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THE SKY IS FALLING. The sky is falling. Chicken Little is hit on the 
head by an acorn and she is convinced of it. As she runs to warn 
the king, she tells her friends that she saw it with her own eyes, 
heard it with her own ears, and part of the sky even fell on her. In 

the story, they all believe her and run in fear. 
Fortunately, in the real world, most of us 
don’t jump to such conclusions so quickly. 
Consider the impact of the Internet on 
magazine publishing.

When we purchased Encore in 1996, 
less than 14 years ago, the magazine was 
literally pasted-up on boards, stories were 
submitted on a floppy disk, and photos were 
all printed at a photo lab. In the wider world, 
Netscape and Microsoft were still working on 

Version 3.0 of their Web browsers, and the average modem speed 
was 14,400 bps. The Internet, literally, was just beginning to open 
up to the world at large.

The first blog appeared in April 1997, and one of the topics was 
a discussion of Web advertising. One person posted a commentary 
arguing that advertising on the Internet was intrusive. In a 
response, another early blogger tried to defend the placement of 
Internet ads in the most intrusive place — at the top of the page. 
This person’s conclusion was: “On paper, you can see the whole 
page at once, so ads can go anywhere on a page and still be effective. 
Web pages are usually long and narrow, so you have to scroll to 
get to the bottom. Many people won’t scroll that far. And since 
paper provides a sense of context (several pages are usually bound 

together), ads can go on their own page and still get seen. On the Web, 
there’s much less context.”

While Web page advertising has changed dramatically in the past 
decade, magazine advertising continues to be more effective at reaching 
consumers than online ads. While a full quarter of people who are on 
line are also engaging in another activity, only 9 percent of magazine 
readers are distracted by another activity. And magazine advertising 
ranked number one in a recent survey of where consumers found 
advertising that made a positive impression. In the same survey, online 
advertising didn’t even make the top five. Likewise, more consumers 
trust magazine advertising than either television or Internet advertising.

At the same time, magazine publishers have capitalized on the 
useful aspects of technology in publishing and are seeing readership 
grow amongst all age groups — 76 percent of teens read magazines, and 
more adults under the age of 34 read magazines than adults over 34. 
Meanwhile, the number of magazines published is actually growing, 
with an 8.4 percent increase in 2008. Advertising revenue, the mainstay 
of all publishing, is down — but in a recession, virtually all industries 
experience a decline in sales.

The sky is not falling and the Internet is not replacing print 
magazines. We plan to be around for a long time to continue featuring 
Kalamazoo’s diverse and interesting residents.

Best wishes for a terrific holiday season; see you in the new decade.

FROM THE PUBLISHER

Rick Briscoe

Rick Briscoe
Publisher
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Our apologies for not crediting
Bill Krasean for the November story 
on Gillian Stoltman. Bill’s byline in 
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For many years he was a prominent 
Kalamazoo Gazette writer and now
freelances. He has been a regular 
contributor to Encore magazine
since 2006.
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ATHY MULAY and her daughter, Denene Mulay Koch, are 
curled up in comfortable chairs in Kathy’s living room, 
describing their passion for theater and their efforts to el-

evate area dramatic offerings, but also chatting with each other 
about their family, reminiscing about Denene’s childhood, and 
catching up on each other’s news.

Despite the homey setting, it’s clear these women are not 
your typical mother and daughter. There’s much more to their 
relationship than family; they’ve worked together often and in 
many different ways. Throughout the conversation, they con-
tinue to muse on the keys to good relationships, good drama, 
good teaching, and good learning.

Kathy has had a long, highly respected career as a high-
school drama teacher and director of youth and adults, and 
she’s directed her daughter in many productions over the years. 

Denene herself is an accomplished vocalist and actress 
who has performed in New York City and starred in the 
national touring company of “West Side Story.” She has as-
sisted her mother as a vocal coach for high-school classes 
and musicals, and as one of the founders of the Farmers Alley 
Theatre (see sidebar), she has also hired her mother to direct 
productions.

 Despite the potential for tension in any of these situa-
tions, the women get along very well. “We have just a great 
relationship,” says Kathy. “It’s like we’re really good friends. We 
have really strong respect for each other’s skills.” 

Denene thinks their relationship is stronger because it 
is so complex. “We’re not just mom and daughter,” she says. 
“What I feel more than anything to you is a colleague … and 
that’s not a bad thing,” she tells her mother.

The Mulays became a “southwest Michigan story” when 
Kathy and her husband, John, were attending college in 
Colorado. They first heard of Kalamazoo when one of their 
forensics teammates gave an award-winning performance of 
Carl Sandburg’s poem, “The Sins of Kalamazoo.” They assumed 
Kalamazoo was a fictional place until they were searching for 
jobs after college and John came across a posting for a com-
munications professor at Kalamazoo Valley Community Col-
lege. They couldn’t believe there really was a Kalamazoo and 
thought, “Well, we have to send an application there!” Kathy 
recalls. Although it wasn’t a direction they had expected to 
take, John ended up with the job—and the couple moved to 
town in 1970. 

