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PEACE ON EARTH. Simple words that seem impossible to achieve. 
Perhaps much of the problem lies in the defi nition of peace. People 
who work in health care say that the absence of illness doesn’t mean 
health — that being healthy is much more than not currently having 

an illness. I think the same dichotomy has been 
applied to peace — many of us defi ne it as the 
absence of war, yet there is so much more to 
peace than not currently being at war. And it 
follows that just because there is war some-
where in the world doesn’t mean we can’t work 
toward peace in other areas.

Those who spend their time protesting 
a specifi c war, in the name of peace, do not 
have a monopoly on the peace effort. Their 

work is just a part of a much larger endeavor that includes people 
who spend their time and energy improving the lives of the less 
fortunate around the world. True peace will really come when all 
people have such basic necessities as safe drinking water, depend-
able food supplies, reasonable sanitation and adequate housing. 
Solving these types of issues is not glamorous work, but it is the 
avenue to true world peace.

A good example of this is the more than 20-year-long work 
of Rotary International to eradicate polio. Very few people really 
know how much time, effort and money Rotarians around the 
world have expended to put an end to this crippling disease. 
When this fi ght is over in a few years it will end quietly for most 

and be quickly forgotten by many. There will be no major entries in 
history books about the long war against polio, but for the children of 
the world who will no longer contract this terrible disease it will have 
been a war worth fi ghting.

But not all people with hardships are in third world countries. 
Many in our home community are in need of help. And we are fortu-
nate to have so many local organizations reaching out to provide that 
assistance. Through a multitude of human service agencies, religious 
organizations, the Greater Kalamazoo United Way, the Kalamazoo 
Community Foundation and many other organizations, we jointly 
try to meet the challenges on the home front. Many local citizens give 
generously of their time and money to make Kalamazoo better for all.

Very few people spend their time or money helping others for the 
personal glory. These people understand the axiom that one always 
gets more out of such efforts than one puts into them. The personal 
sense of accomplishment that comes from helping goes far beyond any 
recognition that one may gain.

As we bring peace to the lives of others, we fi nd peace within 
ourselves. So give yourself a sense of peace — fi nd the time or money 
to help someone, somewhere, somehow.

I wish you peace and joy during the holidays and throughout 
the year.

FROM THE PUBLISHER

Rick Briscoe

Rick Briscoe
Publisher
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To all of our valued clients and friends

From our family to yours, 

we wish you peace and joy 

throughout the holiday season.

HAPPY 
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UAN OLIVAREZ’S road to 
the Kalamazoo Community 
Foundation, where he became 
President/Chief Executive Of-

ficer on July 14, 2008, has taken some 
interesting and valuable turns — includ-
ing a few that led him to cherry orchards 
and tomato fields. This charming and 
humble Ph.D., who comes to Kalamazoo 
following a 10-year stint as President of 
Grand Rapids Community College, is the 
product of a family of migrant work-
ers. He has lived the story many of us 
grew up reading about: That talent and 
intelligence and — most of all — educa-
tion and hard work can combine to lead 
a young person to aspire to and achieve 
anything he can dream.

It’s 1958. Seven-year-old Juan, his 
parents Alfinio and Anita, older brother 
Al and 4-year-old Roel, along with their 
grandmother, an uncle and aunt and 
11 of their 12 children, leave the family 

home in Benavidez, Texas, in a tarp-cov-
ered truck, looking, as Olivarez remem-
bers it, like they came straight out of 
“Grapes of Wrath.” In Texas, the family 
business was picking cotton, but, seek-
ing a more prosperous life, father and 
uncle had scoped out the job situation 
up North, and had learned that Inland 
Steel, in East Chicago, Ind., was looking 
for laborers.

Young Juan’s first impression of East 
Chicago was one of tenement houses, 
cars lining both sides of the streets, lots 
of people, and lots of languages being 
spoken. For the family from a small 
Texas town where all the populace was 
Hispanic and most were relatives, it was 
quite a culture shock. “Daunting” is Oli-
varez’s word for it now. He still remem-
bers his younger self asking, “What IS 
this?” when the truck stopped.

The Olivarez family moved into an 
apartment in the slant-ceilinged attic of 

a tenement building, where they would 
live for the next few years. During those 
years, Juan’s mother, whom he describes 
as “a saint,” struggled with the language 
and missing all her friends and extended 
family back in Texas. She also dealt with 
the fact that her youngest son, Roel, had 
Down syndrome. Every day the family 
lived in that building, Anita carried Roel 
up and down those flights of stairs many 
times. The building’s washing machines 
were in the basement, four flights down.

That tenement served the Olivarez 
family as home until they achieved still 
one more American dream: They bought 
a tiny house, with a big yard, in Gary, 
Ind. Young Juan’s father still worked at 
Inland Steel, with the family supple-
menting the income during summers 
and lay-off times by hitting the road to 
pick fruit and vegetables on Midwest 
farms. The two driving forces in Juan’s 
birth family for many years were the 

Photo: Rick Briscoe
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desire to educate the children and the 
need to earn enough money to keep from 
losing that house. To that end, Anita also 
washed and ironed clothes for people, 
and Alfinio put his mechanical skills to 
use.

Olivarez’s happy memories of 
migrant laboring might surprise some 
readers. “We specialized in cherries and 
tomatoes,” Olivarez says. The family 
would pack up and head to the Hart-
Shelby area of Michigan, when cherries 
were ripe, and then to Illinois for the 
tomato harvest. They lived in migrant 
camps, which sometimes had water and 
sometimes did not. Most had outhouses. 
Family members always worked as a 
team, including mother Anita and dis-
abled Roel. “We always stayed together,” 
Olivarez says. “We worked as a family on 
one tree or one row at a time.”

They would find a shady spot for 

Roel, watching over him and keeping the 
bees away. “Roel was a wonderful child,” 
says Olivarez, explaining an interesting 
observation about his brother. Although 
Roel did not speak and had limited 
understanding, and because he heard 
both Spanish and English being spoken 
around him, what level of understand-
ing he did achieve encompassed both 
languages. Seeing this in his brother 
convinced Juan that anyone is, therefore, 
capable of being bilingual, to whatever 
extent they can communicate.

Juan says it wasn’t always easy to 
get up at sunrise to start picking, 
especially in early September when 

it was still cold and dark in the morn-
ings. But to this day he appreciates the 
lessons he learned from the experience: 
Not only did it bring the family close, 
but he learned about the value of money 

and the importance of responsibility. His 
father would set goals each day for how 
much they should pick. To meet the goal, 
all family members had to do their part. 
Then, when tractors picked up the crates 
of crop, the family was given tickets 
that they later exchanged for money. 
The children got a portion to use to buy 
candy or attend carnivals. They learned 
a lifelong lesson in the relationship 
between work and buying power. “I so 
appreciate having had that experience,” 
says Olivarez.

That his migrant experiences were 
positive ones is further demonstrated by 
Olivarez’s choice of hobbies today: He 
enjoys vegetable gardening and growing 
flowers. “I like getting my hands dirty,” 
he says, attributing this directly to his 
days in the fields. Even as a child, he was 
fascinated by the tomatoes he was pick-
ing, and as an adult, he enjoys nature 

Juan Oliverez is “charming, warm and gracious, a  
gentleman and a good listener.”

—Former Foundation CEO Jack Hopkins

New at the Helm
By Kay Bennett

Mary and Juan Olivarez enjoy a summer day 
on one of Michigan’s beautiful beaches.

When a young boy, Juan worked as a 
team with his family while picking apples 
and other crops.

e
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photography, and says that, had he not 
become an educator, he would have 
enjoyed a career in art.

Having moved to Gary, Juan and 
brother Al thrived. Al was a straight-A 
student and a track star at Calumet High 
School, recruited and offered scholar-
ships by many colleges and finally 
settling on Aquinas College in Grand 
Rapids, Mich., attracted by its coach, Red 
Doornbos. Juan, one year younger, was 
the school leader and social star. Class 
president, editor of the yearbook, mascot 
at the games (he dressed as a warrior), 
he also launched his early interest in 
charitable causes, such as the March of 
Dimes.

What he did not do, however, was 
to entertain any idea of going to college. 
He assumed he would follow his father 
and uncle to the steel factory, as most 
sons in the area were doing. As it was 
a given that there would be no money 
to pay for college, Juan’s parents dared 
hope that he might move off the factory 
floor, possibly finding an office job in the 
company. So strong was the assumption 
that he would not go to college that Juan 
never took college preparatory classes in 
high school, this despite his good grades 
and obvious leadership abilities. “The 
mindset was that you would work where 
your dad worked,” Olivarez recalls.

Finally, during his senior year, 
the school counselor asked Juan where 
he was going to college. “I’m not,” he 
replied. He hadn’t even applied to any 

colleges.
The counselor was distraught. Of 

course Juan needed to go to college. They 
would find a way.

Already familiar with Aquinas 
where his brother was a student, Juan 
applied and was accepted. Financing 
was cobbled together with a collection 
of grants, loans and campus jobs (he 
started out mopping floors in the college 
cafeteria). Summers, he joined his dad in 
the steel mill. 

Having dealt with the question of 
college finances, Juan also needed to 
make up for the college prep classes 
he had missed in high school: Aquinas 
allowed him to take the extra classes 
he needed during his freshman year. 
“I think the world of Aquinas for the 

chance they took with me,” says Olivarez 
today.

Once the boys were at Aquinas, 
their parents helped out every way 
they could. Anita mailed them boxes of 
home-baked food and continued, as she 
had always done, to make their clothes, 
even their underwear. College years 
were marked by an increased closeness 
between brothers Al and Juan, who ran 
together on the cross-country team. 
The years were also marked, starting in 
Juan’s sophomore year, by a girl named 
Mary, who had the unpronounceable last 
name of Tychyj. “It didn’t have any vow-
els,” the now Mary Olivarez says of her 
maiden name, explaining that it’s sort of 
pronounced like “ticky.”

Mary Tychyj was a freshman 
in the fall of 1968. Juan 
had spotted her outside the 

campus cafeteria, where he was, by now, 
managing the dinner shift. Going to a 
movie on a double date led to friendship 
and then to romance, and gave Olivarez 
a chance to learn that Mary also came 
from a family with a story to tell.

Mary Tychyj’s parents lived in 
neighboring villages in the Ukraine 
during World War II. Hitler was shor-
ing up his manpower by forcing youth 
to report, and then conscripting them to 
work camps. The young man who would 

Olivarez

Answer on page 53.

What is the name of the horse that put 
Kalamazoo on the map for achieving a first- 
place finish at the local track in 1859?

A Look at Kalamazoo

Juan Olivarez’s parents, Alfinio and Anita, worked hard to ensure their children became good  
citizens. Alfinio sent a photograph of himself to his bride while serving in the United States military 
during World War II.
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become Mary’s father resisted, went into 
hiding, and joined the underground 
militia that was fi ghting against the 
Nazis. “It was a time of political chaos,” 
recounts Mary.

One cold, rainy night, assuming 
the weather was so bad that even Nazis 
would be inside, young Nicholas tried 
to sneak back home to see his mother. 
A paid informant — probably someone 
he considered to be a friend — told the 
troops, who intercepted him and took 
him off to a labor camp in Germany. 
Nicholas never saw his mother again.

Life in the camp was “... not easy,” 
understates Mary. Workers were forced 
to dig underground paths near the 
French border, so that SS troops could 
move around without danger from artil-
lery fi re. When war eventually ended, 
Nicholas met fellow Ukrainian Stephanie 
at a displaced persons’ camp, and they 
soon married.

Across the world, a wealthy Ameri-
can couple was seeking domestic help, 
so they sponsored the young Ukrai-
nian newlyweds, bringing them to the 
Chicago suburb of Inverness. Stephanie 
worked inside their home while Nicholas 
did outside work, both at the family’s 
home and at a nearby country club. 
While the couple worked in affl uent In-
verness, they eventually lived and raised 
their family in the middle-class village of 
Palatine.

Growing up in Palatine, Mary knew 
what it was like to be a minority. Though 
her Ukrainian family did not differ in 
skin color from their neighbors, their 
culture, language and customs were 
worlds apart. As the Ukrainian popula-
tion in their village grew (due in great 
part to Nicholas’s efforts in starting a 
Ukrainian church and community center 
there — thus drawing fellow emigrants 
out of the tenements of Chicago), suspi-
cion of the newcomers by their neighbors 
also increased.

Mary did not speak English until 
she was in the third grade and she 
continued to attend Ukrainian school 
on Saturdays until she left home for 
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Olivarez

college. Like Juan, Mary came to college 
bilingual, her own first language being 
Ukrainian, complete with its Cyrillic 
alphabet.

Juan’s own experiences with dis-
crimination were less subtle than Mary’s. 
From early childhood Juan learned about 
the basic cruelty that can happen in a 
multicultural society. He remembers 
signs in windows of businesses and res-
taurants saying, “No Mexicans allowed.” 
From the mission school in Texas, 
where he would be punished physically 
for speaking Spanish, to public schools 
in the Midwest, where he was one of 
the “bussed-in kids,” driven to middle-
class neighborhoods to go to school, 
he learned what it was like to be at the 
mercy of the majority. He learned to face 
the challenges that posed and to win.

In his large, tough, high school, 
closed periodically because of student 
riots, Juan decided to run for junior class 
president despite the warnings from 

white students that there was no way 
they would ever elect a Hispanic student 
(their words were less printable) to the 
office. But Juan Olivarez was one of those 
young people who could mingle with 
both groups, getting to know the middle-
class kids in the clubs and activities he 
joined and the minority ones on the long 
daily bus rides; he learned the value of 
constituency building at that early age, 
and was elected class president not only 
that year, but also the next.

On May 22, 1971, two weeks 
after Juan graduated from Aqui-
nas College with a teaching 

certificate, the two were married. The 
wedding was a visual blending of their 
two cultures, held at St. Stephens Church 
in East Grand Rapids and officiated over 
by both Byzantine Catholic and Roman 
Catholic clergy. The reception, fittingly 
enough, was held in the same Aquinas 
hall that houses the cafeteria where the 
couple had met.

After becoming Mrs. Olivarez, Mary 
worked for a number of local businesses, 
including Jersey Junction, an ice cream 
shop that emerged again in their future 
lives. A few years later while balancing 
school with motherhood, Mary earned a 
degree in education from Grand Valley 

Mary Olivarez’s parents, Nicholas and  
Stephanie Tychyj, both WWII internment camp  

survivors, dressed in traditional Ukrainian attire 
for their wedding, which took place at a displaced 

persons’ camp in Germany in 1946.
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State University, adding a master’s degree 
later from Michigan State University and 
a Special Education Teaching Certifica-
tion from Grand Valley State University.

