
 
 
What does it mean to be an American? 
By Stacy Fernandez 
 
 
What does it mean to be an American? 

To some, it's an identity that's closely linked to our basic right to freedom. Or it's gratitude for a 
chance to pursue the American dream, or hope that our nation will become a more equitable 
land. 

The Dallas Morning News put the question to a diverse group of North Texans representing 
many paths in life — from an immigrant embracing her dual identity and a veteran finding new 
beginnings after returning from decades of service to an activist continuing the fight for fair 
policy after experiencing police brutality. 

Despite the unique experiences shaping each person's perception of the country, there are threads 
of sameness in their responses. Here are their views of how being American shaped who they are 
today. 

 

Respect for heritage 
Poonam. 



She takes the extra minute to teach people how to properly pronounce it. 

“Emphasis on the beginning,” Poonam Desai of Dallas says, drawing out the “oo” sound. 

“Nam, like your face is going numb. Poo-numb.” 

There was a time when she went by Pam. Her parents gave her that name in the fourth grade 
because it sounded more American. 

Her family immigrated to the United States from Gujarat, India, in 1980 with a collective $65 in 
their pockets. Though her parents had university educations, both started in entry-level jobs in 
the U.S. Her mom worked at a baby clothes store; her dad flipped burgers at a Burger King, 
despite being a strict vegetarian. 

For a while, they tried to give part of their identities to this country, to assimilate in hopes of 
acceptance. But Desai saw the beauty in her heritage: the dances, the food, the language and the 
community. 

Her name was Pam, until she tucked the missing letters back in. 

“'Wow, I really am not Pam. This doesn't feel like me,'” Desai thought to herself in middle 
school. “And so I started having everyone call me Poonam.” 

When she hears others letting the pronunciation of their names slide, she tells them that it’s 
really important to her to be able to say their names correctly. 

"That's a part of me respecting who you are and where you're from." 

 
Choosing to give back 
With a bottle of Drano in one hand and a Bible in the other, 16-year-old Sharon Herrera was 
ready to die in the bathroom of her childhood home. 

Her Tía Margaret lived down the street and happened to be visiting that day. Margaret walked in 
on her niece in that desperate moment and spoke seven words. 

“I know, mija, you don’t like boys,” recalls Herrera, of Fort Worth. 

She held on to her aunt's acceptance until she was 20 years old, when she came out to family and 
friends. To her surprise, they loved her anyway. 

But she knows that reaction doesn’t happen across the board. In 2010, Herrera started LGBTQ 
S.A.V.E.S., a nonprofit serving the LGBTQ community in Tarrant County. 



Herrera wants to be, quite literally, a lifeline for LGBTQ youth in her community. Nearly all of 
the kids who have attended her youth meetings have attempted suicide, she said, and it breaks 
her heart. 

Marcel Herrera, Sharon’s wife, said she has been awakened at 2 a.m. by the sound of Sharon’s 
phone going off. It’s usually one of the youth group kids calling Sharon to vent, to ask for help 
— in the rough moments, she’s the one they turn to. Every time it happens she remembers why 
Sharon is so needed in the community. 

“No kid should have to go through that,” Sharon Herrera said, remembering her own story. 

 
A new beginning 
Jeff Hensley served his country for 21 years, first as a Navy fighter pilot, then on the ground in 
Iraq. 

After returning home, he and his wife ended their failing marriage. Their three young children 
struggled to cope with the divorce and to understand their father’s military service. 

Hensley gained full custody of the children and reached out to find the kids a therapist. The only 
one with an immediate opening was an equine therapist who integrates horses into counseling. 

Hensley and his kids weren’t horse people, but he figured, “Why not?” 

Session after session, he watched his children grow into themselves. 

“I saw the transformation they had, and that’s what motivated me to go back to school,” Hensley 
said. 

Using the G.I. Bill, Hensley took a leave from his job at United Airlines and enrolled at the 
University of North Texas in 2010. He graduated in 2012 with a master’s in clinical mental 
health counseling. 

Now the Dallas resident takes therapy clients at Equest, a nonprofit therapeutic horseback-riding 
facility. After starting there, he met and married Colleen Ryan-Hensley, a co-worker and fellow 
Navy veteran. 

Hensley is director of Equest’s “Hooves for Heroes” horse therapy program for veterans, active-
duty officers and their families. 