Kathy’s start in Kalamazoo theater began in 1974 with the 
Fantasy Players program at Kalamazoo Valley Community Col-
lege, in which college students performed in local elementary 
schools. She was able to develop connections at these schools, 
which led to a friend who worked at the Parchment School 
District asking her if she’d like to direct there—and her answer 
was “yes.”

So began a career in which each opportunity to employ 
her theatrical talents led to another. 

Theater Is in the Genes
One directs, the 

other acts. Each 

loves the stage in 

her own way.
Denene Mulay Koch and Kathy Mulay 
share a relaxed, mother-daughter moment 
together at Kathy’s home.

By Kit Almy

AAAAAAAAAA
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When Kathy watched one of her Parchment students 
perform at the Kalamazoo Community Youth Theatre, a sum-
mer program for ages 15–23, later known as the Civic Summer 
Theatre, the outstanding production was an epiphany for her. 
“These are the kids I want to work with,” she realized. As fate 
would have it, a directing position opened the following sum-
mer, and Kathy began an 18-year term as managing director of 
the Civic Summer Theatre.

The youth she was directing sometimes included her own 
children. Denene began her own theater career on the Civic 
main stage, performing in her first production, “The King and 
I,” at age 5. Her younger brother, Brian, also took to the stage, 
and at times the whole family was involved, as when Kathy 
directed “Peter Pan” with 14-year-old Denene as Tiger Lily, 10-
year-old Brian as Michael Darling, and John as a pirate. “We all 
considered the Civic our second home,” Denene says.

hile the theater brought the Mulay family together, John’s 
“backstage” support at home was even more valuable to 
Kathy’s career. With a flexible work schedule as a college 

professor, John ran the household while the children were 
growing up. “It’s been hard on him to let me do my thing, but 
he has let me do it,” Kathy says. “He’s proud of what I do.” 

After three years at Parchment, Kathy was approached 
by the Loy Norrix High School choir program to direct their 
yearly musical. Then she was approached to teach and coach 

the debate team. She started out part-time, also taking over the 
forensics team, which took third place in the state champion-
ship in her first year as coach. After getting a teaching certifi-
cate at Western Michigan University, Kathy became a full-time 
teacher, working hard to build a strong theater program at Loy 
Norrix. 

Kathy worked at Loy Norrix for 11 years until her grow-
ing reputation brought another opportunity, this time from 
Portage Central High School. “They actually pursued me,” 
Kathy says. The administration felt that for a school of its size, 
PCHS should have a top-notch drama department, so they 
asked Kathy if she’d like to start her own department from the 
ground up. This involved teaching speech, forensics, and the-
ater, and directing the fall and spring plays each year.

As Denene became a teenager, they had typical mother-
daughter struggles, heightened by their working together at 
the Civic. To avoid perceptions of favoritism, Kathy was tough 
when directing—and especially casting—her children. 

“It was hard to be her daughter, to audition for her show,” 
Denene says. She knew she had to really stand out. “I had to be 
the best or obvious choice. If someone else was as good, they 
would get the part.”

Today Denene appreciates her mother’s exacting stan-
dards, but she says it’s “a good thing” that she and Brian at-
tended Portage Northern High School and not Portage Central. 
“I had to take what my parents had instilled in me and find

Elaborate sets and perfect costumes are 
two of the factors that make Kathy Mulay’s 
Portage Central High School theatrical per-
formances stand out amongst high school 
productions.

hihhh
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Mulay

toured as Beauty in “Beauty and the 
Beast.”

Gradually, she and Jeremy realized 
they couldn’t live and work there forever. 
First, they became somewhat disillu-
sioned with their opportunities. “Broad-
way was turning very pop,” Denene says. 
She and Jeremy were more classically 
trained, and they wanted to be able to do 
what interested them. 

With this in mind, Jeremy opened 
a theater company with college friends 
from the Boston Conservatory. Its open-
ing production received a rave review 
the day after it debuted, but that was on 
September 11, 2001, and, of course, no 
one noticed, so it had a rocky start.

Also, the couple had moved out of 
the city to New Jersey to have some more 
space. “All of a sudden I found myself not 
knowing what to do,” Denene says. She’d 
always been interested in being a voice 
teacher, but she didn’t know how to find 
students. 

Finally, after their first child was 
born, they decided they couldn’t con-
tinue to work in the fast-paced, New 

my own strengths and talents,” she says. 
Both Mulay kids performed in school 
productions and competed in forensics 
while in high school.

After high school, Denene earned a 
degree in musical theater performance 
from the Cincinnati Conservatory of 
Music and moved to New York City to 
try to make her way.

Her first professional acting job 
was playing Maria in a three-week run 
of “West Side Story” at a barn theater in 
Pennsylvania. There, she met her future 

husband, Jeremy Koch, who played 
one of the Jets. The two followed that 
production by playing Maria and Tony 
in the 40th anniversary national tour of 
the musical, which included a stop in 
Kalamazoo. Although their characters’ 
love was doomed, the not-so-star-crossed 
couple married at the end of the tour in 
1999.