The newlyweds liked Grand Rapids, 
so after Juan’s graduation, they decided 
to stay, with Juan accepting a teaching 

job as a first-grade teacher, one of the 
first bilingual teachers in the Grand 
Rapids Public Schools district.

Their middle son a teacher! This 
was a choice that surely made Alfinio 
and Anita proud. Though neither of 
them had been to high school (Alfinio 

went through ninth grade, and Anita, 
through third), Olivarez recounts, both 
were pleased and happy that he had gone 
to college, even though they had no way 
to help out financially. 

“We never missed a day of school 
unless we had a fever,” says Olivarez, 
who lauds his parents’ respect for educa-
tion. Alfinio and Anita managed to come 
to Grand Rapids twice in two years, 
where they proudly watched each of 
their older sons achieve that unthinkable 
goal: graduation from college. 

Alfinio worked in the steel mill for 25 
years and then his parents, who are both 
still living, returned to Texas to the family 
and culture they loved and still missed, 
and to escape Midwest winters. Younger 
brother Roel now resides in a group home 
near them. When she was 79, his mother 
agreed that living with peers might be 
best for her youngest son, in addition to 
assuring his care when Alfinio and she 
are gone. Juan and brother Al, who now 

Juan (left) and older brother Al Olivarez, soon to 
become the family’s first-generation of college  
graduates, proudly wore their Aquinas College jack-
ets during a spring 1969 visit home to Gary, Ind. 
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Olivarez

works for the Michigan Department of 
Treasury in Lansing, go to Texas a half-
dozen times a year to see them and the 
large, extended family.

Names are very important to the 
Olivarez family, and it’s no wonder. Juan 
Olivarez hasn’t always been known by 
that name. Until he entered high school, 
Juan was called by his middle name, 
Rojelio (ro-hee-lee-oh). Anglo teachers 
and students struggled with that name, 
sometimes making fun of the boy in the 
process. Early on, after moving North, 
managers of the apartment house 
where the family lived began referring 
to young Rojelio as “Butch,” since they 
didn’t feel they could pronounce his 
name; they never called him anything 
else. A fifth-grade teacher repeatedly 
called him “Jelly Roll,” which the man 
considered to be a take-off on the name.

Upon entering high school and 
hoping to stave off further cruelty, Oli-
varez asked his mother to put his first 
name, “Juan,” on the records. This, un-
fortunately, was soon Anglicized during 
roll call to “John” by teachers — so Juan 
remained “John Olivarez,” except in his 
family, until graduate school. It wasn’t 
until he became a psychologist and was 
acutely aware of the legal and cultural 
ramifications of names that he told 
friends and colleagues that he preferred 
to be called Juan.

“John is not a Hispanic name,” he 
says today, “and I feel very Hispanic.” 
He admits to having “a thing” about 
names. “It’s important for us to learn 
names and not to be afraid to use them.” 
Many people still convert “Juan” to 
“John,” but now Olivarez says he always 
corrects them.

When the couple’s babies came 
along in 1977 and 1980, therefore, Juan, 
who had been called by many names, 
and Mary, with the unpronounceable 
maiden name, took care in naming them. 
Their older son is Elias (pronounced el-
eeas), and he has been taught from earli-
est years to make sure people pronounce 
it correctly. Their younger son’s name is 
simpler — it’s Sam.

Elias and wife Mindy are the 
parents of 2 1/2-year-old Isaiah Juan 
and have recently purchased the Jersey 
Junction ice cream store where, coin-
cidentally, his mother worked in the 
1970s. Sam is an undergraduate at 
Columbia College in Chicago, majoring 
in Audio Arts and Acoustics.

Although Juan spent two years 
working for Detroit Public 
Schools, most of his career has 

been with Grand Rapids Public Schools 
— as a teacher, school psychologist, 
supervisor, director of special educa-
tion, and executive director of research 
and development. He became dean of 
Institutional Research at Grand Rapids 
Community College (GRCC) in 1991, 
and in 1999 he became its president. 
Along the way, Olivarez earned a mas-
ter’s in educational psychology from 
Wayne State University and a doctor-
ate in Family and Child Ecology from 
Michigan State University. 

In addition to shepherding GRCC 
through burgeoning enrollment (stu-
dent enrollment grew by 18 percent, to 
more than 28,000, during his tenure as 
president), he led its first major fund 
drive, raising $11 million. He was also 
president of the GRCC Foundation 
Board and served on the Grand Rapids 
Community Foundation board. He has 
also compiled a lengthy list of awards 
and serves on many local and national 
boards and committees.

Olivarez, now 58, has chosen to 
step into the role left by Jack Hopkins’ 
retirement because, he says, “I was 
attracted to the work that community 
foundations do,” noting that he wasn’t 
really looking for a job. Called by the 
search firm hired to locate a successor 
for Hopkins, Olivarez says he queried 
why they called him. Because, he was 
told, college presidents make good 
foundation CEOs.

The searchers told him that the 
skills he had honed through his years at 
GRCC, his ability to deal with con-
stituencies, issues, public service, laws, 

legislation and, of course, fundraising, 
made him the ideal choice for the posi-
tion. The Kalamazoo Community Foun-
dation board, headed by its chairperson 
Jeff DeNooyer, agreed strongly. 

The board decided on Olivarez, 
says DeNooyer, because of his skill set, 
his background in education (a strong 
focus of the Kalamazoo Community 
Foundation), and his experience with 
economic development issues. The per-
sonal side was also a perfect fit. In his 2 
½ decades at the Community Founda-
tion, Jack Hopkins had set a high bar for 
mixing solid results and winning ways. 
DeNooyer and the rest of the board saw 
in Olivarez the ability to work with 
people, the warmth and energy, the hu-
mility and humor that would be needed 
to fill the role.

So the ball bounced back to the Oli-
varezes who decided Juan would take 
the job but keep their home in Grand 
Rapids. They have bought a condo in 
Portage and will live in both communi-
ties.

“Grand Rapids is close enough 
to Kalamazoo geographically, and the 
two communities are similar. I felt that 
perhaps I had something to offer in 
Kalamazoo that could benefit both,” he 
said.

Mary will continue where she has 
been teaching full-time since 1990 at 
Lincoln Developmental Center. Her 

In 1971 Juan Olivarez taught first grade at Hall 
Elementary School in Grand Rapids.
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classroom includes nine students, aged 4 to 9 years, all of 
them severely multiply impaired. The children benefit from 
consistency of care, and staff turnover is low. 

Who better than the Kalamazoo Community Founda-
tion’s retired President/Chief Executive Officer Jack Hopkins 
to comment on his successor? Olivarez, says Hopkins, has 
“a long, rich tradition and history in his professional career. 
He’s a fine leader and very well connected in West Michigan. 
Juan has a strong track record of success from his many 
years in higher education in the greater Grand Rapids area, 
and his experiences and success will undoubtedly translate 
into similar success in his new home and the Community 
Foundation.” Hopkins hopes Olivarez’s long ties to the 
Grand Rapids community will “help us all learn to dance a 
little better with each other.”

Juan Olivarez may be just the one to make that happen. 
“Part of my calling comes from watching my parents raise 
a family in tough times, having a disabled child, relocating 
for prosperity, and culturally wrestling with everything you 
can imagine,” he says. He’s an avid believer in community. 
“A strong, vibrant, healthy community is so important to our 
existence. I see that here. I wanted to be a part of it.” 

A crowning achievement for his family came when Juan Olivarez earned 
his doctorate from Michigan State University in 1986.
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OTARY INTERNATIONAL is the 
world’s largest peace organiza-

tion. With a membership of 
1.2 million professional and community 
leaders, Rotarians are dedicated to fulfill-
ing the organization’s mission “to provide 
humanitarian service, encourage high 
ethical standards in all vocations, and help 
build goodwill and peace in the world.”

Empowered by a simple yet effective 
motto of “Service Above Self,” men and 
women in 33,000 clubs in most nations 
set aside political and religious views to 
engage persons of all cultures, races and 
creeds. 

Rotary’s programs and projects 

provide healthcare and medical sup-
plies, clean water and food, education 
and youth development, job training and 
professional advancement, and hands-on 
peace and violence-prevention locally and 
around the world. 

Bill Dimond of Kalamazoo’s  
Sunrise Rotary is a former governor 
of District 6360, which includes all of 
southwest Michigan. He exemplifies the 
concept of Rotary service between people 

and nations.
Bill grew up on a farm in east 

central Illinois. During the Korean War, 
he served as a Food Service Officer in 
military mess halls where he worked with 
a Korean national who spoke English and 
provided Bill with what he describes as “a 
master’s degree in foreign studies and an 
understanding of Oriental people.”

After the war, Bill returned to 
his parents’ farm where his father, as 

Kalamazoo Rotarian Andy Latham administers polio vaccine to a child during a national immunization day in New Delhi in 2004. On these days volunteers at-
tempt to vaccinate every child in a country on the same day. In 1985 Rotary International adopted polio eradication as a major project, raising money to  
purchase polio vaccine and traveling throughout the world at personal expense to administer the vaccine. As a result, the polio virus exists today only in 
limited areas of four countries, and Rotarians’ efforts will continue until the fewer than 2,000 annual cases are eradicated completely.
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president of the American Soybean As-
sociation, worked with the U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture to initiate the first 
soybean trade agreement between the 
United States and Japan. Bill later took a 
job with Asgrow Seed Company, advanc-
ing to the position of soybean product 
manager.

“International exposures shape your 
life and thought processes,” Bill says. “As 
you get more experience outside your 
own cornfield, you see what can be done 
and how people can come together. I don’t 
care what color you are, what language 
you speak, or where you live, we are all 
looking for breakfast. Rotarians help 
people learn how to get enough to eat and 
how to share.”

Rotary International began in Chi-
cago in 1905, preceding all other service 
clubs. The founder was attorney Paul 
Percy Harris (1868–1947), who sought to 
create an organization that would bring to 
his cosmopolitan business world the type 
of helpful, tolerant, small-town spirit that 
he had enjoyed as a youth growing up in 
Vermont. 

The first Rotarians coined the name 
“Rotary” because their initial weekly 
meetings rotated from one man’s busi-
ness site to another. Within a decade, the 
organization grew to 20,000 members in 
200 clubs from coast to coast, including 
Canada. Notable early members included 
author Thomas Mann, diplomat Carlos P. 
Romulo, humanitarian Albert Schweitzer, 
and composer Jean Sibelius. The club 
adopted its name of Rotary International 
in 1922. Women entered the Rotary ranks 
in the 1980s and now represent nearly 15 
percent of the membership. 

As members contribute their resourc-
es and talents to communities in need, 
they measure their activities with Rotary’s 
Four-Way Test, developed in 1932 by 
Rotarian Herbert J. Taylor:

friendships?
-

cerned?”

During World War II, many clubs 
provided emergency relief to victims of 
war, and, in 1942, Rotarians, many of 
whom were veterans, held a conference 
to promote international education and 
cultural exchange, an event that inspired 
the creation of the United Nations Educa-
tional, Scientific and Cultural Organiza-
tion (UNESCO) three years later. 

In 1945, 49 Rotarians participated 
in the United Nations Charter Confer-
ence, and today Rotary International is 
a premier nongovernmental organiza-
tion (NGO) within the United Nations. 
“Few there are who do not recognize the 
good work which is done by Rotary clubs 
throughout the free world,” declared 
former British Prime Minister Winston 
Churchill, according to the Rotary Inter-
national Web site. 

Rotary International activities are 
funded by voluntary contribu-  
  tions to the Rotary Foundation 

established in 1917. Its mission is “to en-
able Rotarians to advance world under-
standing, goodwill, and peace through 
the improvement of health, the support of 
education, and the alleviation of poverty.” 

In 1930, the Foundation made its 
first grant, in the amount of $500, to the 
International Society for Crippled Chil-
dren, an organization created by Rotarian 
Edgar F. “Daddy” Allen, which evolved 

into the Easter Seals. 
Since accepting its first donation of 

$26.50, the Foundation has received over 
$1 billion. More than one million Rotar-
ians have been honored as Paul Harris 
Fellows for their contributions of at least 
$1,000. 

In 1947 the Rotary Foundation 
created its Ambassadorial Scholar-
ships program that supports pursuit of 
advanced degrees in foreign countries in 
order to further international understand-
ing and friendly relationships. Today it 
is the world’s largest privately funded 
international scholarship program. Its 
alumni represent 100 nations and number 
38,000.

Rotary’s Group Study Exchange 
(GSE), launched in the mid-1960s, pro-
vides a cultural and vocational opportu-
nity for young professionals who are not 
Rotarians to benefit from the leadership of 
an experienced Rotarian. Through GSE, 
participants travel for four to six weeks 
to observe how vocations are practiced 
abroad and to develop personal and pro-
fessional relationships while staying with 
host families. 

Kalamazoo Rotarian Kathleen Tosco 
and Portage Rotarian Robert Graham 
Small have both been GSE team leaders to 
the Philippines, Tosco in 2003 and Small 
in 2008. 

When Tosco, who will be district 

Kalamazoo Sunrise Rotarians Bill Dimond and  
Bill Lustig pack crates of medical supplies  

for shipment to Africa.
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governor in 2009–2010, went to the 
Philippines, she and her team worked in 
the village of Payatas, which, she says, “is 
located on a landfill outside Manila and 
is the home of several hundred thou-
sand people of all ages.” Kathleen relates 
that children as young as 4 are taught to 
scavenge and that people’s shack homes 
are made of scavenged materials. She tells 
of running out of food at a mobile kitchen 
because there were too many children. 
“We gave food from our pockets and 
backpacks, and finally money, attempting 
to help them,” Kathleen states.

Small, who is on the board of direc-
tors of Portage Rotary and will serve as 
president in 2010–11, calls the experi-
ence “a cultural immersion.” He adds that 
Filipinos treated him and his four-person 
team like family. But the immersion came 
from seeing what Small calls, “an army 
of children, starving and begging in the 
streets.” 

He says, “People were living in shan-
ties lining the railroad tracks and rivers. 
Their homes, for a family of 10 or more, 
had dirt floors and no sanitation and no 
water. This is Third World reality, where 
the face of poverty is with you every day.” 

Small says he is proud that Rotary 
provides scholarships and builds such 
things as playgrounds and band shells in 
the United States. “But,” he says, “when 
you see Rotary dealing with bedrock, 
basic issues of human survival and pro-
viding a sense of human dignity to people 
who have none, then you really under-
stand how important Rotary’s role in the 
world is.”

