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Do Lemons Have Feathers?

‘I was able to do certain 
things because of autism 
and not in spite of autism.’

DAVID J. BURNS

I love stories! Don’t you? I recently heard the story 
about a guest at a party who’d had too much to drink.

He approached the host and asked the following 
question:

‘Do lemons have feathers?’

‘I beg your pardon?’ the host replied.

‘Do lemons have feathers?’

‘Of course they don’t!’ the host exclaimed.

‘Oh dear. Then I think I’ve just squeezed your pet 
canary into my drink.’
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I found it really funny because I’m a natural when it comes to 
the social faux pas. I’m socially awkward and I guess at times 
people would say I’m a bit like a ‘lemon’.

As I thought about the story and the question posed, I 
began to see something else. The question ‘Do lemons have 
feathers?’ challenged me to think about my life and whether 
or not there was more to someone with autism than meets 
the eye.

Shoppers recognise a lemon by its colour and shape, 
rarely by its smell or what it looks like on the inside. Indeed, 
I’ve never seen someone in a supermarket pick up a lemon 
and check it’s a lemon by putting it to their nose or slicing it 
in half. It is what it is, they conclude, and put it in their basket 
without any further thought.

We all know they are used in food and drink, but I 
wonder if you know the following facts about lemons? A 
lemon really is a fabulous fruit!

They are thought to have originated in northeast India 
– not Italy, France or Florida.

A study of the genetic origin of the lemon shows it to 
be a hybrid of a bitter orange and a citron.

Originally, lemons were mainly used as an ornamental 
plant and for medicine.

Lemons have a short-term preservative effect.

The juice can be used for removing grease and can 
clean stains from clothes.
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The low pH of the juice makes it antibacterial and is 
helpful to fight illness.

The oil from the peel is used in wood cleaner and 
polish, where its solvent properties dissolve old wax, 
fingerprints and dirt.

Lemons contain the following nutrients and minerals:

• thiamine (B1)

• riboflavin (B2)

• niacin (B3)

• pantothenic acid (B5)

• vitamin B6

• folate (B9)

• vitamin A

• vitamin C

• vitamin E

• calcium

• iron

• magnesium

• manganese

• phosphorus
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• potassium

• zinc.

Lemon balm has a calming effect and it is believed that 
breathing in lemon oil can improve concentration and 
alertness.

A lemon’s coagulant properties can help to stop 
bleeding.

Lemon juice can be used as invisible ink, which can 
then be revealed by heat.

When it comes to Asperger’s or high-functioning autism, it’s 
easy to just see the condition and all the negative associations 
we read about in the press. However, if we’re to change 
perceptions, reduce prejudice and help those with autism, we 
have to discover the benefits. Folks, it’s time to stop looking 
at  the obvious and start looking for the significant. Along 
with the difficulties autism brings, there are definite benefits.

I was diagnosed some years ago as an adult on the autistic 
spectrum. I always knew I was different and didn’t quite fit 
in. Although I’d tried to overcome the social awkwardness 
I felt inside, believing it to be natural shyness, I never really 
managed it. I wanted to have friends and be accepted, but I 
just couldn’t work out how to do this or know if people liked 
me. When the diagnosis arrived, I began to understand that 
what I struggled with had a reason. I focussed, to begin with, 
on accepting myself just as I was. I’m not a victim and I don’t 
suffer from autism, but I do understand my limitations. I 
don’t pretend to be what I’m not. I then began to recognise 
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that my autism had its strengths. I was able to do certain 
things because of autism and not in spite of autism. I began to 
see autism as a gift to be used.

When someone says they have Asperger’s syndrome, 
the usual response from people is either silence or sympathy. 
However, my response is to say, ‘That’s great! What are 
the advantages of having Asperger’s?’ What I’ve found is 
that, after the shock of the question, the person in front of 
me starts to change the way they think. That marks a new 
beginning for them.

Some of my children are on the spectrum and autism 
has been an integral part of family life. However, each child is 
an individual with a different personality, different challenges 
and different strengths. I’ve had to get to know each of them 
separately and adjust how I do things. I’ve enjoyed great times 
and I’ve been through some pretty rotten times raising the 
family. However, I believe I have an insight and experience 
that can help others.

On more than one occasion people have said to me that 
my life brings them hope, and when someone says something 
as important as that, I know I need to do something to reach 
out to others. That’s why I’ve written this book. I want to 
help, comfort and bring hope to as many people as I can, 
especially you. I’ve included subjects people have asked 
me about and answered questions about behaviour people 
don’t understand along with suggestions as to what to do. 
(Sometimes doing nothing is the best option.)