Altogether, Denene spent 10 years 
based in and around the Big Apple. 
She sang in cabarets in New York City, 
performed in regional theaters, and also 

Jeremy Koch and Denene Mulay Koch often 
appear on stage together, including in the 
recent production of “She Loves Me” at 
Farmers Alley Theatre.

The Mulays (Denene, Brian, Kathy and John) 
celebrate Kathy’s special moment as winner of 
the Community Medal of Arts Award in 2001.

Question:
Nowadays, “receiving” on New Year’s Day
has a lot to do with the tradition of a good 
football game. But during the latter 1800s, 
what did receiving have to do with that
first-day-of-the-year celebration? 

Answer on page 46.
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York theater scene while raising a family. 
Parents Kathy and John encouraged the 
couple to move to Kalamazoo with talk 
of starting a theater company. According 
to Denene, “One day Jeremy just said: 
‘Let’s move to Michigan,’” and so they 
did, in 2004.

eanwhile, Kathy’s career was going 
strong. She was now regularly direct-
ing main-stage productions at the 

Kalamazoo Civic, and those as well as 
her high-school productions were receiv-
ing rave reviews. She also coached the 
PCHS forensics team to eight consecu-
tive state championships, retiring from 
coaching in 2001 to concentrate on the 
theater program.

In 1997 she began teaching a class 
for KRESA’s Education for the Arts (EFA) 
program. Each school year, high school 
students from all over the county come 
to PCHS for two hours every day to 
study advanced musical theater perfor-
mance, which includes private acting, 
voice, and dance lessons from Kathy and 
her assistants, as well as master classes 
with visiting artists. Kathy has even 
taken a group to New York to observe 
the professional acting methods they had 
studied. “They’re getting just incredible 
opportunities,” she says. “I love teaching 
that class.”

The EFA course has had a direct 
impact on Portage Central’s own drama 
department, Kathy believes. “I’ve seen 
the theater program at the high school 
just soar since then,” she says.

This is evident by the fact that the 
school has three times been privileged 
to participate in the world’s largest 
performing-arts festival, the Edinburgh 
Festival Fringe (see sidebar).

Kathy’s contributions to the school’s 
successes have been recognized with 
statewide teaching awards, and she won 
a 2001 Community Medal of Arts from 
the Arts Council of Greater Kalamazoo.

After returning to Kalamazoo, 
Denene and Jeremy had a second child, 
but they haven’t left the theater behind. 
The couple have performed in local 
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Mulay

theaters, and Denene coached forensics 
at PCHS for two years. Following in her 
mother’s footsteps, she led her students 
to first place in the state in the Multiple 
Interpretation event.

Denene also gives private voice les-
sons for adults and high-school students 

and is a voice coach for Kathy’s EFA 
course and for PCHS musicals. Having 
worked so closely with her mother, she’s 
an expert on Kathy’s teaching and direct-
ing methods. 

While Kathy considers the question 
of what accounts for her success with 

her students, Denene interjects, “I know! 
She sets the bar really high and they can 
either rise to the occasion or not.” 

Denene knows, because it’s some-
thing she struggled with herself as a 
youth. “It was hard as a teenager:  
Strive to be the best; never settle for 

ALAMAZOO’S NEWEST playhouse, 
the downtown Farmers Alley 
Theatre, was founded by four young 

adults from two local theatrical families: 
Denene Mulay Koch, her husband Jere-
my Koch, and Adam and Robert Weiner, 
brothers who have been friends with the 
Mulay family for many years. 

The theater opened in 2008 to great 
success. “Our first season exceeded all of 
our expectations,” Denene says.  

Farmers Alley is a “black box” space 
that seats up to 120 people and can be 
reconfigured to suit different types of 
productions. The venue’s first offerings 
included plays and musicals, cabaret (“A 
Grand Night for Singing”), children’s 
theater (“Blues Clues Live”), and spoken 
word performance (“Kinetic Effect”).

Among other goals, theater founders 
aim to provide opportunities for local ac-
tors to showcase their talent and to hone 
their skills.

According to Denene, the the-
ater’s education director, courses will 
be geared to adult actors. For example, 
Farmers Alley offered master classes 
with guest artists, such as Lauren Ken-
nedy, a Broadway actress and college 
friend of Denene’s, who presented a 
cabaret evening on November 13–14. 

 “We’re very ambitious,” Denene 
says. “We want to be a year-round, fully 
professional theater (in Kalamazoo) 
down the line.” This would mean hav-
ing a contract with the Actors’ Equity 
union, which would allow Equity actors 
to perform there without a special, 

guest-artist contract. Currently, the 
nonprofit theater is semiprofessional; 
the actors and production staff are paid, 
but volunteers provide much production 
support. 

The founders also hope to create a 
place for home-grown performers, such 
as themselves, who have established 
careers elsewhere, to return to show the 
community what they’ve learned. By 
creating their own theater, Denene says, 
“We don’t have to go away to do what 
we’re trained to do.”