Using matching grants, Rotary 
Foundation matches contribu-
tions raised by Rotary clubs for 

projects throughout the world. Clubs in 
one country provide funds, materials, 
and technical support to assist a club in 

Peace

Carole Holmes, president of B.L. Harroun  
Company and president-elect of Oshtemo Rotary, 
holds the latest design in bio-sand filters that 
have been purchased and installed around the 
globe by Rotarians. These filters, which sell for 
$60, work by running polluted water through lay-
ers of sand and gravel. More than 1 billion people 
in the world do not have safe drinking water, and 
once installed, the devices save countless lives 
and the spread of such diseases as polio. Rotar-
ians in southwest Michigan have been focusing 
their water-quality efforts on the Dominican 
Republic and Haiti. 
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another country on a project. A key com-
ponent of these is the involvement of local 
volunteers and the ability of the project to 
be self-sustaining upon completion.

The near eradication of polio is, per-
haps, Rotary International’s most magnifi-
cent accomplishment. Rotary’s PolioPlus 
program began in the mid-1980s, and the 
Rotary Web site explains: “Rotary and its 
partners are on the brink of eradicating 
this tenacious disease.” Currently polio 
infects and paralyzes children in only Ni-
geria, India, Afganistan and Pakistan. The 
Rotary Foundation has recently accepted 
a $100 million challenge grant from the 
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation to di-
rectly support immunization campaigns. 

A major commitment of Rotary clubs 
in District 6360, which is the area north 
of Lansing to the Indiana border and west 
to Lake Michigan, is the placement of 
biosand water filters in Third World coun-
tries. The filters, paid for and installed 

by Rotarians, are concrete or plastic and 
assembled on site in recipient countries. 
The cleansing elements are rock, sand and 
other natural materials that filter organic 
contaminants. “They operate on gravity 
and don’t require electricity,” says Small, 
who facilitated the installation of several 
in the Philippines. “People pour dirty 

water in the top, and it filters through 
and comes out a pipe. Because of the 
high child mortality rate from drinking 
bad water, these filters are the difference 
between life and death for many. Moth-
ers have told us: ‘The babies have stopped 
dying.’”

In the educational arena, Rotary  

Bob Small of Portage Rotary participated as a  
Group Study Exchange team leader to the  Phillipines 

last spring. Here he visits a school to teach  
theater basics.
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Peace

implemented Grants for University 
Teachers and Peace and Conflict Studies 
Programs in the mid-1980s.

Through University Teachers, about 
20 professors each year are granted 
money and means to teach in low-income 
countries to strengthen the desire for 
higher education, foster international 
understanding, and establish ties between 
educational institutions. Subjects taught 
must be relevant to the local population’s 
needs and contribute to the area’s socio-
economic development.

Peace and Conflict Studies is a schol-
arship program for graduate students who 
are seeking a master’s degree in conflict 
resolution, peace studies, international 
relations, and related areas. Each year, 
up to 60 Rotary World Peace Fellowships 
are offered on a competitive basis at six 
Rotary Centers within major universities 
in North Carolina, California, Japan, Ar-
gentina, England, and Australia. Students 
learn to resolve conflict by addressing its 
root causes of hunger, disease, illiteracy, 
poverty, and environmental degradation. 

Dimond was the district governor in 
1999–2000 when District 6360 decided 
to financially support Peace and Con-
flict Studies. “We chose to be a ‘Pioneer 
District,’ and our clubs pledged to give 
$50,000, which was the amount needed 
to support one student for two years,” 
Dimond says. Under his leadership, the 
clubs raised that money, plus two indi-
vidual Rotarians donated an additional 
$50,000 each, for a total district contribu-
tion of $150,000.

The Rotary Foundation has recently 
launched a fundraising program to raise 
$95 million by 2015 to permanently 
endow Peace and Conflict Studies. This 
money, Dimond says, will not come from 
asking the general membership to dig 
deeper for donations but from a few, select 
individuals with the capability to give at 
least $10,000. 

Since the Rotary World Peace Fel-
lowship program began, clubs in District 
6360 have nominated four local citizens 
for consideration. The first of two selected 
for the honor was B. Jon Adams, a former 
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student at Michigan State University, 
who joined the second class of scholars 
in 2003. The second local candidate se-
lected, Joe DeVoir, was originally a Rotary 
Ambassadorial Scholar who studied in 
England and then in October 2008 was 
named a Peace Fellow. He is slated to 
begin studies at the University of Queen-
sland in Australia in 2009.

“I’ve been looking to achieve this 
since 2001 when I first heard about it 
from a professor, who was a Rotarian, at 
the University of Wisconsin, Green Bay,” 
DeVoir says. 

DeVoir’s attempts to become quali-
fied have led him on a global journey of 
peace service. Currently, he is in Ra-
mallah, Palestine, volunteering for an 
organization known as Combatants for 
Peace. Joe also publishes policy papers in 
the Israeli-Palestinian Center for Research 
and Information and is working on a 
series of illustrated books for American 
audiences regarding the Palestinian peace 
processes. 

While Combatants for Peace is not 
officially connected to Rotary Internation-
al, Rotary clubs, especially in the United 
Kingdom, have donated to the efforts of 
Joe and his compatriots. In return, Joe 
is striving to establish a Rotary club in 
Ramallah, which had a club prior to the 
1967 Arab-Israeli War. Joe says that the 
people of Ramallah generally do not see 
a way out of their conflict, but with the 
presence of peace builders and the pos-
sibility of a Rotary club, they have hope. 
“We bring together the people who spent 
large portions of their lives trying to kill 
each other,” he says. “First, they talk; then 
they act together to achieve their shared 
goals. We are partners for peace, even if 
peace does not exist at the governmental 
policy level.”

Kathleen Tosco accepts a gift of goodwill from 
friends in the Phillipines. She was a Group 
Study Exchange leader in 2003.
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Peace

Reaching to the next generation of 
Rotarians, Rotary International supports 
programs for teens and young adults. 
These programs include Interact, Rotary 
Youth Leadership Awards (RYLA), Rotary 
Youth Exchange, and Rotaract.

Interact, with a target membership at 
the high school level, and Rotaract, which 
includes young adults through age 30, are 
service clubs. Both the White Pigeon and 
Portage Rotary Clubs sponsor Interact 
clubs, and the Rotary Club of Kalamazoo 
is beginning to organize a Rotaract Club. 

RYLA provides leadership training 
opportunities for high school and college 
students. Rotary Youth Exchange provides 
one-year overseas experiences for high 
school students throughout the world. 

In her upcoming term as district gov-
ernor, Tosco intends to fulfill her primary 
responsibility of caring for the 3,000 Ro-
tarians in 58 clubs within District 6360 as 
well as performing her role as liaison with 
Rotary International and the Rotary Foun-
dation. She wants to see the biosand water 
filter project continue, and she wants to 
initiate an endeavor, called the Michigan 
Project, which encourages all Rotarians 
to attend to their physical fitness through 
preventative exercise and diet. 

“I’m also enthralled with the 
Backpack Program, in which children of 

poverty-stricken, disadvantaged families 
are given a backpack and can go to a 
special area of the school to get it filled 
with healthful food, for themselves, 
on weekends when they might not get 

enough to eat at home. I think it can 
have a measurable impact on kids,”  
she says. 

Backpack programs are currently 
being operated throughout southwest 

“The power of one person with 
a commitment to educate people can 
create a difference in mass amounts of 
people,” says Robert Borsos, president 
of the Portage Rotary, as he referred to 
a current Rotary theme, “The Power of 
One.” Borsos was one of several Kalama-
zoo County Rotarians who joined nearly 
1,000 other club members from around 
the world for the Rotary World Peace 
Summit in Windsor, Ontario, last April.

While emphasizing the power of 
one, the theme of this and other sum-
mits held in Bulgaria, Turkey and Africa 
was “Peace Is Possible.” Keynote speak-
ers in Windsor included Jordan’s ambas-
sador to the United Nations, Prince Zeid 
Ra’ad; Canada’s former ambassador to 
the United Nations and current presi-
dent of the University of Ottawa, Allan 
Rock; and Nobel Peace Prize nominee 
Lloyd Axworthy.

Carol Holmes, president-elect of 

the Oshtemo Rotary, found the opening 
ceremony, which featured a flag from 
every nation that has a Rotary club, to be 
awe inspiring. “All future Rotary presi-
dents should attend an event of that size 

Last April Windsor hosted a major Rotary Peace 
Summit that was attended by several local 
Rotarians. A parade along the Detroit River  
waterfront was led by an international  
contingent, each carrying a flag representing 
their home country. 
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Michigan by Rotary clubs and other 
organizations.

“I believe that peace is possible and 
that Rotary knows how to make it hap-
pen,” Tosco continues. “Rotary knows 

that, in order for peace to exist, people 
have to be fed, be safe, be educated, and 
not live in the midst of a confl icted area. 
We know that women —  and this is 
especially important to me —  are to 

be respected and have the same oppor-
tunities as men. And Rotarians know 
that when Rotarians come together and 
recognize a need and use their resources, 
we get things done.” 

prior to taking on the role. It wasn’t until 
attending the summit that I really felt the 
magnitude of Rotary and how huge its 

efforts for peace really are.”
Similarly, Robert Small of Portage 

Rotary expressed his delight at the reap-
pearance of those fl ags at the closing 
ceremony and parade to a nearby city 
park on the riverfront. “The parade was 
eight blocks long,” says Small. “With all 
those fl ags, carried by nationals from all 
those countries, it was like watching the 
world walking down the street. It was an 
inspiration to nurture our deepest hope.” 

Kathleen Tosco, a Rotarian since 
1991,  and who described the summit as 
one of the most moving Rotarian experi-
ences of her life, adds: “We cannot have 
peace where people go to bed hungry, 
where people are persecuted for their 
beliefs, where people are disenfranchised, 
where people are treated as cattle due to 
their gender.”

Windsor-Roseland Rotarians have 
been leaders in the quest to gain offi -
cial Rotary “Peace City” status for their 
community. Windsor is one of a growing 
number of such cities around the world, 

dedicating their city to that end on Feb. 
21, 2001. 

Two years later, on Oct. 9, 2003, a 
monument to peace, located in Charles 
Clark Square, was commemorated, with 
no age, race or gender apparent in the 
sculpture in order to respect everyone 
and using materials to trace the evolution 
of civilization from the stone age to the 
bronze age to the modern age.

Windsor has continued to rally 
behind its Peace City designation, and the 
monument has become a gathering place 
for related activities involving schools and 
the general population. On Feb. 23, 2004, 
to commemorate Rotary International’s 
World Peace and Understanding Day, the 
monument’s base acquired another plaque 
that defi nes that day as: “A time to refl ect 
on the importance of promoting peace, 
goodwill and understanding in our com-
munity and our world.”

A time capsule will be opened 100 
years from the day the monument was 
dedicated. 

This monument was constructed in Windsor 
to commemorate its designation as a Rotary 
Peace City, one of several throughout the 
world. 
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Peace

HE COST OF interpersonal 
violence in the U.S. is $300 bil-
lion a year,” states a 2004 report 

from the World Health Organization. 
A document published by the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention in 
2003 concludes: “The health-related 
costs of rape, physical assault, stalking 
and homicide committed by intimate 
partners exceed $5.8 billion each year.” 
And police offi cers agree that the most 
dangerous emergency calls are family 
disputes.

Aware of the tragedy within 
these statistics, a growing group of 
grassroots citizens is asking U.S. 
legislators to create a Cabinet-level De-
partment of Peace and Nonviolence to 
proactively seek nonviolent resolution 
to confl ict internationally and within 
communities. 

Congressman Dennis Kucinich 
(D-OH) is the author of the current 
legislation, which he wrote prior to the 
attack on the World Trade Center. Since 
early 2001, tens of thousands of citizen 

lobbyists have organized in more than 
half of the nation’s Congressional 
districts, including here in Michigan’s 
6th. The campaign has two full-time 
lobbyists on Capitol Hill, and 70 legis-
lators have agreed to be co-sponsors. 

The movement for high-level 
governmental peace departments is 
also active in 30 other countries as 
people seek a world of peace through 
dialogue, discussion and détente.

Web sites: www.thepeacealliance.
org and www.dopmichigan6th.org 

“
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Jim Gilmore Enterprises
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ILENCE DRESSED IN somber 
black is the image presented by 
Women in Black, a worldwide 

network of women committed to peace 
with justice and actively opposed to 
injustice, war, militarism and violence. 

Women in Black originated in Is-
rael in 1988 when Israeli Jewish women 
stood in silent vigils in public places 
to tacitly protest Israel’s occupation of 
Palestine as well as the intifada by Pal-
estinian Arabs. Soon joined by Palestin-
ian Israeli women, they carried placards 
that read “End the Occupation.”

“The women were saying, ‘We 
refuse to be enemies,’” says Shadia Ka-
naan, a Palestinian Arab, American citi-
zen and Muslim. Credited as co-founder 
of the Kalamazoo/Portage group, Shadia 
humbly states, “But others spontaneous-
ly agreed that we should stand as one to 
protest the war.”

That decision led to 11 local women 
appearing in a vigil at the Federal Build-

ing on West Michigan Avenue on March 
20, 2003, the day the war in Iraq began. 
“Then, on the second day of the war, 
18 of us were announced as Women in 
Black in a large peace rally in Bronson 
Park,” recalls Shadia. “It took off from 
there, and we’ve held vigils at least once 
a week since at various places.”

Lois Dickason, an American citizen 
born to missionary parents in Kuwait 
and educated in India and the U.S., 
said she and others joined on impulse. 
“Women, in particular, have borne the 
burden of grief and suffering in war,” 
Lois says. “The silence and the visual 
image of our signs—Mourning Victims 
of War & Occupation—give a certain 
power to our message.” 

Raelyn Joyce, a Filipino who be-
came an American citizen and taught 
at Kalamazoo Valley Community 
College for 30 years, recalls the power 
of Women in Black’s presence in the 
Kalamazoo Sunrise Rotary-sponsored 
Memorial Day parade in 2004. “I had 
never walked in a parade,” Raelyn 
recalls. “I was surrounded by friends, 
including my daughter who was push-
ing her infant daughter in a stroller, 
and there was comfort in that. Then we 
started down Michigan Avenue, and the 
crowd noticed us. I sensed a connec-
tion as their eyes widened and mouths 
opened in surprise.”

In one memorable moment, Raelyn 
saw two young girls of about 8 or 10 
begin to clap until their mother shushed 
them. “She said, ‘Shh, they are against 
war,’ loud enough for me to hear. And 
there were others, including men, who 
shouted, ‘We’re with you. Thank you, 
women. Thank you, ladies.’ We got a lot 

of thank-yous.” 
Sarah Husain, a 24-year-old Ameri-

can Pakistani and graduate of Western 
Michigan University, is one young 
Woman in Black. “Standing with other 
women in a uniform setting in similar 
clothes unifies us as we mourn all vic-
tims of war and violence,” Sarah says. 
“Our form of protest of all oppression is 
a humanitarian statement.”