You’re probably reading this book either because you’re 
someone with an autism condition or because you’re a 
parent or a teacher of a child with autism or maybe know 
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someone who is gifted in this way. Fundamentally, I want to 
encourage you because we all face tough times. A diagnosis 
of autism is one thing, but living a fulfilling life is quite 
another. That applies to the person with the condition and 
their family. Can you just pause for a moment and pretend 
I’m right beside you? Great. Knowing you’re facing some real 
challenges, right now I want to tell you something.

To the reader with autism I want to say, ‘Your life matters.’
To the parent who’s struggling with a child with autism I 

want to say, ‘You’re not alone.’
To the teacher facing a child with challenging behaviour 

I want to say, ‘Your continued support and encouragement is 
life-changing.’

I’ve chosen these words because they represent perhaps 
the most prominent things I encounter when I talk to people 
with autism, parents or teachers. Many with Asperger’s-type 
autism wonder what life will hold for them and if their life 
is worth living, because people treat them as if they should 
be able to behave in exactly the same way as everyone 
else. They’ve not yet discovered the beauty within and the 
difference they can make in the world. I believe their life 
matters.

Parents, on the other hand, feel alone. The diagnosis 
doesn’t solve the issues and quite often marks the beginning 
of their struggles. They face the fallout of their child’s actions 
and feel isolated from others. The one thing that’s consistent 
is that they don’t know what tomorrow will bring. A phone 
call from the school, a three-day exclusion or a fight in the 
park. Yet, just because their child’s behaviour may seem 
awful, it doesn’t make them a bad parent. It’s not their fault. 
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Behaviour resulting from sensory overload is just that – 
behaviour. Many people face similar situations so I believe 
they are not alone.

Teachers struggle with how to manage a class with a 
child who cannot follow the school’s behaviour policy. There 
are daily incidents and strategies they were told that just don’t 
seem to work. I remember those teachers who encouraged 
me and showed great patience. They understood my 
difficulties, and although autism wasn’t widely diagnosed 
when I was a child, some teachers were kind to me. They 
decided what was important and what was just plain stupid 
or immature. They worked out what I needed to be spoken to 
about and where I needed help. I particularly remember my 
maths teacher. His kindness, support and encouragement 
was life-changing.

The autism I have is at the high-functioning end of the 
spectrum. Previously it might have been called Asperger’s 
syndrome, but now I believe the correct term is autism 
spectrum condition. I can only speak with confidence about 
this end of the spectrum, and severe autism isn’t something 
for which I can devise tried-and-tested strategies from my 
experience as a person with autism or as a parent raising 
children on the spectrum. However, I think I can at least 
encourage you and share in such a way that will enable you 
to see that we all face tough times and we can do it together. 
People who care are such a blessing.

I don’t have an answer as to why I have autism or why you 
face what you do. Life sometimes seems unfair, but I believe 
that some of the things we face help to build character and 
enable us to help others. I love watching films based on true 
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stories, and if you’ve ever watched Zulu, you might recall how 
a regiment of British soldiers survived an encounter with a 
Zulu army that far outnumbered them. One of my favourite 
parts is the reply that comes when Private Thomas Cole asks 
Colour Sergeant Bourne, ‘Why is it us? Why us?’

Bourne replies, ‘Because we’re here, lad. Nobody else. 
Just us.’

Sometimes there’s no reason except that we’re here. 
There’s no one to blame and you’ve not done something 
wrong. It just is. Having said that, I’d like to think that we can 
bring the best out of ourselves and others, and I’ve shared 
some tips I think you’ll find useful, although it’s entirely up to 
you what you decide to do with them. I could have focussed 
purely on the disadvantages of autism, but I’ve deliberately 
taken a positive and uplifting approach because I think, like 
other parents I’ve met, you’d rather I brought you hope. If 
you have an autism condition, you’ll notice I’ve set about 
to encourage you to take a few brave steps. Please don’t give 
up, because, as I’ve found, a step at a time begins a fabulous 
journey to personal freedom.

One last thing. I’ve added a good dose of humour to 
what I’ve written because sometimes it’s just what the doctor 
ordered. Laughter is a great release and is good for us. So 
please laugh out loud – my stories and mishaps are there for 
you to enjoy.