In addition, she adds, “We’re hop-
ing word of mouth will bring talent 
from out of town,” and that area actors 
will tell colleagues to come perform  
at “ … this little gem of a theater in 
Kalamazoo.” 

p y g g g yALAMAZOO’S NEWEST playhouse, Among other goals, theater founders guest-artist contract. Currently, the 

Farmers Alley Theatre a Family Affair
AAAAAAAAAA
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mediocrity,” she says. She now sees this 
rigor as key to her professional devel-
opment. “I wouldn’t be as much of a 
perfectionist if I hadn’t developed that 
mentality early in life,” she says. 

“Sometimes I’m hard to take  
because I’m so honest,” Kathy admits. 

“I’ve got a reputation of being really 
tough, but it’s just that I want it to be re-
ally good, so I work until it is.” 

“She doesn’t settle,” Denene ex-
plains. But, she adds, Kathy doesn’t push 
her students too far. “She knows how to 
read the kids.”

Kathy points out that construc-
tive criticism sometimes gets taken the 
wrong way. “When you’re confident and 
someone makes a suggestion, you take it 
as a suggestion. If you’re not confident, 
you take it as criticism,” she says.

Kathy strives to foster self-confi-
dence in her students by creating the 
right atmosphere. “If you surround 
them with professionalism, they rise 
to the occasion. It lifts them. I learned 
that very, very early,” she says.

“As an example, ‘It’s like when 
you go to the prom and dress up, 
you feel differently,” Kathy says. In 
the same way, if the production is 
“dressed,” with professional-look-
ing costumes and sets, the actors 
feel more professional, and patrons 
don’t feel they’re at a high-school 
production. 

For Kathy, that professional 
feeling can’t be beat. “That has fed my 
soul,” she says.

Denene also credits Kathy’s attitude 
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For more information about the 
current season lineup, see the theater’s  
Web site: farmersalleytheatre.com.

Even at age 3, Denene was performing.

The founders and principals of Farmers Alley 
Theater are (clockwise from left) Jeremy Koch, 
Adam Weiner, Robert Weiner and Denene 
Mulay Koch.
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toward the students for much of her con-
tinuing success. “She says, ‘We can’t do 
it without everyone,’” Denene explains. 
Consequently, students feel valued and 
have a respect for her that has been 
passed down from class to class. 

Kathy believes that even if students 
never pursue the theater beyond high 
school, their learning experiences will 
help mature them for whatever they do 
in life.

enene and Jeremy’s children already 
have the theater in their blood. Jason, 
age 6, was the casting director for 

“Blues Clues Live” at Farmers Alley last 
season (auditioners had to tell him a 

joke), and as a Blues Clues expert, he 
also helped teach choreography. Their 
daughter, Carly, who turns 3 in De-
cember, sings along with the warm-up 
exercises when Denene gives voice les-
sons in her home studio. “She knows 
no fear,” Denene says. 

Denene enjoys her children’s bud-
ding talents, but she won’t push them 
to go into theater if they don’t want 
to. “I just want to raise them to be as 
well-rounded as possible,” she says.

Although Kathy retired from full-
time teaching in spring 2008, she is 
committed to continuing her work with 
the high-school productions and the EFA 
course until she knows the program will 

have someone else to carry 
it on. 

“I worked so hard to build it, I can’t 
stand not to have it taken over (by some-
one equally committed),” she says. She 

S THE DRIVING FORCE behind Por-
tage Central High School’s celebrat-
ed drama department, Kathy Mulay 

has a lot of reasons to be proud. One of 
the biggest is that the school has had the 
honor of participating in the Edinburgh 
Festival Fringe, the world’s largest 
performing-arts festival, three separate 
times, including this past summer.

The American High School Theatre 
Festival (AHSTF) takes select high-
school theater groups to Edinburgh each 
year. Schools are nominated anony-
mously and are then invited to apply for 
a spot at the festival. A panel of college 

professionals evaluates the multimedia 
applications, judging each school on 
its body of work for the past five years, 
as well as on its program emphasis and 
community support. 

PCHS, which also went to the 
Fringe in 2002 and 2005, was one of only 
about 50 schools selected this year, out 
of some 1,600 applications, according  
to Kathy. 

She says, “I tell the kids, ‘You realize 
you got this opportunity from those who 
came before you.’” The students work 
hard to deserve the honor, spending the 
year fundraising for the trip and prepar-
ing their production.

This year PCHS staged “Do Black 
Patent Leather Shoes Really Reflect Up?” 
As part of the Fringe, the students pro-
moted the show on Edinburgh’s “Royal 
Mile” and gave four full performances. 
By chance, they gained even more expo-
sure, being invited to dance on top of the 
lead bus in the huge festival parade. 

The August trip kicked off with a 
couple of days in London, where stu-
dents attended West End shows. They 
then spent 12 days in Edinburgh per-
forming, learning about Scottish history 

and soaking up the festival. 
“There wasn’t one kid who said it 

wasn’t worth every dime that they had to 
earn,” Kathy says.

The Fringe featured over 2,000 pro-
ductions of all kinds, including music, 
dance, and theater, running almost all 
day and night for two weeks. “I wanted 
them to see each kind of theater, not 
just the high-school shows,” Kathy says. 
Among the shows they attended were a 
Chinese drum performance and a dance 
piece called “The Chair.” 