Sarah’s mother, Gulnar, also an 
American Pakistani, agrees. “Women 
in Black supports families of victims of 
violence,” she says. “As a Muslim, I don’t 
accept violence.” Acknowledging that 
women are too often treated as second-
class citizens in too many parts of the 
world, including the Middle East and 
the U.S., Gulnar adds, “Violence toward 
women is against humanitarian and 
religious beliefs.” 

Sandy Adams, an American of Ger-
man descent who is also credited with 
bringing Women in Black to this com-
munity, appreciates the independent 
spirit and courage found within the 
group. She recalls threats and obscene 
gestures by some motorists, one man 
in particular, in response to their early 
public appearances. “It was scary,” says 
Sandy, “so we talked about if we should 
be out here protesting. But we jointly 
decided, ‘Yes, we’ve got to do this; we 
can’t let a few people scare us.’”

A uniform message from all 
Women in Black is that any woman may 
join. They say, “At any time, any woman 
who wants to stand with us can simply 
show up on a Sunday at noon at the 
Federal Building on Michigan Avenue in 
Kalamazoo. Wear black, and you are a 
Woman in Black.” 

While the local Women in Black group arose 
spontaneously, the generally recognized  
co-founders are Sandy Adams (left) and 
Shadia Kanaan.

Women in Black participated in Kalamazoo’s 
Memorial Day parade last spring.

Ph
ot

o:
 R

ob
er

t W
ei

r 

Ph
ot

o:
 R

ob
er

t W
ei

r 

25



HOW DOES A book lover make green 
choices, especially during the Christmas 
season?

If books are on your gift list, it’s 
probably crossed your mind that even a 
high-minded life-changing book uses re-
sources, most notably those that many of 
us dearly love — trees. To make responsi-

ble choices about 
how we use and 
treat books, we 
might consider 
how many trees 
it takes to make 
a book. Accord-
ing to some esti-
mates, a 50-foot 
high tree with 
the diameter of a 
utility pole will 
yield about 200 
books. Do you 
have a mature 

tree in your personal library? I do.
But we’re not going to live without 

using some resources, right? To eat, sleep, 
and read — these are essentials. To be 
environmentally conscious, we need to 
consider the best use of those resources, 

and then release any leftover eco-guilt. 
And one way to do this is to buy locally 
(less gas and packaging) and buy used.

When Gloria Tiller opened her used 
bookstore, Kazoo Books, at 407 N. Clar-
endon 20 years ago, her motto was “Re-
cycle: Read a Used Book.” Back then she 
mainly handled romance novels, which 
as new books have a short shelf life before 
they are returned to the publisher for 
remaindering. In the old days, this meant 
cover torn off and tossing in the dump-
ster. Nowadays, Kazoo Books has added a 
new store at 2413 Parkview, adding books 
to its growing collection of used books, 
and a new motto: “Excite Your Mind.” But 
Gloria still makes conscientious choices 
when it comes to books.

“Selling used books is recycling,” 
she said recently. “It’s reusing a product. 
Publishers and authors don’t necessarily 
like it, but used books have been around 
since Shakespeare was a pup. There 
were literally used-book stands on the 
Thames River in London during Shake-
speare’s time.”  

Kazoo Books, like charities includ-
ing the Friends of the Kalamazoo Public 
Library Bookstore, cannot utilize used 

books, however, unless they’re in good 
condition. So one way to be green is to 
take good care of your books. “We aren’t 
careful as a society. We don’t take care of 
things because we have so much. We just 
go ahead and buy something else,” said 
Gloria, who often has to lug unwanted 
old encyclopedias and ill-treated books 
to the dumpster that someone has left at 
her door. Currently, books, because of the 
glue and their bindings, cannot be put in 
your curbside recycling bin. So just be-
cause you “give” your books away, doesn’t 
mean they don’t end up in the garbage.

To best take care of the books you 
have (so you can trade them in when 
you’re fi nished and buy new-to-you 
books), Gloria makes the following sug-
gestions:

its spine.

note instead.
And she points out that just because 

a book is “used” does not mean it looks 
used; hence, it can be a great choice for a 
Christmas gift.

Green With Books
By Theresa Coty O’Neil

Gloria Tiller, Owner
Kazoo Books
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’TWAS THE NIGHT BEFORE “any day” and 
all through the house, not a creature was 
stirring — except for the ones under all 
the “stuff.” OK, OK, this may be extreme 
or way over-dramatized for many people; 
however, it can and does happen, specifi-
cally if someone has allowed the “stuff” 
to take control, and the individual 
moves out of the way. This is an addic-
tion. It’s very alarming, but not really an 
“ah hah” moment to go into someone’s 
home and see that there is only a little 
bit of space in which to walk around.

So, with hands on the hips, we 
decide to start scaling down, and one 
of the reasons for this is because we 
absolutely know that before too long it 
just has to be done — and we need to be 
the one to start the process — and finish 
it  — for ourselves.

Oh, you thought the children would 
enjoy getting rid of tons of stuff that you 
never used or decided that you “may 
need someday”? Let’s be real here; when 
all is said and done, they have lives of 
their own, and they’ve most likely ac-
cumulated their own things. While they 
may like a few family heirlooms from 
your stash, truly, they have their own 

“stuff” to deal with. This is the “real life” 
of today’s family, not a hoax, my friends. 
No one really wants to sort through an-
other’s things. It can be a daunting task.

We shop and collect, many times 
never using the items we’ve obtained. 
They end up in our basement, attic 
or garage (or in a corner on top of the 
already existing heap). Think before you 
buy: Do I really need it, and am I specifi-
cally going to place this item, or use it as 
something meaningful?

Instead of spending, put the money 
away for a rainy day, or even into retire-
ment investments. Make today a time 
for change by downsizing and living free 
from the “chains that bind us.” It could 
be wonderful fun!

Turn it into a family affair, if you 
can, tackling small tasks every weekend 
for an hour or two, and discard those 
things that have not been used in the 
last three years, or that do not work, are 
broken, are not the right décor for the 
house anymore, are too big for your body 
or too small. If you had time to purchase 
it, you have the time to donate it, toss it, 
or sell it off.

There is therapy for those who are 

obsessive with this behavior, and help 
for those who are just cluttered and 
really ready to move forward and get 
organized. Here’s the deal: Decide and 
act. Plan the days out today, make space 
to express yourself, and be the “new” 
you. Learn to travel lightly, and not 
just when traveling around the country 
or world, but 
within your 
home space.

Get rid 
of the “stuff” 
because it does 
not define us; 
it weighs us 
down, and un-
less we are re-
ally utilizing the 
items, we really 
don’t need them. 
They are better 
off as another 
person’s trea-
sures — while 
your being 
“organized” is 
priceless! 

www.seniormoveassistance.com

Declutter for Peace of Mind
By Robin Hall

Robin Hall, Owner
Senior Move Assistance and 
Member, National Association
of Senior Move Managers
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Performing Arts
Plays

Familiar Faces and Peculiar Places — 
The Late Night Series presents four short 
plays, all of which relate to pop culture, but 
the similarities end there. Dec. 5, 6, 12, 13, 
11 p.m. Whole Art Theatre,
246 N. Kalamazoo Mall. 345-7529.

Musicals & Opera

“A Christmas Carol” — The New Vic’s 
29th annual production of Ted Kistler’s 
critically acclaimed adaptation of Charles 
Dickens’ immortal story. Through Dec. 28, 
8:30 p.m. New Vic Theatre, 134 E. Vine St. 
381-3328.
“Three Penny Opera” — Whole Art The-
atre presents this musical commentary on 
bourgeois capitalism and morality, which 
tells the bitter tale of Mack the Knife in 
Victorian London. Dec. 5, 6, 12, 13, 19, 
20, 8 p.m. Epic Theatre, 359 S. Kalamazoo 
Mall. 345-7529.

“Willy Wonka” — A 
brand new musical stage 
adaptation of the magical 
story that has captivated 
children of all ages for 
over 30 years. Dec. 5, 6, 
12, 13, 8 p.m.; Nov. 23, 
30, Dec. 7, 2 p.m.; Dec. 4, 
7:30 p.m. Civic Audi-
torium, 329 S. Park St. 
343-1313.
“A Grand Night for 
Singing” — A musical 
revue featuring the most 

beloved songs from Rodgers and Ham-
merstein shows like “Oklahoma,” “South 
Pacific” and “The Sound of Music.” Dec. 5, 
6, 11, 12, 13, 18, 19, 20, 8 p.m.; Dec. 14, 2 
p.m. Farmers Alley Theatre, 221 Farmers 
Alley. 343-2727.
“Ain’t Misbehavin’” — American Idol 
alumni Ruben Studdard and Frenchie 
Davis star in this revival of the rollicking 
revue. Dec. 6, 3 & 8 p.m. Miller Audito-
rium, WMU. 387-2300.

“Winter Magic” — Early Music Michigan 
presents a theatrical celebration of the 
season featuring the Early Music Michigan  
Voices, Irish band Fonn Mor and Irish 
step dancers. Dec. 12 & 13, 7:30 p.m., St. 
Lukes Episcopal Church, 247 W. Lovell St. 
387-2300.
Hairspray—John Waters’ classic tale of 
1960s Baltimore and teen celebrity, Tracy 
Turnblad, goes from silver screen to rol-
licking, Tony award-winning, stage musi-
cal. Jan. 7, 7:30 p.m. Miller Auditorium, 
WMU. 387-2300.

Dance

WMU Department of Dance — Western 
Dance Project presents works from the 
touring repertory and a preview of “Great 
Works” dances in the Winter Gala Dance 
Concert. Dec 5, 5:30–6:30 p.m. during Art 
Hop, Epic Center, 359 S. Kalamazoo Mall.

Symphony

The World of … Rachmaninoff — Maestro 
Raymond Harvey is your guide to the life 
and times of this composer of lush romantic 
melodies. Dec. 7, 3 p.m. Light Fine Arts 
Center, Kalamazoo College. 349-7759.

Chamber, Jazz, Orchestra, 
Band & Instrumental

Western Jazz Quartet — Vicksburg Com-
munity Schools presents the Western Jazz 
Quartet with special guest, trumpeter Scott 
Cowan. Dec. 6, 8 p.m. Vicksburg Per-
forming Arts Center, 500 E. Highway St., 
Vicksburg. 321-1193. 
The Gilmore’s Rising Stars Recital Series 
— American Stephen Beus is recognized as 
one of the most promising pianists of his 
generation. Dec. 7, 7 p.m. Wellspring The-
ater, 359 S. Kalamazoo Mall. 342-1166.
Annual Holiday Concert — The always-
popular WMU Brass for the Holidays cel-
ebration. Dec. 7, 3 p.m. Miller Auditorium, 
WMU. 387-4667.

Vocal

“Late Night Broadway” — A classy caba-
ret evening of New York show tunes with a 
special Broadway guest star and graduating 
seniors from the Musical Theatre Perfor-
mance program. Dec. 4–6, 9 p.m. Williams 
Theatre, WMU. 387-6222.
A Choral Christmas — WMU’s University 
Chorale, Cantus Femina and Collegiate 
Singers present a holiday concert. Dec. 6, 4 
& 7:30 p.m. First Presbyterian Church, 321 
W. South St. 387-2300.
Jim Brickman Holiday Tour — A warm 
and intimate holiday concert that will reso-
nate with the true spirit of Christmas. Dec. 
11, 7:30 p.m. Miller Auditorium, WMU. 
387-2300.
BachFest Christmas — The Bach Festival 
Chorus presents liturgical and secular 
holiday music from around the globe.
Dec. 14, 4 p.m. Stetson Chapel, Kalamazoo
College. 337-7407.

Visual Arts
WMU Richmond Center for 
Visual Arts (RCVA)
387-2455

Frostic Video and Sound Art Series — 
A video by Michael Sherwin is featured. 
Shifting from light to dark, frantic to 
meditative, the film follows an anonymous 
figure whose presence serves as a conduit 
for one’s inner quest. Through Dec. 20.
Annual Gwen Frostic School of Art 
Faculty Exhibition — This exhibition will 
showcase the newest works produced from 
recent research and studio time. Through 
Dec. 20.

Kalamazoo Institute of Arts
349-7775

Picturing Health: Norman Rockwell and 
the Art of Illustration — An exhibition 
of Rockwell’s illustrations for medical ad-
vertisements as well as art about health by 
other top illustrators. Through Dec. 14.

One kind word 
can warm 

three winter 
months.

Japanese 
proverb
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Spared from the Storm: Masterworks 
from the New Orleans Museum of Art — 
See 89 treasures of art from American and 
European masters. Through Feb. 8.
35th Annual KIA Holiday Sale — Thou-
sands of pieces of original art by hundreds 
of local artists. Dec. 5, 6–9 p.m., Dec. 6,
9 a.m.–3 p.m.

Miscellaneous

Holiday Art Show — Shop for holiday 
artwork by Park Trades Art Association 
member artists. December 5–30. Saniwax 
Gallery, 326 W. Kalamazoo Ave.
Art Hop — View the works of local artists 
in a casual, fun atmosphere. Local venues/
galleries in downtown Kalamazoo. Dec.5, 5 
p.m. 342-5059.

Literary Events
Kalamazoo Public Library
553-7809

Holiday Hop — Dozens of Michigan 
authors will sell and autograph their work. 
Ken Morgan Jazz Unit will perform. Dec. 5, 
6–8:30 p.m., Central Library. 315 S. Rose.
Reading and Writing Methods — Karika 
Phillips will discuss her reading, research, 
and writing of “Strong Women Strutting 
Men: A Black Woman’s Civil Rights Move-
ment.” Workshop follows. Dec. 10, 6 p.m., 
Powell Branch. 1000 W. Patterson St.

Portage District Library
329-4544

The Art of Books — An exhibit that looks 
at “book” as an art form, an artists’ col-
laboration that includes traditional book 
binding, new technology and actual books 
altered with artwork. Dec. 10–February 10.
Teen Night: Frosting Metropolis —  Make 
a sweet structure of candy, frosting and 
cardboard. Play PS2 and enjoy other fun 
activities. Dec. 18, 7–8:30 p.m.
Boredom Buster — Play PS2 on the big 
screen, watch movies, and make cool stuff. 
3rd–5th grade. Dec. 31, 1–3 p.m.

