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By Catherine Condon Gudio

One thing at my age: You know the 
word, but it doesn’t always come out,” 
said Jane Donnelly Birks. 

That is a surprising statement coming from 
a woman who, though almost 90, published 
memoirs in 2010 and 2013 and is currently at 
work on a third. 

Birks’ second memoir, Still Kicking, re-
counts her first marriage to David Donnelly, 
a charming and witty attorney from a promi-
nent St. Paul family. Jane and David Donnelly 
seemed to have it all, including an opulent 
Summit Hill home where they enjoyed enter-
taining friends and business associates. They 
raised two daughters and a son and were ac-
tive in the St. Paul and Minnesota Association 
for Retarded Children (now Arc Greater Twin 
Cities).

However, much of their home life was a 
facade, Birks said. In wrenching detail, her 
memoir describes the exhausting care that 
was required of her developmentally disabled 
son, as well as the pain of her husband’s al-
coholism and other demons that led to their 
divorce.

Still Kicking also chronicles Birks’ mostly 
peaceful years with second husband, Don 
Birks, a businessman and entrepreneur who 
insisted that she learn how to fly his private 
plane. Several chapters of the book focus on 
her traumatic experience flying the aircraft 
when her late husband was too ill to fly it 
himself. 

Birks’ affinity for writing dates back to age 
12 when she penned an illustrated sequel to 
Gone With the Wind. She earned a degree in 
English at the University of Minnesota and 
over the years completed three novels and a 
children’s book. “They all went under the un-
derwear in my drawer,” she said with a laugh.

Birks did send one of the novels to a pub-
lisher. “They liked it. They said the writing 

was very good,” she said. “But they didn’t 
think it had a big enough audience.”

In the 1990s, long after her children had 
grown, she began work on her first memoir, 
Walking a Good Pigeon Toe, as a gift to her 
family. The memoir covers the years 1942 and 
1943 when Birks was a U of M student by the 
name of Jane Wyman living in a Minneapolis 
duplex with her two sisters and her mother, 
who was struggling to raise the three children 
following her own divorce. During that time, 
Birks met a Navy cadet named George Her-
bert Walker Bush who was stationed at the old 
Wold-Chamberlain air base in Minneapolis. 
Though the future president of the United 
States was already engaged to the future Bar-
bara Bush, he and Birks dated casually and 
developed a mutual fondness for one another. 

The memoir also recounts Birks’ meet-
ing with Bush in 1971 when he told her that 
he planned to run for president some day, 
and their telephone conversation in 1988 
when the then vice president was in Min-
nesota campaigning for president. A friend 
sent Walking a Good Pigeon Toe to Bush a few 
years ago, and Bush, in a letter to Birks, said 
he “read every word and liked it immensely,” 
according to the author.

Still Kicking covers the years 1946 to the 
present. It tells the story of her first mar-
riage, a once-happy union that imploded in 
1969. Birks’ two daughters from that mar-
riage graduated from St. Paul Academy, their 
father’s alma mater, attended college out East, 
then married, became mothers and built ca-
reers. Ellen founded a consulting firm, and 
Jane became an accomplished pianist and 
piano teacher. 

Youngest child Davy was diagnosed with 
mental retardation and autism in an era when 
those conditions were largely misunderstood 
and elicited little support. The responsibility 
for raising Davy fell entirely on Birks, who 
could not care for him full-time and watched 

helplessly as he bounced among various foster 
homes and the state hospital in Cambridge. 

Though it was hard to write about, Birks 
relates in Still Kicking how she would nail shut 
the upstairs windows in her house to prevent 
young Davy from jumping out of them. She 
describes what it was like to see Davy at the 
state hospital with a group of unkempt and 
affection-starved boys who would grab at her 
during visits: “As the tears rolled down my 
cheeks, Davy pushed the youngsters away. 
‘My mom, my mom, my mom!’ he screamed.” 

Davy, 59, has come a long way since then. 
He has been living in a group home for several 
decades, ever since the state hospitals closed, 
and is known as a savant who has “an elephan-
tine memory for the odd things that interest 
him,” Birks writes in Still Kicking.  Davy owes 
much of his progress to Birks and the other 
parents who through their involvement in 
Arc lobbied for years for a more dignified life 

for their developmentally disabled children.
In Still Kicking, Birks recounts how Davy 

joined the Boy Scouts of America and trav-
eled with other disabled adults to Ireland. She 
writes of a triumphant conversation she had 
with her son upon his return: “‘There are lot 
of Donnellys in Ireland, Mother,’ he informed 
me in a loud voice. It was Davy’s first complete 
sentence. My smiling face was wet with tears.”

Despite their tumultuous marriage, Birks is 
remarkably sanguine about David Donnelly 
Sr., whom she describes in Still Kicking as “the 
love of my life.”

“By the time Don (Birks) and I fell in love 
and were married, we’d been around the 
block,” she said. “Still, there’s something about 
the man you have your kids with—a bond. 
And David was the smartest man I’ve ever 
known, and the funniest.”

Birks’ third memoir, which has the working 
title Waking Up Alive, is a humorous account 
of life at the Wellington, the senior apartment 
building in Highland Park where she now 
lives.

Two months before her 90th birthday, one 
thing is clear to Birks: Everyone’s life is a mixed 
bag. “There are layers,” she said. “There’s the 
good and the bad. I think that humor is built 
on tragedy. This is the stuff that movies are 
made of.” 

Walking a Good Pigeon Toe and Still Kicking 
are both available at Common Good Books, 
38 S. Snelling Ave.
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