 “In that two weeks, the kids be-
came more mature,” she says. With all 
the AHSTF participants performing at 
the same theater, they had to set up and 
take down their set quickly and quietly 
in coordination with each other. “They 
really learned how to act professionally.” 

Kathy wasn’t the only one who 
noticed. The production received two 
positive reviews at the festival. “We were 
really lucky, she says. “Not everyone gets 
reviewed.” 

She also received high praise from a 
person at the Church Hill Theatre where 
they performed, telling her, “Your kids are 
the closest you can get to perfection.” 

professionals evaluates the multimedia and soaking up the festivalf i l l t th lti di d ki g th f ti l

Edinburgh Festival an Exceptional Opportunity

SSSSSSSSS

As a teen, Denene demonstrated her 
multiple talents in the Portage Northern 
High School production of “Pippen” in 1987.

The Portage Central cast of “Do Black Patent 
Leather Shoes Really Reflect Up?” performs 
during the 2009 Edinburgh Festival Fringe.
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told the school that it would have to 
be either someone who’s already run 
an outstanding high-school theater 
program elsewhere, or a dynamic 
young person she can mentor. 

Rumors to the contrary, that person 
is not going to be Denene, the mother 
and daughter insist. Though Denene 
enjoys teaching and aspires to direct at 
some point, she has no plans to become 
a full-time teacher, and she’s rather busy 
with another project at this point.

Two years ago, while she and Jeremy 
were playing in the Civic’s production of 
“Ragtime,” they, along with their friends 
Adam and Rob Weiner, decided to open 
their own professional theater company. 
Farmers Alley Theatre is now into its 
second season. 

Despite all her years in theater, 
Kathy has never really enjoyed acting. 
Directing has always been her real pas-
sion. “I really love making it happen— 

putting it all together,” she says. She 
keeps busy doing that at the Civic and at 
PCHS, and now at Farmers Alley.

Last season Kathy directed Denene 
and Jeremy in the musical, “Jane Eyre,” 
and both she and Denene found the ex-

perience working together as mother 
and daughter very enriching. Kathy 
says, “It was particularly rewarding 
working with Denene and Jeremy. 
As I watched the production, I was 
feeling such pride as a director, and I 
was also feeling that pride that only 
a parent can feel as they watch their 
kids achieve such accomplishment. 
It was a double whammy!” 

As for Denene, working under 
her mother’s direction made her 
acting job easier. “I knew I could 
count on Mom because I knew 
she wouldn’t let me look bad,” she 

says. “It was the most comfortable I’ve 
ever been on stage.” 

For more good theater at Portage 
Central under Kathy Mulay’s direction, 
don’t miss “Good News,” the classic football 
musical set in the 1920s, which opens 
February 5. 
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Denene and Tom Wopat show a little  
light-hearted affection off-stage at The  
Barn Theatre in 1993.
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N 1925, A CHURCH COUNCIL in 
Three Rivers declared the planned 
opening of a local “picture show”—or 

theater—to be “more detrimental to the 
boy than the open saloon was.” The ad-
monishment was cited in the newspaper, 
the Three Rivers Commercial, but the 
tiny St. Joseph County town embraced 
the Riviera Theatre nonetheless. A few of 
the stalwart churchgoers who formally 
protested the local entertainment venue 
probably rolled their eyes when the 
opening night marquee on December 
23, 1925, declared the first show at the 
Riviera to be “The Lucky Devil.” 

Lifelong Three Rivers resident 
Bruce Monroe recently brought the local 
landmark at 50 North Main St. back to 
its former glory through an extensive, 
three-year, $1 million-plus restoration 
process. This was, indeed, a labor of 
love, not merely a business opportunity. 
Bruce was born in Three Rivers, gradu-
ated from Three Rivers High School and 
spent most of his adult career life—24 
years—with the local Johnson Corpo-
ration, starting in sales and marketing 
and eventually becoming the president/

CEO and chairman. He 
officially “retired” when 
the company was sold in 
2005. Then he bought the 
Riviera.

“I had no plans to 
ever own a theater or real 
estate in general,” he says. 
“The opportunity arose 
when my brother-in-law called unexpect-
edly while I was on a trip to Colorado 
and told me it was on the market. I recall 
spending so many happy hours during 
my growing-up years going to the mov-
ies here, and my mother used to dance 
on stage here when she was a little girl. 
I was moved toward taking the chance 
to preserve this piece of local history, in 
part to honor my mom.”

Bruce’s family history is interwo-
ven with the bricks and mortar of the 
building, since his great-uncle, Luther 
H. Warner, was the first manager of the 
Riviera and instrumental in its original 
design. Warner also handled the activi-
ties of the other local marquee effort, the 
Rex, which later became the Rialto.