Museums
Kalamazoo Valley Museum
373-7990

Great Lakes Native Quilting — Examin-
ing the contemporary use and meaning 
of native American quilts, showcasing 16 
quilts and the artists. Through Jan. 25.
Kid Stuff:  Great Toys From Our Child-
hood — Encounters with classic toys of 
the last half century, with hundreds of 
illustrations, period advertisements, and 
vintage commercials. Through Jan. 4.
Toylishous: Holiday Hands-On Happen-
ings — Explore our traveling exhibit, Kids 
Stuff: Great Toys from Our Childhood.
Create a variety of toys and games. Optical 
Illusions: Make tops, 3D glasses and more. 
Dec. 29. Games and Codes: Solve codes 
and make games. Dec. 30. Kites and Mo-
tion: Assemble paper-bag kites and dragon 
kites and learn about things that fly. Dec. 
31. Teddy Bears and More: Construct dolls, 
puppets, and other cuddly friends. Jan. 1. 
Trucks, Cars and Traffic: Build cars, put 
together trucks and make a traffic bingo 
game. Jan. 2 All programs run 1–4 p.m.

Air Zoo
382-6555

Holiday Science Fest — Come explore 
and experiment with a dozen different sci-
ence principles through hands-on activities 
for the whole family. Dec. 29 & 30, with a 
special presentation at 12, 2 & 4 p.m. on 
both days.

Nature
Kalamazoo Nature Center
381-1574

Connecting Women & Nature:  Tea and 
Fiber Arts — Dample tea and goodies sup-
plied by Tudor House Tea while learning 
about the tradition of taking time for tea. 
Then we’ll learn beginning knitting and 
spinning techniques with Ellen Colston of

(Continued on page 52)

The Christmas song “Silent Night” might 
never have been written if not for a bro-
ken organ. In the village of Oberndorf, 
Austria, in December 1818, a troupe of ac-
tors came to perform in the local church. 
But the organ there was broken, so they 
performed at a private home. Walking 
back to the church, assistant pastor Josef 
Mohr gazed down on the village and 
remembered a poem he had written about 
the nativity. He thought it might make 
a nice carol for his choir. The organist, 
Franz Gruber, composed a melody on 
his guitar because the organ was broken. 
Weeks later when a craftsman came to re-
pair the organ, he was impressed with the 

song and took it to a well-known singing 
group. Its popularity soared—and a clas-
sic was born. But the song would not exist 
if not for the broken organ that forced the 
pastor to walk home and remember the 
simple poem he had written.

STEPPING BACK
WITH THE ARTS

Please send notification of activities to: 
Encore “Events of Note”

350 South Burdick St., Suite 316
Kalamazoo, MI 49007

E-mail: events@encorekalamazoo.com
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Samuel Bickley Jr., an itinerant 
phrenologist who had journeyed 
from New York to read the heads 

of Flint citizens in 1881, pursed his 
lips as he scanned the number on the 
measuring tape next to his thumbnail. 
At a full 23 ¾ inches in circumference, 
Mary Johnson’s head was enormous—it 
rated a full “7,” the highest ranking in 
the phrenological scale. Hers was among 
the largest woman’s head he’d ever had 
the honor to do.

A practitioner of the flim-flam belief 
that analysis of the size and shape of 
the head and facial features as well as a 
series of bumps on the skull identifying 
character traits could reveal the person-
ality and potential for success of a sub-
ject, Bickley knew that a big head meant 
a correspondingly large brain. “That 
size is a measure of power, is a universal 
law” was fully elucidated in the “New Il-
lustrated Self-Instructor in Phrenology,” 
a 176-page manual replete with more 
than 100 depictions of representative 
heads, good ones and bad, which Bickley 
hawked to his audiences.

Chapter Nine of the volume laid out 
the proof:

“All really great men have great 
heads—merely smart ones, not always. 
The brains of Curvier (naturalist), Byron 
(poet) and Spurzheim (pioneer phre-
nologist) were among the heaviest ever 
weighed. True, Byron’s hat was small, 
doubtless because his brain was coni-
cal and most developed in the base; but 
its great weight establishes its great size. 
So does that of (Napoleon) Bonaparte. 
Besides, he wore a very large hat—one 
that passed clear over the head of Col. 
Lehmenouski, one of his body guards, 
whose head measured 23 ½ inches. 
Webster’s head was massive, measuring 
over 24 inches, and Clay’s 23 ½; and this 
is about Van Buren’s size … Hamilton’s 
hat passed over the head of a man whose 
head measured 23 ½. Burke’s (British 
statesman) head was immense, so was 
Jefferson’s, while Franklin’s hat passed 
over the ears of a 24-inch head. The heads 
of Washington, Adams, and a thousand 
other celebrities, were also very large.”

What motivated those distinguished 
personages to try on each other’s hats, 
and who took the liberty of weighing 
their brains, hopefully post-mortem, 
remains an enigma. Be that as it may, the 
story returns to the Flint of 1881.

Bickley’s expert hands made their 
way across Mary Johnson’s scalp, paus-
ing only to quickly rate on a chart the 
37 discrete “organs” early phrenologists 
had mapped out on the human skull. He 
graded her a “6” for conjugality (mar-
riage), friendship, cautiousness, benevo-
lence and constructiveness. She slipped 

down to “5s” in combativeness, acquisi-
tiveness, secretiveness and spirituality. 
She zoomed up to a “7” in parental love, 
as any good mother should, but only 
managed “4s” in language and continu-
ity. Bickley paused as he rubbed the 
organ of amativeness at the base of her 
skull, and then jotted down a healthy “6” 
for what we would now term sexuality.

Finished with Mary, Bickley tackled 
her husband, W.J.C. Johnson, an English 
immigrant who operated a tailor shop on 
Kearsley Street. The phrenologist invol-
untarily shook his head as he read the 
tape. The tailor’s noggin measured a full 
½-inch smaller than his wife’s, whereas 
the average woman’s head ran about an 
inch smaller than a man’s. Moving on to 
the cranial manipulation, Bickley rated 
most of the organs “5” or “6”; amative-
ness got a full “6.” But “time” and  

 Universal law dictated that 

a large head meant a large 

brain, and a large brain was 

a measure of power, or so 

phrenologists wanted the 

public to believe.

Big Heads &  
Bump Bunkum
By Larry Massie

The chronological “organs” are fully mapped 
out in this phrenology diagram.
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A law firm focusing on estate 
planning, estate settlement, and 
the transfer of wealth.

211 East Water Street, Suite 401 
Kalamazoo, MI 49007

unfortunately “agreeableness” yielded 
only “4s.” Despite Bickley’s some-
what negative ratings of the Johnsons’ 
matrimonial compatibility, based on a 
flyleaf annotation on the couple’s long-
cherished copy of the “Self Instructor in 
Phrenology,” happily, the marriage of the 
grumpy tailor and big-headed woman 
survived.

Nineteenth Century Americans 
moved in a yeasty ferment of 
avant-garde movements geared 

toward ameliorating society’s many 
woes. Temperance reformers, aboli-
tionists, spiritualists, Mormon elders, 
Seventh-day Adventist vegetarians, 
Bloomers and Graham-cracker zealots 
thundered from the nation’s rostrums. 
The apostle of yet another panacea, 
phrenology, crossed the Atlantic from 
Germany in June of 1832. Dr. Johann 
Gaspar Spurzheim, a disciple of the 
Viennese physician, Franz Joseph Gall, 
who had originated phrenology when 
he noticed his classmates with “good 
memories had large foreheads,” delivered 
a series of popular lectures on the sci-
ence in Boston.

Despite Spurzheim’s sad demise two 
short months after his arrival in America 

(his brain was pickled and 
placed on exhibit at Har-
vard Medical School), his 
learned lectures inspired 
an epidemic acceptance of 
the novel theory. British 
tourist Harriet Martineau 
observed that “when 
Spurzheim was in America, 
the great mass of society 
became phrenologists in a 
day, wherever he appeared 
… all caps and wigs … 
(were) pulled off, and all 
fair tresses disheveled, in 
search after organization.”

By the 1850s, the 
New York publishing firm 
founded by Samuel Wells 
and brothers Lorenzo and 
Orson Fowler (best known 
for his sex manuals and 
invention of the octagon 
house style) had emerged 
as the nation’s leading 
proponent of phrenology. 
Fowler and Wells broad-
cast millions of copies of 
books on the subject as 
well as plaster of Paris 
heads with the 37 zones 

This chart of the heads of Mr. and Mrs. J.C. Johnson was 
compiled by reknowned phrenologist Samuel Bickley, Jr.
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As the year draws 
to a close, Keystone

bankers wish you happiness 
and success in 2009!

269.553.9100

We’re all about you.

Kalamazoo/Portage
3200 W. Centre Ave, Suite 201

Portage, MI 49024
269.329.2900 / 800.273.3990

Battle Creek
3600 Capital Ave. SW, Suite 205

Battle Creek, MI 49015
269.979.0900 / 800.321.1165

Body Contouring          

Laser Skin Tightening         

Botox & Fillers         

Facial Rejuvenation         

Breast Enhancement  

Unwrap 
                                    a more beautiful you

Gift Certificates Available! 
Give the gift of beauty to 

someone you love. 
She’ll wear it everyday!

THURSDAYS: Jan. 8, 15, 22, & 29 & FRIDAYS: Jan. 9, 16, 23, & 30

1 area of Botox + 1 area of Juvederm + 1 microdermabrasion
THE NEW YEAR, NEW YOU LIQUID FACELIFT - ONLY $395!

Appointment must be booked & prepaid by December 31st

Massie

clearly delineated. Affi liated with the 
fi rm was Nelson Sizer, a celebrated phre-
nologist credited with reading more than 
300,000 heads over his 40-year career.

Into Sizer’s New York offi ce on May 
18, 1874, strode a “quiet gentleman in 
plain, citizen’s dress,” requesting a full 
phrenological reading. Sizer measured his 
head at 23 inches and told him he needed 
to gain about 15 pounds to put his body 
in alliance with his head size. After feel-
ing up his bumps, he dictated his analysis 
that basically branded him as impetuous, 
headstrong and with a tendency to overdo 
any task at hand. “If you were an army of-
fi cer and in active service, you would get 
as much work out of a horse as General 
Custer or Phil Sheridan would, that is to 
say, as much as the horse could render,” 
Sizer admonished.

At the end of the session, to Sizer’s 
surprise, the stranger revealed himself 
to be, in fact, George Armstrong Custer, 
having shorn his famous fl owing locks to 
attend close friend Gen. Philip Sheridan’s 
wedding in Chicago. Thirteen months 
later, on June 25, 1876, Custer’s impetu-
osity, arrogance and furious energy cost 
the lives of both him and his command 
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Make the Wiser Move.

Your initial consultation is free. Call today.

6100 Stadium Dr.  Kalamazoo, MI  49009  
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Media Architects – Web Applications
DVD Transfers – Presentation & Design

Video Shooting & Editing 
9am-5pm Monday thru Friday 

www.absolutevideo.com
269.343.1000

addbrilliancetoyournextproject

at the Little Big Horn. Sizer considered 
that deplorable outcome as ample vindi-
cation of the accuracy of his headwork 
on the cavalryman whose heroic bronze 
statue stands in his boyhood home of 
Monroe, Mich.

In 1865, another Michigander, and 
one who would make his mark in 
the bump bunco circuit, Thomas 

Sheldon Andrews, had his head read by 
the master phrenologist, Orson S. Fowl-
er, himself. Born in 1829 near Detroit, 
Andrews had led a colorful life as a cabin 
boy on Great Lakes steamships, hotel 
manager in the Keweenaw Peninsula, 
and pioneer farmer in Kansas during the 
turbulent “Bleeding Kansas” era of the 
1850s. Following Fowler’s head session 
he decided to pursue that potentially 
lucrative endeavor himself.

After several bumpy marriages to 
women whose cranial development did 
not measure up to his own, he found 
his true love in a corpulent lady named 
Annie. Soon “Dr.” and Mrs. Dr. Andrews 
displayed their physiognomic (another 
name for phrenology) skills before  

A quack phrenologist duped Grand Rapidians 
for two weeks in the 1850s at the Eagle Hotel.
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Heilman’s
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kind of nutty, but in a good way!
1804 South Westnedge Ave  269-383-1188  www.nuts2you.com
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haudiences across Michigan and the 
Midwest. During the 1860s–1880s, 
the pair specialized in predicting the 
compatibility of prospective marriage 
partners based on the couple’s head sizes 
and, of course, matching bumps.

Charles E. Weller, the son of a Swe-
denborgian minister, grew up in Grand 
Rapids in the 1850s. In his autobiogra-
phy he documented the visit to that fron-
tier town on the Grand River by another 
unnamed phrenologist. The “professor’s” 
arrival was heralded for weeks in ad-
vance by a series of large posters depict-
ing a head mapped out with the phre-
nological zones. Upon alighting from 
the stagecoach that carried him from 
Kalamazoo, the closest railroad depot, 
the “head master” proceeded to deliver 
two weeks of free evening lectures to 
culture-starved Grand Rapidians.

Having whetted their interest in the 
marvelous science, he offered personal 
readings in his hotel room during the 
day. Parents of promising boys, in par-
ticular, fl ocked to the professor’s room. 
Whatever their head size, he gratifi ed all 
expectations with “bright prospects for 
a future career, which may even lead to 
the presidency of the United States.” At 
two dollars a head and averaging 25–30 
readings a day, the phrenologist netted 
during his two weeks more than the 
average yearly wage of local laborers.

But the professor’s spiel did not gull 
all the “local yokels.” To quiet the grow-
ing criticisms of these “doubting Thom-
ases,” the phrenologist proposed that he 
be tested by a blindfold reading of the 
head of someone selected by a committee 
of citizens. After properly “hoodwink-
ing” the professor, the committee led his 
subject to the stage—a mental defective 
known around town as “Crazy Mary.”

The professor ran his highly sensi-
tive hands over the woman’s head and 
soon pronounced her “a lady of most 
remarkably strong character and pos-
sessing unusual talents in music, art and 
literature, as a leader in society.” When 
relieved of his blindfold and made aware 
of the true nature of Mary, he simply re-

Massie
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sponded that “she would have possessed 
precisely the qualities stated, had she not 
unfortunately lost her mind.”

The professor, himself, lost little 
time in departing Grand Rapids early the 
next morning. Young Weller noticed that 
those who had paid to have their charts 
compiled by the quack “did not seem to 
set so high a value on them as they did at 
the outset.”

Despite periodic unmasking of 
phrenological charlatans, the discipline 
retained a bevy of stalwart advocates 
throughout the 19th century, many of 
them seemingly intelligent men and 
women. None other than Woodbridge N. 
Ferris, founder of the Big Rapids univer-
sity that bears his name and who served 
as governor of Michigan from 1913–1917, 
credited a good deal of his success to a 
firm belief in phrenology. “Through the 
reading of Fowler, I was ushered into a 
new world,” he wrote in 1921.

