff writor

LAUGHTER SERVES only to in+
terrupt the tears,

The people aitting on the couch In
the church reading arca all share
ope thing In common: They have a
family member with AIDS.

‘My brother was up vacuuming
the house three days before he died,”
one woman said.

“My brother is like that, too," an-
other worman sald. “He'll be up run-
ning around all day and then he'll be
1n bed the next.”

“I always held out for hope,” sald
a third woman, the mother of a son

i:::t 2 virus’ But cvcryonn tellsme
wetoface it"”

Their toplcs jump back and forth
— how Insurance companles tried to
deny the loved ones medical cover-
age by ralsing premiums; the color
of the akin brought on by tho ravages
of the disease.

They also share lighthearted ane
dotes, memories that will only be
reminisced about with the help of 2
photo album.

Without benefit ol a pencll or pa-
per, they are abla to draw a sketch
of thelr son or brother,

In the group Is & woman whose
brother recently .died of AIDS, a
mother and a slster of another per-
son who has the discase and a man

whose son was fust diagnosed a3 HIV .

posltive, meaning he stands a strong
riskof dweloylnz AIDS
are hard o como by, but
In mmng. mcy find - they're not
" hete growp s only oo of
r group is only one of many at
tho monthly Parents FLAG/Detrolt
meetiog, which takes place at Lu-
theran Church of the Muuxln Troy.
Parents FLAG Is a sup] P
for mothers and fathers o homosnx-
ual men and women.

tarinn attended Eugluh language
classes at Fi Hills High
School four times a weck, whlla
Josel, who was working, attended
fewer classes, Today, they each take
two classes a week, driving from
thelr apartment in Wixom to Farm-
ington Hills. And, of course, they
both are learning the unique native
dlalect that is TV,

“It's oot easy to change a life-
style,” said Jose!, “But we know that
wae have to learn tho langunge before
we can attempt to resume our pro-
fessional eareers, and in the mean-
time we have to support ourselves.”

IN THE PAST few months, the
Semjans bave danced with the

IN EACH cluster,

[riends of homosexuals.

people grapple
with the various aspects that come
with being the parents, relatlves or

Brighton Baltet Company and were
featured at a folk dance festival
sponsored by tho International Insti-
tute. In_addition, they have per-
formed with several Jocal Czech folk
groups, including one founded by

Straka soon after he settled here in
. 19869,

And, like all good Americans, they
jog to keep ln shape,

In 1983, Katarina danced at Epcot
Center for a month with Sluk, and
the Semjans hove sent a Jester offer-
llng their talents to the Disney en-

e 3

“Epcot Center likes to book au-
thentic folk dancers as guest per-
formers, as does Busch Gardens,”
Josef sald. Eventually, the palr ex-
peets to make a living teaching bal-
let and folk dancing, appearing as
{eatured dancers, and chorcograph-
Ing. Canada is rich with opportuni.
tles for them, but mot until thelr
American citizenshlp becomes final.

Katarina has an interest in learn-
ing cosmetology. “All the Sluk danc-
crs are tralned in applying their own
make-up,” she said, “and I always
enjoyed helping the other members
of the troup with theirs.” A friend
wilh a salon in Dearborn has offered
o help her if she decides to enter the
professlon,

WHAT KATARINA really wants
to do is get married. Yes, she and
Jose! bave been married for two
years, but it was a clvil service, as
religlous ceremonles are banned in
Czechoslovakia. Now, she wants as
big wedding at the newly-consecrat-
ed Sts. Cyril & Methodius Slovak
Roman Catholie Church n Sterling
Helghts,

Her eyes sparkle when she talks
about the white dress she will wear,
The wedding must wait, however,
unlu the couple ean afford to bring

eir parents over, so it could be
some time away,

Josef and Katarina Semjan are
not chlldren. She is 28; he s 40.

But they are so enthusiastic for
thelr new life and its possibllities, 20
cager to learn and cxplore, 50 excits
ed and happy about thelir prospects,
that they appear to be much
younger,

As one group talks about AIDS, an-
other group {s made up of spouses of
gays. They are jolned by & group of
new parents or relntives, ones who

“to hear your son or daughter Is gay,'

Josef and Kalarina Somjon perform in freedom  The couple were the premicr gsolo dancers of’
for the first time at the Internationalinstitute's

international Folk Dance Festival this spring.