Both venues were then owned by 

the Fitzpatrick-McElroy Company of 
Chicago, which operated many theaters 
throughout Michigan, Wisconsin, Il-
linois, and Indiana. Warner managed 
both theaters from 1925 until his death 
in 1946. Bruce’s mother, Jane Pritchard, 
danced often on the Riviera stage as a 
young girl (see sidebar story) and her 
parents—Bruce’s grandparents—per-
formed, sang and played piano there as 
well.

While he spearheaded the renova-
tion concept, Bruce Monroe applauds 
his immediate family’s wholehearted 
willingness to tackle the hands-on work. 
His three sons, Brendan, Colin and Evan, 
pitched in with Bruce to do everything 
from painting to plasterwork, aided by 
spouses and friends. The team effort 

h k l f

By Patrice Mindock

Input from many people helped the 
Monroes know what to do to reinstate the 

original splendor of the Riviera Theatre.

Photos: Colin Monroe
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involved hundreds of hours of family 
“togetherness.”  They literally gutted the 
time-ravaged building, rebuilt the inte-
rior, updated the wiring, plastered and 
painted the walls, and added new light 
fixtures or other accoutrements.

“Just choosing the paint color 
scheme was a six-month battle,” jokes 
Danielle Moreland, Bruce’s daughter-in-
law and manager of the Riviera. “It was 
more like a lively, ongoing discussion,” 
counters Bruce. “The color combination 
was such a key base for the restoration, 
and trying to get that large of a group 
of people to agree was a major learning 
experience in family bonding. I mostly 
sat back and took notes.” It took trial 
and error, plus scores of trips back and 
forth to the local hardware store for 
color chips and paint samples before the 
theme concept finally clicked.

Luckily, in the quintessential con-
venience of small-town living, the paint 
emporium was just a few blocks away. 
Now, the blend of cream, taupe, bur-
gundy, and greens with gilded highlights 
successfully recreates the grand, ornate 
French décor of what was billed back in 
the 1920s as “Southern Michigan’s Most 
Beautiful Amusement Palace.”  

In its heyday, the Riviera hosted 
some of the more famous names from 
the W.S. Butterfield Theatres vaude-

ville circuit, including Amos & Andy 
and Johnny Weissmuller. Fans of the 
raucous and often bawdy variety acts 
traveled from far and near to see the top 
players. Concerts and events scheduled 
at the Riviera over the past year have 
done the same, with patrons drawn into 
Three Rivers from all across southwest 
Michigan.

Butterfield, based in Detroit, took 
over the theater’s operations in 1927. 
The theater once housed a huge, Kimball 
pipe organ that was used to create mood 
music during the silent movie era. It was 
removed in a 1954 remodeling effort and 
given to a local church. Ironically, the 
recipient of the organ was St. John’s Lu-
theran Church, the very same one whose 
brotherhood council issued the formal 
protest toward the Riviera when it first 
opened in 1925. 

onroe bought the building in the 
summer of 2005 for $100,000. It 
had been shuttered and neglected 

since 2000. Its first public event follow-
ing the lengthy restoration period was 
in the spring of 2008, when the Riviera 
hosted one of the Gilmore Keyboard Fes-
tival concerts, featuring Gilmore Young 
Artist Adam Golka. The concert was held 
in conjunction with the Carnegie Center 
for the Arts.

While it’s not a very glamorous part 
of the picture, repairing the dilapidated 
roof structure of the Riviera was the 
most time-consuming and expensive 
piece of the project, according to Mon-
roe. At one point, one of the workmen 
accidentally put his foot through the 
weakest part of the roof, leaving a gaping 
hole where water poured through onto 

the stage when it rained.
“We had to rig up tarps to catch 

the water, divert it into an old horse 
trough we brought in and then use a 
sump pump to get it out,” Monroe re-
calls. “We were all running around like 
crazy during storms, trying to keep the 
damage to a minimum. It was a mess.”

Just getting the roof structurally 
sound again took six months. There 
was also floor stripping to be done, with 
layers of old, moldy carpet and linoleum 
to be removed. The effort also revealed 
the original terrazzo tile floor in the 
foyer, which is now restored to its prime 
functionality. 

Along with carpeting and paint-
ing and restoring the plasterwork to its 
former glory, another major aspect of 
the remodeling was the dismantling of 
the huge, stationary movie screen that 
completely blocked the stage. “We have 
tried to keep the stage operations as tra-
ditional as possible,” says Danielle More-
land. “We kept the catwalk, the curtain 
rope-and-pulley system and the organ 
loft much as they always have been. The 
wooden stage had not been used since 
1957 and required extensive sanding and 
refinishing.

The addition of digital projection 
equipment and upgrades to the sound 
system allow the theater to host live con-
certs and show many foreign, classic and 
art films not seen at the huge multi-plex 
cinemas in urban centers.

At various times during its history, 
the theater building has had other ten-
ants associated within its walls. In the 
mid-1920s, the space above the theater 
hosted the Three Rivers College of Music 
and Fine Arts, which was affiliated with 
the University Extension Conservatory 

Monroe family members involved in renovating and operating the Riviera Theatre include (from left) 
sons Brendan, Evan, and Colin; Bruce, their father; and daughter-in-law Danielle holding grandson 
Cian. Wife and mother Cynthia Giacobone (not pictured) has been another major participant. 