By the time of Ferris’s testimonial, 
phrenology had pretty much run its 
course, succeeded by various fads, follies 
and frauds of the 20th century, ranging 
from Freudian psychology, handwriting 
analysis and scientology to implanted 
goat gonads, alcohol-laden Hadacol and 
Wall Street. Yet remnants remain in the 
21st century. What is criminal profiling 
if not a glorified version of phrenology? 
So next time you are waiting in line at 
the airport—heads up! 

General George Armstrong Custer had his 
head read in 1875.
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Once upon a time long ago in the eighth 
grade, I wrote a poem that was as simplis-
tic as my hopes and dreams for the future. 
At that moment, sitting at my cramped 
desk, staring out the window, never did I 
think someday I would be inspired to pur-
sue poetry with an indescribable passion. 
That day arrived when I attended an open-
mic poetry slam at a local arts lounge. For 
the first time I had a front-row seat to wit-
ness a live poetry slam. The featured slam 
team had two members who mesmerized 
me and captured my attention throughout 
the rest of the evening. Their styles and per-
sonas were obviously opposite but uniquely 
complemented each other. These two young 
men that tag-teamed by presenting several 
poems together that night later formed 
a powerful and outspoken poetry duet, 
known as “Kinetic Affect.”

ABRIEL GIRON comes across 
as the easy, laid-back side of 
Kinetic Affect. He reveals to me 

that he was a smart but wayward student 
at Gull Lake High School — with a secret 

identity. “I had a 2.8 grade-point average, 
and I had no ambition in life. I chose to 
run with the wrong crowd. Even though 
I was a bully, on a low key I was also a 
poet,” he said. “No one really knew about 
me writing poetry until I got a chance 
to read at my graduation. People were 
shocked!”

Gabriel revealed this to me with an 
expression of surprise — like it was even 
hard for him to believe.

After graduating, Gabriel attempted 
to support himself and gain a sense of 
responsibility by enlisting in the Army. 
“I needed to get away from the environ-
ment that I had created and went into 
the Army to straighten up my life,” he 
said.

Seven months into his enlistment 
in the service is when tragedy changed 
the course of his life. “I was diagnosed 
with testicular cancer. The walls I had 
built around me began to crumble. I had 
to start over with what I knew from that 
point on,” Gabriel reflected somberly. 
He remembers what the medical experts 

told him: If he had waited another month 
for treatment, there would have been 
nothing more that anyone could do.

Gabriel talks about his first poem 
in front of an open microphone as if he 
is reminiscing about an old friend. “My 
first piece about my cancer really helped 
me with recovery,” he said. Gabriel ex-
plained how being a cancer survivor and 
having an opportunity to express this 
through poetry opened his eyes. “That 
whole experience made me take a hard 
look at what was really important in 
life,” Gabriel remembered with a grateful 
voice. 

The energetic counterpart to Kinetic 
Affect could relate to Gabriel’s experi-
ence. Kirk Latimer explained to me his 
story of being an unruly adolescent. 
Growing up, Kirk was taught to be 
respectful and loyal, yet masculine and 
dominant. Sensitivity and expressing 
feelings were frowned upon.

Kirk channeled his aggression 
through martial arts, boxing and week-
end fights for money. For a young Kirk, 

A KINETIC AFFECT By Beniam Johnson

Gabriel Giron enthusiastically performs for a Kalamazoo audience. Kirk Latimer has a knack for interspersing humor into his messages about life’s journey.

Photo: Anthony Steinberg Photo: Anthony Steinberg
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violence was second nature and a means 
of survival. “At a young age I learned to 
be cold and indifferent. I had a lot of self-
hatred issues,” Kirk said.

Like Gabriel, Kirk also ran with the 
wrong crowd and looked for destructive 
ways to prove his self worth. But soon 
there would be experiences that changed 
his perception on reality as well. “One 
time I assaulted a man in public for 
hitting his son. It was the first time I 
got into trouble with the law for violent 
behavior,” he explained.

Kirk recalled with a remorseful, 
knowing look that at that point in his life 
he recognized how his vehement ways 
affected people. 

“Even though that little boy was be-
ing hurt by his dad, he screamed at me: 
‘Leave my dad alone!’ I realized I wasn’t 
helping. Rather, I was making the situa-
tion worse,” he reflected.

Kirk’s jarring experience that led 

him to poetry came when he lost five 
friends to suicide within three months. 
Fortunately, by the time this dark period 
in his life had transpired, his senior 
English teacher had taken notice of his 
writing skills and encouraged him to 
write and read poetry. “My teacher liked 
my writing and told me I had something 
important to say,” he recalled. Kirk be-
lieves that his friends’ deaths prompted 
his decision to help other children excel 
in education who might have to face 
similar trauma. He wanted to do this by 
teaching English at the high-school level, 
a goal he has realized by teaching in the 
Portage Public Schools.

It was in the fall of 2006 when Kirk 
and Gabriel faced audiences together 
in a slam-team competition. Instead 

of teaming together, it might have been 
more natural for them to dislike each 
other — the result of a possible greater 

desire to feed their egos by competing 
individually. Instead, they shared their 
first-place win.

Gabriel had already gained prior 
experience in slamming, but Kirk was 
a wild-card pick who, according to 
Gabriel, barely squeaked onto the team. 
Kirk only entered the contest after one of 
his students suggested he participate. In 
the end, and perhaps because of Gabriel’s 
experience, they jointly decided to do 
Gabriel’s “Gang Mentality.”

Gabriel prepared Kirk on the dialect 
of slang, stubbornly and not always 
kindly insisting that Kirk say the lines 
the way he said them. Gabriel recalled: 
“He was willing to learn my dialect, 
which happens to sound more hip-hop. 
By being willing to let go of his ego, I 
learned to do the same, and so learned 
from him some more technical and aca-
demic aspects of poetic composition. “It 
was good for us to work together because 
we really had to listen to each other,” 
Gabriel said.

The two went on to do one of Kirk’s 
pieces, “Theme Parking,” a poem about 
the Chinese oppression of the Tibetan 
culture by turning it into a kind of theme 
park. Kirk said his idea “extends into the 
basic notion that industrialized coun-
tries tend to take over native people’s 
lands and turn them into money-making 
entertainment vehicles. 

“We felt justified doing poetry to-
gether because of the audience’s response 
to us!” Kirk revealed enthusiastically.

Together the pair learned about 
each others’ weaknesses and strengths. 
Gabriel was the spoken-word, expe-
rienced performer with a comfortable 
and inviting presence on stage. Kirk, on 
the other hand, especially at first, was 
domineering — with an intense and en-
ergetic delivery style. The result was that 
Gabriel’s ability to be honest and open 
led Kirk to learn to do the same and let 
his guard down on stage, while Kirk’s 
technical precision enabled Gabriel to 
work on staging and variation in delivery 
styles.

Realizing they were on to something, 

Life can be a difficult journey, with 
highs and lows and everything in 
between. But for the young men  
involved in Kinetic Affect, it has 
been much, much richer having 
found a worthy path.

Kirk and Gabiel have teamed up for a perfect  
balance in their unique performance-poetry  
presentations.
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they launched Kinetic Affect in 2007 and 
performed their poetry — along with 
music, modern dance and vocals — in a 
show called “Word Weavers.”

Today, Gabriel and Kirk travel 
regionally, as well as nationally, touch-
ing the lives of people young and old. 
Together they challenge the awareness of 
those who are apathetic or innocently ig-
norant of today’s problems, and confirm 
the attitudes of the ones who are aware. 
As a team they let the world know it is all 
right for a grown man to cry and express 
himself through feelings of joy, sadness, 
frustration and exuberance.

Not only have the two embarked on 
an exciting journey of poetry and music 
as a team, but individually they lead suc-
cessful lives as well.

Kirk has kept true to himself in his 
promise of a long time ago to teach high-
school English, which he has done in 
Portage for the past seven years. Recently 

having taken a leave of absence from 
that endeavor to pursue his new work 
because he sees it as “viable and some-
thing truly inspirational,” he now feels it 
is his responsibility to represent students 
outside the classroom.

“I couldn’t be a good teacher if I 
wasn’t comfortable with myself. The mo-
ment I became comfortable with me, my 
students became comfortable with me 
and themselves, too,” Kirk said.

He says the kids were sad when he 
left — and he was sad, but they some-
what jokingly say they are holding out to 
see Kinetic Affect on Oprah.

Gabriel is close to completing a de-
gree in film/video/media studies at West-
ern Michigan University and is inspired 
to become a writer/director/producer to 
bring the visual aspect of his story to 
the screen. “I have lived my life, written 
about it and performed poetry about it; 
now I want people to see for themselves 
what I’ve lived,” he said. 

Learning from life’s trials and tribu-
lations, Gabriel Giron and Kirk Latimer 
did an about face on their destructive 
paths to plot a new course of direction. 
They are both captains of a crew called 
Kinetic Affect, having sailed through 
the seas of reality, embarked on a now 
retired ship named Word Weavers, and 
begun new, seaworthy journeys on fresh 

performances they hope will inspire and 
educate.

As the writer of this article, it’s a 
privilege to join the multitude of lives 
that have been kinetically affected 
through the poetry of two young men 
who are finding their way.  

Beniam Johnson, the writer of this piece, 
is a Kalamazoo-area native currently pre-
paring for a career in the film industry at 
Kalamazoo Valley Community College. He 
is the father of two children, Jesse and Car-
men, whom he said have greatly altered his 
perspective on life. His passions through-
out his admittedly tumultuous years have 
always been music, writing, and art. He 
believes people can overcome any obstacle 
with faith, perseverance, and a personal 
commitment to a better life. 

Kinetic Affect

Gabe Giron and Kirk Latimer have a big schedule ahead. January 16–17 and 23–24, 
at 8 p.m., they will perform an encore presentation of “Speak It Forward” at Farmers 
Alley Theatre. On March 1 at 10 a.m. they will perform at the Food Resource Bank 
celebration. Then on March 28 at 6 p.m. they will perform as the keynote speakers for 
the Mideast Honors Conference at the Radisson Hotel.
The duo is also planning various education-related programs:

will teach middle schoolers how to find their own voices and use them to perform;
-

ful group hosted by Gabriel and Kirk as they perform to and direct others who will be 
given the stage to share their newfound voices;

exposing individuals to the literary word by providing presentations, workshops, and 
other education aimed at helping participants get in touch with their thoughts and feel-
ings through the written and oral medium.

What’s Ahead for Kinetic Affect?

Beniam Johnson
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we live in a world where
the little things matter.
where a smile on the face of a stranger
or an unexpected compliment
have the ability to change
the way we approach our day.

but sometimes we get so caught up in our own lives
that we overlook the little things.
we forget to tell our wives how beautiful they are
or remember to put the seat down so they don’t fall in.
sometimes we forget to call our parents just to say
i love you
and to let them know that every time we call
it’s not just because we need something.
sometimes we just need to remind ourselves that
it’s uh …

the little things 
that make a difference.

And it’s okay that sometimes
we let the little things get to us,
like when we end up behind that old man
who prefers to drive three miles an hour under the speed 
limit
on a one lane road?
Or when a group of teenagers forget to say thank you
For holding the door open for them.
when you’re trying to ring up a customer
who’d rather talk into his ear piece
than give you the time of day,
or when your roommate
leaves just enough milk in the carton
for a single shot glass of cereal.
these are the times
when the little things feel so much bigger than before

that a simple smile,
or frown

hand wave,
or middle finger,

pat on the back,
or dirty look

can have on other people’s lives.

how every little speck of sand sitting together
can create the beauty of the shoreline
and how every tiny moment in our lives has made us who we 
are.
it’s the thousands of little pixels that form
the faces on our televisions
the millions of careful brush strokes
that produced Michelangelo’s painting in the Sistine Chapel

the billions of microscopic strands of DNA that make up
the very fabric of our lives,
and tugging on one loose thread in this tapestry
could send the entire human race crashing down,
or wash away a beach in the blink of an eye.

and it’s a shame that we often forget to step back
to look at the whole picture,
to remind ourselves that each piece serves a purpose bigger 
than itself,
how the simple slope of the land can create a river,
that river can carve out an entire canyon,
that canyon can change the direction of the wind,
that wind can carry a seed to a place it’s never been before
and then plant a redwood in the backyard of a neighbor
leaving the children a place to build a tree house
And from this view of a bird’s eye,
The children can see how the little things of our world
achieve more together
than they ever could alone.

See, we live in a world where the little things do matter
where one drink
Can bring you back to the bottom of the bottle,
Where a pocket of change
Can feed a child for a day,
And where a moment of rage
Can lead to a lifetime of regret.

See, in this world, the little things aren’t so little,
when a single case of bullets
Can wipe out an entire family,
When one set of footprints on foreign soil
Can start a religious war.
Or one set of foot prints along the beach
Meant you were carried for a day.

And pick apart the flaws in our human race,
Somewhere deep inside we know
the daily problems that we worry about 
are only needles in a wheat field,
And we
are just as tiny as drops of rain in a hurricane,

but if we can just remember to rise above the storm
and open our eyes to the bigger picture,
we will see that together
we can be as vast
and open
as the ocean.

  By Gabriel Giron and Kirk Latimer

Little Things
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HAT DO YOU WANT to 
be when you grow up? It’s 

a question we were all asked 
as children, and some of us were quite 
upset to fi nd that our dreams of becom-
ing a cowboy or a pirate, or maybe a 
fairy princess, didn’t have much chance 
of coming true. For 18-year-old Alan 
Smola, though, the magic of childhood 
dreams will never wear off.

Ever since he can remember, 
Alan has been fascinated 
with magic. He began his 

journey to becoming a ma-
gician at the age of 9 when, 

for Christmas, he received 
a Marvin’s Magic Set from his 

parents. 
“I used to watch a lot of TV 

specials back then, and I loved 
it,” Alan says of the gift. “I don’t 

know what made them get it for 
me, but I learned every single trick.”

Soon, Alan was practicing his 
tricks on his parents and even perform-
ing for relatives at family gatherings. 
“They were really supportive,” Alan 
notes, and their support never fl agged 
when he decided to take his hobby to the 
next level — and began his career with 
a set of performances at the Maple Street 
YMCA at the age of 10.

“Each show was a half-hour long for 
a Halloween special. Now that I think 

back to it, it’s kind of amazing they’d 
hired a 10-year-old kid,” he says with 

a laugh. “It was my fi rst show, and 
I was terrible, but I got better and 
kept improving on it.”

It was also the fi rst time 
Alan realized that magic paid 
— in this case, in the form of a 
Barnes and Noble gift card. “I 
was in heaven to get payment 
for this sort of thing. It was 
fantastic.”