FLAG

have recently heard the common re+
frain, "I have something to tell you
W

“Oiten it's a very traumatle thing
sald Harriet Dart of Farmington,
who 1s the founder of Parent FLAG/
Detroit. “It's not semething you
want to go next door and talk to your
neighbar about.”

&pednlly In these times of

bobla, where vio-

the Slovak State Folk Ensemble “Sluk."

‘It's a very traumatic thing to hear your
son or daughter is gay. It's not .
something you want to go next door
and talk to your neighbor about.’_.

Harriet Dart founder of Parent FLAG/Detroit

PSS Sy eyt & datinr g 99

lence against homosexuals is on an
increase.

BUT MANY parents, themselves,
don't always rcact In a nurturing
way when a s0n or daughter drops
the news they are gay. Some parents
Immediately shun thelr childres, os-
traclzing them from the famlly,

Even the most understanding par-
ents talk about h:cllnp of shock and

gullt
“What I find s with the mother
the reaction Is, bet is galna o hnp-
pen to my child?’ Often there
homuphnbln {ear of what might hxp-
pen,” sald Dalo Ross, a Southfield-
based social worknr who counsels
many homosexuals in the area.

"With the !llhcr, 1t's the oppasite
reaction, They are fearful of what
that child is xulng 1o do to the repu-
tation of the family outside in the
nejghborbood."”

The Federation of Parents and
Friends of Lesblans and Gaya Inc,
was founded In 1973 {n New York to
quell those fears and misconceps
tions. Today, approximalely 200
chapters of Parents FLAG exist In
the country.

TOE METRO area dlda't have a
chapter until three years ago, Har-
riet Dart, whose son s gay, formed
the chapter along wilh ber bushand,
Blll, after the family moved from
Rochester, N.Y. \

Today, anywhere from 00 to 90
people attend meetinga that “take

. s

. place the sccond Sunday of the

month at Church of the Master in

Troy.

Scattered In the crowd ave friends
and homosexuals themsclves along
with parents.

‘The p of the group is pot
only to help parents work through
their feclings of shock or anger, but

- to educate as well,

ANSWERS WERE In short supply
three years ago when a Troy mother
was told by her son one weekend
that he was gay.

“There was a tremendous amount
of gull! on my husband and my

rt,” sald Mary (not her real name).
“We thought, “There was something
we did to cause this’ Tho whole
weekend was spent questloning our
parental role, We had three other
chll#rcn Why him and not them?

“My husband was devastated. 1
think mnybe it was the male-to-male
thing, If it was my daughter instead
of my son, perhaps I would have felt
worse.”
Thelr son’s revelation caught them
by surprise. Ho dated women regu-
larly, Including coe. with whom he
had a serious relationship for. three

l-‘or three months, she and ber hus-
band kept the news to themselves,
Thea they told the rest of the family,

MARY SAID only the youngest son
In the family showed any resentment

at flrst "bccnuse he put his bmlhc:

ona pcduul

haracterized ber son c_.
highly lnmlllgenl, but somewhat of a
lener who nlway: kept her and her
busband at arm’s length, Then she
found out why,

But lnswd of reacting with an-
ger, both she and her husband reas
sured him of their love for him. The
process of educating began.

“I didn't bave "any prejndlces
against gays,” she sald. “But 1 di
have a fot of misconceptions. One of
{he first things I asked my son was if
ho was golng {0 wear a dress or il he
was going to act any differently n}
al”

MARY AND her husband bexli'
readlng about the Issue of hom
muly< Qnickly, Lhe myuu

lypu started to
, Mary was ln munh with:
Dart, wha was startlng the Dcln(t.
FLAG chapter. She still regularly n(.:
tends meetings.

“Every family has somethlng Lg
thelr family lheyn dealing wiily
whether It's drugs or pregnancy,;,
Mary sald. “We were just talking toy,
day In the meeting and one
mentioned ‘Would it be better It
was In jail? or ‘Would It be beﬂerl
my son had dled?* Could you deal

with those situations any better? - M
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