Ph
ot

o:
 P

at
ric

e 
M

in
do

ck

17W W W . E N C O R E K A L A M A Z O O . C O M



Riviera

of Chicago. Over the years, several pro-
fessional offices, a beauty parlor, and the 
local radio station WLKM also utilized 
the prime downtown location. 

The Daughters of the American 
Revolution (DAR) recently honored 
Bruce Monroe for his work at the Rivi-
era, but he says the National Historic 
Preservation Medal actually belongs to 
the whole group effort. He praises the 
input from his family and the support 
of his high school sweetheart, Cynthia 
Giacobone, whom he married in 1972. 
When he received the medal in Lansing 
on March 31, Bruce dedicated it to his 
mother, Jane Pritchard Monroe, and his 
grandmother, Edwina Barton Pritchard, 
for their early involvement at their com-
munity’s theater. 

During the arduous renovation pro-
cess, Bruce would visit his ailing mother 
and show her the photos of the construc-
tion process. “I don’t know if she could 
really understand what was going on, 
due to her advanced stage of Alzheimer’s 
at the time,” he said. “But I still wanted 
her to know what we were doing, every 
step of the way.”

Jane Pritchard Monroe did not see 
the grand re-opening of the Riviera 
Theatre she loved. She died in December 
of 2008, just a few months after the big 
event. Bruce knows she is still there—in 
the hearts and memories of her family.

The restoration efforts and at-
tention to detail have paid off in the 
new plaster ornamentation, cornices, 
hand-stenciled decorations and gilded 
proscenium features, along with an 
unusual, elongated, dome skylight filled 
with light and clouds above the main 
theater seating area. A sunset scene 
originally filled the dome, but instead of 
recreating that effort from old, black-
and-white photographs, the sky over 
Lake Michigan became the new theme, 
based on a photo taken by Brendan 
Monroe. The mural was created by 
Kalamazoo artist Conrad Kaufman. 
The original plaster decorations had 
been ripped off and paneling applied to 
the walls. Evan Monroe painstakingly 

recreated the ornamental plaster pieces 
from photos, the old scars and shadow 
patterns, and from the few intact pieces 
left that had not deteriorated. “We 
talked to quite a few of the old-timers 
in town,” Bruce states. “We asked them 
their recollections and had them tour or 
make suggestions during the process. 
The consensus is that we have man-

aged to get ‘darn close’ to the original 
feeling this theater evoked when it first 
opened its doors over 80 years ago.”

ne of the more frustrating moments 
for Bruce Monroe, other than the 
drawn-out roof repairs, came toward 

the end of the restoration effort. “The 
hardest part was choosing the bathroom 

Bruce Monroe and grandson Cian pose with a table and bust of Joan of Arc, both of which graced the 
theater when it opened in 1925. The bust had been stored at the Carnegie Center in Three Rivers for 
many years.
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Evan Monroe paints a wall of the nearly completed theater.
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CELEBRATING

YEARS

Miller Auditorium
Kalamazoo, Michigan

41 Years Ago.

accessories,” he quips. “Seriously, we 
couldn’t see and touch them because 
they had to be ordered from a catalog. It 
was difficult to choose. I ran a success-
ful company for many years and studied 
architecture. I never thought that at age 
60 I’d be spending hours debating the 
merits and qualities of bathroom acces-
sories.” 

A new, full-service bar and conces-
sion area, which seats up to 45 people, 
has been added in the Main Street store-
front next to the theater entrance. In 
the past year since the grand reopening, 
the entertainment at the Riviera has in-
cluded movies, live music, stage produc-
tions, magicians, and comedians. There 
was even a rendition of the “Super Happy 
Fun Time Burlesque Show,” a revival of 
the genre popular “way back when.” The 
Riviera is also available for rentals and 
so far has hosted weddings, receptions, 
class reunions, business presentations, 
educational seminars and birthday par-
ties. The theater seats 370.

Partnering with other local busi-
nesses, such as “A Place in Time,” the 
banquet hall located next door ensures 
great connections for special events. “My 
goal was the renovation, and I really 
don’t want to be that active in the day-
to-day running of the theater,” Monroe 
says. That’s where his family’s variety of 
practical skills comes in handy. 

Eldest son Brendan and wife 
Danielle, both 32, manage the theater 
and bar. Brendan also chips in on any 
construction or repair advice, along with 
designing the Riviera Web site. Danielle’s 
background is in political consulting 
and campaign organization. She’s also 
a hometown girl who grew up in Three 
Rivers, moving back after a job stint in 
Washington, D.C. Colin, 26, does all 
their photography, and because he’s the 
theater buff with actual stage time on his 
résumé, he runs the lights and staging 
for live shows, along with being the main 
projectionist. Evan, 22, is a musician, so 
he runs the main sound board for live 
events and lends a hand tending bar.