Of course most of the 
payments he received — be it 
in gift cards or cash — went 
to funding future shows with 
the purchase of more and bet-
ter magic tricks. It turned out 

Magic
Man

People�are�always 
interested in�his 
secrets — but he’s not 
giving any�of
th em away!

By Lindsay Baker

Alan Smola’s hands are 
quicker than the eyes of his 
audience in this card trick.Ph
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that nearby Colon, Mich., was just the 
place to do this; it has been dubbed the 
Magic Capital of the World.

“They have a really nice magic shop 
there, Abbott’s Magic, and I bought my 
first magic trick there, my first big magic 
effect,” Alan tells us. “I started putting 
together little tricks here and there, and 
I watched TV and magicians, trying to 
get ideas.”  

Alan has been going back to Colon 
for its FAB Magic Festival, which hosts 
nearly 2,000 magicians from around the 
world, every year since then. He has also 
attended numerous other conventions, 
including the Las Vegas World Magic 
Seminar, which is one of his favorites. 
While there, he has met celebrities such 
as David Copperfield, Lance Burton, 
Sigfried and Roy, and Criss Angel.

During Las Vegas’s Teen Weekend, 
“You go out and you get to get coaching 
from all of the top magicians out there.” 
In fact, Alan had lunch with Angel, star 
of the show Criss Angel Mindfreak, 
whom he dubbed “an interesting guy, 
quite an out-there character.

“He taught me to do a little trick 
where you make a coin go into a bottle, 
and then I showed him a card trick,” 
Alan says.

During the past year’s convention in 
Las Vegas, Alan competed with his dove 
act, which impressed even professional 
magicians. “I use six birds and I produce 
them and do different manipulations, 
and I got into the finals,” he recalls. “Out 
of 14 kids, I was one of the top eight.”

His dove act is one of the trickiest 
and most impressive of his repertoire. 
“When you’re working with animals, 
it’s hard just because they have minds 
of their own, and sometimes they don’t 
cooperate. Dove magic definitely is some 
of the hardest stuff because it’s not like 
with an illusion where you can just go 
‘taadaa’ and open a door.”

In fact, it takes Alan six months to 
train a bird for his act, and even then, 
they can still be unpredictable. In fact, 
at the United Teen Talent Show at the 
Kalamazoo Civic Auditorium in 2006, 

the stage was different from what he 
normally performed on, and instead of 
flying out and returning to him, “the 
bird flew right out and landed on some-
body’s head.” 

Alan’s grace under pressure allowed 
him to recover, though, earning him a 
laugh or two in the process, and he went 
on to win the talent show. “I just went 
out and took it off the person’s head and 
apologized and went right on doing the 
act,” he says. “There are times when the 
entire trick will go wrong, and I just 
have to say, well, we’ll move on, we’ll do 
something else. I meant that to happen!”

It is this attitude combined with his 
skill that carries Alan through shows 
for everyone from toddlers to business-
people. “I have three little brothers and a 
little sister, and then, of course, my par-
ents, too, so I’ll try to practice on them 
to see what their reactions are. They’re a 
great audience.”

HOWS FOR KIDS include more 
visual magic, such as making 
peanut butter and jelly trade 

places on a sandwich, and tend to get the 
kids up and active in the performance. 
“I do a magic effect where I bring the 
birthday child up and play music, and 
we dance with a piece of tissue paper, 
and we rip the tissue paper up and I 
stick the paper in my mouth,” Alan says. 
“Then there’s more dancing and I end up 
pulling out this mouth coil — it’s a giant 
ribbon that comes out — it’s colorful, 
really funny. The kid hangs onto it and 
pulls it out and has no idea where it’s 
coming from.”

Tricks done for adults tend to 
involve more thinking, and card tricks 
are always a hit. “There’s an effect where 
I have the spectators pick a card and 
remember it, and then I bring out this 
notepad and I try to draw the card on 
the notepad. It’ll be the wrong card, and 
I’ll tell the spectators, ‘Sorry I messed 
this up.” … OK, now imagine your card 
as if it’s rising out of the deck of cards. 
Then the card visually rises out of the 
notepad and then I rip it off and give it 

to them.”
This trick is actually one Alan 

remembered seeing as a child — “and 
just being blown away. It gets good reac-
tions.”

Of course, with magic that has such 
a strong effect, there are always people 
interested in learning Alan’s secrets. But 
he’s not giving anything away!

“I usually tell them it’s much more 
fun to be amazed. If you know how to 
do the trick, it ruins the whole purpose 
of what magic is, and that’s to put reality 
on hold for a little bit and make you feel 
like a kid again, like the impossible is 
possible. It defeats the whole purpose of 
magic if you know the secrets.”

So how did Alan learn all the se-
crets? “They have books, I would attend 
conventions, and there’s a magic shop 
in town called the Timid Rabbit that 
I would go to, and they have lectures 
every week. A lot of the stuff I do in my 
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At Mattawan High School last spring, Alan 
performed a daring escape from a straightjacket 
while hanging 25 feet in the air by his ankles. 
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FREE
General Admission

OPEN DAILY

FREE
General Admission

OPEN DAILY

Kalamazoo Valley 
Museum presents

Dec/Jan 
Events For Adults 

Martin Luther King Jr. Day 
1:30 pm, Free 
A two-hour documentary from acclaimed film-
makers Orlando Bagwell and Noland Walker, 
explores the last five years in the life of slain 
civil rights leader Martin Luther King Jr. 
1/19 - Citizen King

Kalamazoo Folk Life Series 
First Sunday of the Month, 1:30 pm, Free 
Bring your instrument and Jam with KFO  
Enjoy concerts, and workshops the first Sunday of each month. 
Visit our website for more details 
12/7 – Holiday Sing-A-Long  
1/4 – Friends of Kazoo Folk Life

Festival of Space 
Join us for a space-related documentary in 
the Mary Jane Stryker Theater.  You can also 
participate in two simulated space missions in 
the Challenger Learning Center. Reservations 
are required for simulated space missions. 
1/29 - 6:30 pm - Moon Mission
 7:30 pm - Race to the Moon
1/30 - 6:30 pm - Mars Mission
 7:30 pm - Phoenix Mars Mission 
1/31 - 2:30 pm - Moon Mission
 3:30 pm - Race to the Moon
1/31 - 6:30 pm - Mars Mission
 7:30 pm - Phoenix Mars Mission

Music At The Museum 

Movies At The Museum 

Thursdays, 7:30 pm, $5 
Great music the way it should be – eclectic and 
performed live in a fine acoustic listening room! 
12/4 - The Jim Cummings Band 

Thursdays, 7:30 pm, $3 
12/11 - A Christmas Story, 1983 (PG) 95 min

Film Movement Series 
Thursdays, 7:30 pm, $3 
This is your chance to view award-winning 
foreign cinema on the big screen. 
1/15 - Ben X (Belgium, 2007)  

 English Subtitles, 93 min

manipulation act is original, because if 
you’re doing a competition, you want to 
have original stuff.”

Alan adds: “Thanks to the Internet, 
you can buy effects online that come 
with instructions,” and through these 
purchases he’s added to his collection, 
which has its own room in his parents’ 
home. He notes, though, that modern 
technology also has its downside.  

“People are getting harder and 
harder to fool. Back when there was 

no Internet, when there was no touch-
screen iPod or anything like that, you 
could fool people easier by doing simple 
magic tricks like making a ball disap-
pear, whereas now people are expect-
ing you to make the Statue of Liberty 
disappear. There are still a few effects 
that are as amazing as they have been for 
hundreds of years, but due to the chang-
ing of the times, it’s getting harder and 
harder for people to be amazed by it.”

One performance that amazed 
people across the country, gaining pub-
licity in newspapers as far away as the 
Seattle Times, was Alan’s daring escape 
from a straitjacket at a Mattawan High 
School pep rally. His goal was to beat 
Criss Angel’s world record time at freeing 
himself from the straitjacket.

Not only did he perform the act in 
front of the entire school and several news 

crews, but he did it hanging 
upside down by his ankles 

25 feet in the air. 
Scary? “Absolutely! 

I had no idea it was 
going to be as big as it 
was, and I was really 

more nervous than I’ve 
ever been,” Alan says. 

Perhaps the scariest part 
was that halfway into the perfor-

mance, Alan’s feet started to go numb. “If 
I would’ve tilted my feet straight down, I 
would’ve slipped out of the rope because 
it’s not like they were shackled. It was 
just rope wrapped around my legs, so 
I couldn’t feel it, and I couldn’t hear 
anything because it was just so loud.”  

This problem was compounded 
by the fact that the music that ac-
companied Alan’s performance was 
not started right away, so he had to 
delay beginning his escape. “If you 
watched on the news, they had a shot 
of my face afterwards, and it was 
beet red. I was dizzy, and when I 
stood up, I almost fell over.” 

The experience was a frighten-
ing one not only for Alan, but for 
his mother, Joan Smola, as well. 

“I was a wreck,” she admits. “I 

Smola
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Alan spends six months training a dove for 
one of his trickiest acts.
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thought there was something medically 
wrong with him.”

The straitjacket escape was a suc-
cessful one, with Alan unofficially break-
ing Angel’s record — but don’t count on 
a repeat performance. “A lot of people 
say it’s not a big deal just getting out of 
a straight jacket,” Alan says, “but I have 
respect for people who do that kind of 
stuff because it is hard. I don’t think I’ll 
ever do that again.” 

Alan loved doing the performance, 
though, especially since it was in front of 
so many people. “The more people there 
are at the show, the more fun it gets,  
and the more exciting it is. The pep  
assembly, I loved that, there were people 
everywhere!”

The type of magic that is more Alan’s 
style is illusions, and he would love to 
have his own show one day, possibly in 
Las Vegas. However, he admits, “There’s 
not a set path to doing that. I have two 

friends; they’re called Zubrick Magic and 
Illusion, they’re about four years older 
than I am, and they sent in a DVD to a 
theater in Saipan. The theater liked it and 
hired them as the illusion show. The show 
has six showgirls, two tigers, all the illu-
sions, and it’s five days a week performing 
magic, and it was just luck.”

Putting together an illusion show 
is not cheap, either, and a single illu-
sion effect can cost upwards of $10,000 
to $20,000. Though he’s put on some 
great shows, including one at the home 
of Charles Rodgers of the Detroit Lions, 
what Alan needs is his own lucky break.

This fall, Alan started college at the 
University of Michigan’s School of Busi-
ness, but he really hopes that magic will 
be the way he earns his livelihood. His 
magical aspirations for college? “I want 
to start a magic club,” he says, adding 
that he plans to take theater classes to 
hone his showmanship.  

Will Alan’s dreams come true? Only 
time will tell, though with talent and 
experience like Alan’s, magic seems like 
the perfect vocation. A good thing, too, 
since word has it that all the good pirate 
jobs are taken.

Alan Smola will be performing at 
Kalamazoo’s New Year’s Fest 2008, and 
booking information can be found on his 
Web site, alansmolamagic.com. 

Alan displays his magic for an audience at a private  
Christmas party. Now a freshman at University of  

Michigan, he has formed an organization there called 
Shazam, which will perform magic shows solely for charity.

“Old MacDonald has finally found a use for the  
wire from all those political signs.”
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URING ONE of their recent trips 
to Iran, married anthropolo-
gists Erika Friedl and Reinhold 

Loeffler found themselves a little lost in 
an unfamiliar town.

“Here we were, two obvious foreign-
ers driving in a Land Rover on a hot 
day,” Friedl said. “We stopped at a cross 
road to ask directions from a man stand-
ing at the curb. 

“He gave us directions but then  
said, ‘Why go there? Come to my home 
first, rest and have lunch.’ We were 
complete strangers but he didn’t hesitate 
to invite us.

“He was an example of the generos-
ity, openness and curiosity of the Iranian 
people we met everywhere.

“The man not only wanted to  
feed us, but he wanted to talk to us, to 
get a little bit of the wide world into  
his house.”

It was hardly the first time the two 
retired professors of anthropology at 
Western Michigan University had en-
countered such generosity from Iranians. 
They have seen it on every journey to 
Iran during the more than 40 years that 
they have traveled there, living as long 
as two years at a stretch and seven years 
overall in a remote tribal region called 

Boir Ahmad in the Zagros Mountains in 
southwest Iran.

Over that time they have not only 
learned a great deal about the culture of 
the tribal people they have lived with 
and observed, but about Iranians in 
general and the current political and 
religious climate.

And they are concerned that an 
antagonistic American foreign policy 
will serve to prolong the current repres-
sive reign of Iranian radicals, a relatively 
small minority but one that cleverly uses 
oil wealth and nationalism to bolster its 
power.

Both natives of Austria, Friedl and 
Loeffler met while studying anthropol-
ogy in Vienna. They did their doctoral 
work at a German university and in 1964 
moved to Chicago where they married 
and completed post-doctoral studies. 
Since 1967 they have made their home in 
Kalamazoo.

Friedl and Loeffler made their first 
trip to Iran in 1965 and stayed for more 
than a year in Boir Ahmad. In 1969 they 
returned for two more years, and since 
then they have visited about every other 
year for two to eight months each time.

Loeffler and Friedl were initially 
drawn to the region to study the nomad-

ic and semi-nomadic lifestyle of the local 
tribes. “We picked the region because 
at that time most anthropologists still 
had the romantic wish to go where no 
anthropologist had gone before,” Friedl 
said.

“Until the late 1950s Iran was not 
considered a place for anthropological 
studies,” Loeffler said. Most research in 
Iran by western academics focused on 
history and literature — not the popular 
culture that the Kalamazoo anthropolo-
gists wanted to document.

When the Loefflers arrived, the 
region was known for its fierce resistance 
to outside interference and they were 
warned against traveling there.

“In 1963, there was an uprising 
against the Shah” (Mohammed Reza 
Pahlavi), Loeffler said. “After that there 
was a military occupation and the region 
was considered an unruly place. The in-
habitants were characterized as robbers 
— as dangerous people.

“Nobody in Tehran wanted to give 
us the documents to go to that place.”

The couple persisted and acquired 
the necessary permits. They hoped that 
traveling as a family meant that they 
would not be perceived as a threat, and 
the assumption proved correct.

Anthropologists Erika Friedl and Reinhold Loeffler pose in front of their large library of books.
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Police officers from the next large 
city, Shiraz, accompanied them to a po-
lice station in the tribal province and left 
them there. “There we stayed for a few 
weeks to learn more of the language,” 
Friedl said.

Things changed for the better 
when they were invited to attend 
a wedding in a large village one 

day’s journey away. “It was a high-rank-
ing family and a wonderful wedding,” 
she said. “We got the first taste of the 
hospitality and the openness of the local 
people and then moved to that village. 
Deh Koh, (meaning ‘Mountain Village’) 
became the center of our ethnographic 
work for the next 40 years.”