“Veterans come in here, and they at least know that we’ve got a common background,” Hensley 
said. “The defenses come down, and when the defenses come down, then it becomes easier to 
help them.” 



 
Creating a path for others 
Blake Lindsay had been recording in-depth audio descriptions of the art pieces in the Nasher 
Sculpture Center for three hours. At noon, he linked arms with a museum employee to go to 
lunch. The light metronome-like “tap, tap, tap, tap” of his guiding cane introduced him to the 
room. 

Blind since he was 9 months old, Lindsay can't see the art he describes. His audio recordings are 
meant to help other visually impaired people enjoy the art. 

“It’s a country full of people that really care about those with disabilities,” he said of the U.S. 
“It’s just amazing to me how much people want me to live my life to the fullest.” 

Lindsay, who lives in Dallas, credits technological advances for easing his access in life, from 
his text-to-audio keyboard to the Lyft app that he uses to get around. It’s these types of tools that 
have facilitated his many careers. He has worked in banking, with DART and as a voice actor 
and motivational speaker. He currently is communications director for Dallas Lighthouse for the 
Blind. 

For years he was a radio personality at stations including KHKS-FM (106.1), which dubbed him 
Blazin’ Blake for his work blazing the way for people with disabilities. 

 
Family comes first 
After a full day of work as a trial lawyer Shonn Brown had to make a quick stop on her way 
home. Her daughter had just gotten back from Camp Masterchef Junior and needed ingredients 
for the lemon meringue tart recipe she had recently learned. 

It was her daughter who wanted to practice making the sweet treat, but Brown's sentences were 
in the plural. 

“We’re baking. ... We’re practicing. ... We’re making them,” the Dallas resident said. 

Growing up, Brown didn't have a traditional mother-daughter relationship because her mom was 
living with mental illness. But Brown's many aunts were there to lift her up and fill in the gaps. 

Now it’s her turn. Like many women, Brown feels the pressure to do it all, even more as a black 
woman. She’s a lawyer representing Fortune 500 companies in court, a mentor during lunch 
breaks and a volunteer on the weekends. But above everything she’s a mother, sister, friend, 
daughter and wife. 



“The most important thing for me is my kids and my family," she said. "That’s just something 
that I don’t want to get wrong.” 

 
Giving a voice to others  
Mercedes Fulbright of Dallas lay on the floor of the American Airlines Center center in 
meditation. A graduate student at the time, she was taking part in a protest against police 
brutality sparked by the shootings of Eric Garner and Michael Brown. 

Fulbright was among the people doing “die-ins” on the street. She lay peacefully, shutting out 
the world around her, when suddenly she was yanked up and dragged by a police officer. She 
was detained but let go after police decided there were no grounds for arrest. 

“It felt like they didn’t recognize my humanity in that moment,” she said. 

The climate in the U.S. hasn't changed much since that incident four years ago. Fulbright still 
fights for the same causes, helping people in marginalized communities, but she has taken a 
more policy-based approach. Fulbright is the Texas state coordinator for Local Progress, a 
project under the New York-based nonprofit Center for Popular Democracy. 

She wants young girls to see themselves through her and know they can be change makers, that 
they too can have a voice in spaces that historically haven’t represented them. 

 
Kindness of strangers 
When George and Charmaine Tang’s first child was born, they were nervous and scared. It 
wasn’t the first-baby jitters that had them shaken up. It was that their son, Tyler, was premature 
and weighed in at 5 pounds, 7 ounces — almost 2 pounds below the average birth weight. 

“It was such a harrowing experience to know that your hopes and dreams of a family and child 
were in the balance,”  said George, of Dallas. 

The hospital wouldn’t let the pair sleep over in the neonatal intensive care unit. For 12 days, they 
shuttled between their apartment and the NICU. The Tangs put all their trust in the doctors and 
nurses taking care of their baby boy. 

One nurse made a collage for Tyler, filled with polka dot letters and sporty images. 

“This person didn't know Charmaine or myself one bit, but just to extend such great kindness and 
concern for our little guy’s well-being,” George said. “It was just awesome.” 

He felt lucky to live in a country that has both the technology and compassion to help his family. 



The collage is saved away in a box of keepsakes, while 12-year-old Tyler and his 10-year-old 
sister, Charlotte, get to make new memories with their parents. 
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