The villagers quickly understood 
why Loeffler and Friedl were there and 
urged the couple to study their culture 
and to help them preserve their tradi-
tions for future generations.

The local language is a Luri dialect, 
which does not have a written form. A fe-
male teacher, who subsequently became 
one of Friedl’s best friends, collected 
village folklore for Friedl to write down. 
“She told me that we must write it down 
or it will be lost,” she said. Her work 
became the core of a collection of tales 
Friedl published last year, and a body of 
nearly a thousand songs and proverbs 
that still await publication.

During the early visits, the people 
were very poor. They raised sheep and 
goats and grew their own food. Their 
daughter, Kati, was nine months old 
when she came to the village the first 
time, and she and her younger sister 

Agens spent much of their childhood 
there, picking up the language while 
playing with the local girls.

During the early visits the family 
lived in two rooms with the only light 
from kerosene lamps. Heat was provided 
by a stove that burned petroleum and 
from a metal wood-burning stove. There 
was no plumbing, and water had to be 
fetched from irrigation channels.

Winters were bitterly cold and 
snowy. There was little food. Like others 
in the village, the Loefflers were often 
sick, as diseases spread through the 
small community. 

Still, the couple looks back on those 
difficult days with fondness. They said 
that the villagers were very friendly and 
helpful. “We liked and appreciated each 
other,” Friedl said. Agnes was born in 
1966 and since has become a physician 
and anthropologist who in 1999 did her 
own ethnographic fieldwork in Iran.

“There was such tolerance and ac-
ceptance of us,” Loeffler said. “I was in-
vited to mosques to observe the religious 
services. Once when tea was served there 
I drank and put the glass back on a tray. 
The mullah, an outsider, said that since I 
was not a Muslim my glass was unclean 
and needed to be washed especially well. 
But a local man corrected him. He said, 
‘He is human just like us.’”

Doing ethnographic fieldwork 
meant that the Loefflers participated as 
much as possible in the daily lives of the 
people. “We did traditional anthropology 
work,” Loeffler said. “I walked with the 
herders, I watched how they lived and 
worked, I asked about history, religion 

and philosophy out in the fields and 
around campfires. 

“My wife watched how families 
interacted, how people cared for chil-
dren, how women talked about their 
work, their lives. She learned about local 
customs, about medical practices and 
folklore.

“But inevitably, over the years we 
picked up the national culture as well as 
the philosophy and the psychology of the 
people, the essence of their lifestyles. We 
watched the rapid national development, 
the fall-out from the revolution of 1979, 
the economic and social changes that 
integrated even faraway villages into the 
modern Iranian State.”

Friedl and Loeffler published 
frequently on their studies. Some works 
were of historical importance and 
others primarily of academic interest. 
Friedl’s book on the way of life of Iranian 
women, “Women of Deh Koh” (Penguin 
1991), was widely read and was named a 
New York Times “notable book.”

Loeffler’s book, “Islam in Prac-
tice” (SUNY 1988), explores a theme he 
recognized early on: Islam is practiced 
in many different ways in Iran and is not 
solely the strict and fundamental prac-
tice propagated by the current regime. 

Agnes has extended the family tra-
dition with the publication, “Allopathy 
Goes Native” (I.B. Tauris 2007), about 
the acceptance of western medicine in 
Iran.

Over the last 40 years Deh Koh  
evolved into a regional economic and 
administrative center. It has grown from 
a population of about 1,500 to some 

Erika Friedl visits with local women to learn more about the daily way 
of life in the rural villages of southwestern Iran. 

On a visit to Iran in the late 1990s, Reinhold Loeffler sits with a group of 
women who prepare food for a wedding.
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Loeffler

6,000, partly as a result of the merger 
with three neighboring hamlets.

The narrow dirt road the Loef-
flers once traveled has become a wide 
highway. 

Education has always been impor-
tant in this village and all children go 
to school. In 2006 Friedl and Loeffler 
counted more than 60 young men and 
women from the village who had become 
health-care professionals. Many more had 
become teachers and engineers, working 
in white-collar jobs. By 2006, only a few 
families were living off the land.

The standard of living increased 

significantly over the four decades.  
Sturdy, earthquake-proof modern houses 
have replaced mudbrick structures and 
branch huts. A public health clinic and 
private physicians tend to health is-
sues. Most people are well fed and well 
dressed. Cars clog the village lanes. 
There is a lively exchange between the 
rural area and the surrounding cities. 
Still, despite the nation’s oil wealth and 
growing middle class in many places, 
poverty is common throughout rural 
Iran.

Friedl and Loeffler have maintained 
strong ties with many Iranians, both 

inside the nation of 75 million people 
and among the many who have fled the 
country since the Islamic Revolution in 
1979 when the Shah was overthrown and 
a strict Islamic rule implemented.

“The political culture is generally 
unpopular all over Iran,” Friedl said. 
“But there is a feeling among the people 
that unless they accommodate the ruling 
power they may lose their jobs or worse.

“The effort to make the system work 
for them in order to make ends meet 
and to get ahead easily leads to corrup-
tion and to public agreement with the 
government. 

The vast differences in the traditional houses that Friedl and Loeffler found in 1966 (left) compared to the modern housing in the photo at right taken in 2004 
show how life has changed since the Kalamazoo-based anthropologists began their studies in Iran.
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“When Western journalists see this, 
they think that there is more support for 
those in power than there really is.”

Loeffler said that there are two obvi-
ous political forces at work: the radicals, 
led by Mahmoud Ahmadinejad; and the 
conservatives, less radical politicians not 
currently in power but who recognize 
that the radical rule will eventually lead 
to social and economic crises. 

“The conservative moderates work 
to soften the impact of the radicals,” he 
said. “In the past the two sides would 
compromise, but since about 1999 the 
radicals have had the upper hand.”

Another, more subtle force is at 
work, changing the economic 
landscape in Iran, Loeffler said. 

And that’s the business sector, the people 
who run the bazaar. 

“They control the prices,” Loeffler 
said, “and with that they control the 
economy. Whenever the government 
gives raises to government employees 
and loyalists there is an immediate rise 
in prices that has a dramatic negative 
impact on most Iranians.” Inflation is 
outpacing most people’s income, and the 
gap between the very rich and the poor 
is widening steadily.

“It’s a system that hurts everybody,” 
Friedl said, and has led to a flight of 
many well-educated Iranians to the 
United States and many other countries 
around the world.

“The many Iranians who live out-
side of Iran beam back through e-mails, 
television shows and frequent visits an 
exaggeratedly stylish modern life outside 
of Iran. Many people who live in Iran get, 
as a result, unrealistically high expecta-
tions of what lifestyles are ‘normal’ in the 
West,” and then become even more dis-
satisfied with their own lives, Friedl said.

One strong Iranian characteristic is 

Kitchens have also changed dramatically. At left is a kitchen photographed in 1989, but by 2006 many Iranian women were enjoying modern facilities  
such as the one shown in the right-hand photo.
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what Loeffl er calls need achievement — 
the drive to achieve. “People everywhere, 
including in the village, are always 
trying to improve their condition,” he 
said. “That means better gardens, bet-
ter homes, better cars, but also more 
consumer goods, more education for 
their children, better health. They spare 
no efforts and no costs to realize their 
aspirations.

“It’s a very deep-seated motivation.”
Despite the economic decline, Irani-

ans remain committed to the long-held 
belief that the way for their children to 
succeed is to have as good an education 
as possible, Friedl said. But in these tight 
economic times, they recognize that they 
can’t improve their lifestyle and have 
many children and educate them all. 
About 15 years ago, the government also 
began pressing for smaller families, fear-
ing that it could not support the rapidly 
growing population.

“These are the main reasons why 
the birth rate has plummeted,” Friedl 
said. “It once was one of the highest but 
now is the lowest in the Third World.” 

As a result, Iran has become a model 
for curbing population growth.

“Americans don’t realize how 
modern Iran is becoming underneath 
the radical rhetoric,” she said. “For one 
thing, women are well educated. More 
than half the university students are 
women.” And for another, Iranians keep 
up with modern trends in the West 
through multiple private channels, 
although the government controls com-
munications.

Despite the current repressive politi-
cal system, Iranians maintain a good 
sense of humor, Friedl said. “They know 
how to make fun of themselves and, in 
private, of politics and their economic 
woes.”

Islam is a strong force in the culture, 
but not the Islam practiced by the radi-
cals, Loeffl er said. “People are religious 
but not fanatics. They practice an Islam 
of tolerance and openness. It’s the Islam 
that instructs people to do good, to take 
care of children and neighbors, to be 

Loeffl er

50



www.kpl.gov

ENHANCING 
YOUR 
CORPORATE 
IMAGE

349-6805
CLIENT: Bronson Healthcare Group

USE: Billboard, Web, Brochures

kind to everyone and to not steal and 
harm others. This is the best Islam.

“Iranians are Shiite Muslims, which 
in many ways is a more tolerant form 
than Sunni Islam. This form of Islam 
existed in Iran since the 16th century 
and the new, radical form practiced by 
the leaders — an adoption of the more 
orthodox Sunni fundamental mentality 
— is strange to them.” 

Loeffl er is working on a book on this 
kind of Islam, the Islam of the people. 

The Iranians are proud of their his-
tory, their rich culture and traditions. 
They don’t appreciate being told what 
they can and cannot do by the outside 
world, Loeffl er said. The issue of ura-
nium enrichment is a prime example. “If 
we tell the Iranians that they can’t have 
nuclear energy, they see this as outside 
interference,” he said. “And the govern-
ment uses this nationalistic sentiment to 
reinforce its power. They say, ‘See, we are 
the ones who will protect you.’ 

“Our actions are helping Ahmadine-
jad and the radicals. We are not helping 
the millions and millions of Iranians 
who want to live in peace, enjoy a decent 
life and be part of the world.”

Through all the changes docu-
mented over the last 40 years, Friedl and 
Loeffl er maintain their love of Iran.

“We are fascinated by Iran,” Friedl 
said. “It’s a never-ending fascination. In 
Iran you wake up every morning and 
have no idea what will happen that day. 
It is a very dynamic society.” 

Many areas of rural Iran have private
physicians in addition to the public health 
clinics like the one pictured here. Small families 
are now encouraged as is evident by the paint-
ing on the wall of the clinic showing a family 
with two children.
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(Continued from page 31)

Kalamazoo Weavers Guild and Kara Haas, 
KNC naturalist. Dec. 10, 6–8 p.m. Fee in-
cludes tea and treats, expert guidance, and 
supplies needed to complete two gifts.
Holidays at the Homestead — The 
decorated DeLano Homestead is the place 
to join in celebration to explore the 1858 
farmhouse and enjoy holiday traditions or 
take a stroll to the 1830s log cabin replica 
to glimpse life during a Michigan winter 
in the wilderness. Enjoy a horse-drawn 
wagon ride (weather permitting) and 
afterwards warm up with warm cider and a 
cookie.Dec. 7 & 14, 1–4 p.m.
Nature Masterpieces — Take a walk to 
look for bird nests. Then create your own 
nest masterpiece. Dec. 27, 10–11:30 a.m.
Birds of Prey — What does it take to be a 
bird of prey? Live birds will be included in 
this program! Dec. 28, 2 p.m.

Kellogg Biological Station
671-2510

Winter Birds and  Holiday Treats — 
Learn about the winter birds in your back 
yard, who they are and what they eat. 
Make a bird treat to take home and hang 
outside, then watch and see who comes to 
visit. Dec. 13, 1 p.m.
W.K. Kellogg Manor House Tours — 
Take a Holiday Walk through the festively 
decorated Manor House. Dec. 21, 1–5 p.m. 
(Last tour begins at 4 p.m.)
Sunday Brunch at W.K. Kellogg Manor 
House — Enjoy a holiday brunch at the 
beautifully decorated Manor House. 
Dec. 28, 11 a.m. and 1 p.m. Reservations 
required. Contact: Conference Center, 269-
671-2400, conference@kbs.msu.edu.
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Racing against the 
famous horses Princess 
and Honest Anse, Flora 
Temple beat them both 
and set a new world’s 
record for trotters. 
Controversy broke out 
as a result, and the 
length of the track was 
challenged by a horse-
racing world that would 
not believe such a feat 
could be accomplished 
in Kalamazoo. After a well-respected railroad surveyor measured the 
distance, it was determined that the length was actually 2 ½ feet longer than 
the required mile—so the record stood.

Information provided by Beth Timmerman of the Kalamazoo Public Library.
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Guess
WHO

If you like beautiful jewelry, you probably are 

hoping that our Mr. and Mrs. Claus will put some gifts under your 

tree. Gary and Marcia Alfieri have been producing and selling fine, 

original-design jewelry for 15 years.

Both Marcia and Gary hail from eastern Van Buren county. 

Marcia’s hometown is Gobles while Gary grew up in Bloomingdale. 

Gary worked on the family blueberry farm before learning welding 

and pipe-fitting skills. After the couple met and married, Marcia 

completed a degree in respiratory therapy. They moved to Arizona 

and found jobs — but Gary harbored a love of jewelry and decided 

to move to California to attend the Gemological Institute of America. 

No sooner had Gary graduated than Marcia enrolled in the same 

course. After completion, they moved back to Kalamazoo, working 

in jewelry repair and design until they could establish their own 

store.

Alfieri Jewelers opened for business in 1994. Both owners wear 

all the hats in their business, Marcia emphasizing design while Gary 

concentrates on casting, stone-setting and goldsmithing.

The Alfieri family includes two children, Bret, who has 

completed his bachelor’s degree and is continuing his education at 

Digipen Institute of Technology in Redmond, Wash., with an eye on 

programming video games, and Nicole, who has a bachelor’s from 

Columbia College in Chicago and works as a graphic designer for a 

large real estate brokerage in that city.

The Alfieris enjoy golfing, boating, fishing, travel and photogra-

phy in their leisure time and they contribute to many area charities. 

But whether it’s their kids, their employees, or their customers, it is 

the concept of “family” that tops their priority list.

Answer To

Marcia and Gary Alfieri

Costumes courtesy of Timid Rabbit Costume Shop.
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Kellie Sweet, DO, sees the world through a finely tuned lens. As a

pediatric neurologist, she diagnoses complex conditions like epilepsy

and other brain disorders by closely observing how a child jumps or

solves a puzzle. Specialists like Dr. Sweet are an important part of our

unique expertise in treating children. Pediatric expertise you’ll only

find at The Children’s Hospital at Bronson.

Learn more about Dr. Sweet and the other brains behind the brain,

at bronsonhealth.com/brains.

The brains 
behind the brain.