(continued on page 42)
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Performing Arts
Plays

“A Christmas Carol” — Packed with pag-
eantry, laughter and gorgeous costumes, 
this Nebraska Theatre Caravan production 
will be a treasured holiday event. Dec. 5, 8 
p.m. Miller Auditorium, WMU. 387-2300.
“A Christmas Carol” — The 30th anniver-
sary production of this seasonal favorite. 
Dec. 5, 11, 12, 18, 19, 8:30 p.m. New Vic 
Theatre, 134 E. Vine St. 381-3328.
“Three” — The Late Night theater series 
presents work of local playwright Bannon 
Backhus. Dec. 4, 5, 11 & 12, 11 p.m. Also, 
“The Eight: Reindeer Monologues.” Dec. 
4–5, 11–12, 18 –19, 8 p.m. Whole Art Stu-
dio, 246 N. Kalamazoo Mall. 345-7529.

Musicals & Opera

“It’s a Wonderful Life, The Musical” — 
The classic holiday film is now a delightful 
musical.  Dec. 4, 5, 11 & 12, 8 p.m., Dec. 
6 & 13, 2 p.m., Civic Auditorium, 329 S. 

Park St. 343-1313.
“Forever Plaid: Plaid 
Tidings” — “The Plaids” 
are back together for this 
brand new, toe-tapping, 
Christmas cabaret. Dec. 
4, 5, 11, 12, 18, 19 & 26, 
8 p.m., Dec. 6, 13, 20 & 
27, 2 p.m. Farmers Alley 
Theatre, 221 Farmers 
Alley. 343-2727.

Symphony

“Messiah and More” — The annual WMU 
Christmas concert featuring the University 
Symphony Orchestra, Grand Chorus, stu-
dent soloists and faculty artists. Dec. 20, 3 
p.m. Miller auditorium, WMU. 387-2300.
“The Nutcracker” — In collaboration 
with the Ballet Arts Ensemble, KSO pres-
ents this fully staged production of the 
classic holiday ballet. Dec. 12, 2 p.m. & 7 
p.m., Dec. 13, 2 p.m. Chenery Auditorium. 
349-7759.

Chamber, Jazz, Orchestra
& Bands

Rising Stars Recital — The Gilmore 
Keyboard Festival presents Boris Gilt-
burg  performing works by Rachmani-
noff, Beethoven and more. Dec. 6, 7 p.m. 
Wellspring Theater, Epic Center, 359 S. 
Kalamazoo Mall. 342-1166.
Lionel Loueke Trio — Fontana Chamber 
Arts presents this brilliant young West Af-
rican guitarist and his jazz trio as they in-
fuse soulful melodies with African culture 
and musical joy. Dec. 11, 8 p.m. Dalton 
Center Recital Hall, WMU. 382-7774.
A Brass Celebration of Christmas — The 
Western Brass Quintet & Friends present 
their holiday concert, always a community 
favorite. Dec. 20, 3 p.m. Dalton Center 
Recital Hall, WMU. 387-4667.

Vocal

The Oak Ridge Boys Christmas — The 
Christmas show includes a collection of 
traditional and contemporary holiday 
favorites, as well as many of their best-
known hits. Dec. 11, 8 p.m. Miller Audito-
rium, WMU. 387-2300.
“Lighten Our Darkness: Ancient Music 
of the Season” — The Early Music Michi-
gan Voices sing music of the season with 
an emphasis on themes of light and dark-
ness. Dec. 12, 8 p.m. First Congregational 
Church, 129 S. Park St. 349-1045.
BachFest Christmas — The Bach Festival 
Chorus presents festive music for the 
season in one of the area’s most anticipated 
concerts. Dec. 13, 4 p.m. Stetson Chapel, 
K-College. 337-7407.

Miscellaneous

Cirque Dreams Illumination — World-
class athletes, acrobats and musicians 
populate this imaginative, colorful produc-
tion that transports the ordinary into the 
extraordinary. Dec. 8, 7:30 p.m. Miller 
Auditorium, WMU. 387-2300.
Extra Curricular Nativity — Crawl Space 
Eviction’s improv comedy show. Dec. 18 & 
19. Whole Art Theater. 599-7390.

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

Video Art — An exhibition by Louise 
Noguchi entitled “Rope Tricks” will be 
shown. Through Dec. 18, Atrium Gallery.
“Repeat After Me …” — A selection of 
prints that use repetition as a visual ele-
ment. Through Jan. 30, Kerr Gallery.
Faculty Exhibition — The Frostic School 
of Art faculty will showcase newest works 
produced from recent research and studio 
time. Through Dec. 18, Monroe-Brown 
Gallery.

Kalamazoo Institute of Arts
349-7775:

Speed Bump by Dave Coverly — The wit 
and whimsy of original daily and Sunday 
cartoons are on view, along with illustra-
tions from Sue MacDonald Had a Book. 
Runs through Jan. 10.
The Art of Warner Bros. Cartoons — The 
exhibition consists of over 160 drawings, 
paintings, and “cels,” used in the mak-
ing of Warner’s classic cartoons, from the 
1930s through 1960. Dec. 12–Feb. 21.
ARTbreak — Enjoy informal free lectures 
and presentations on art-related topics. 
Chuck Jones: Extremes and Inbetweens 
(part 1), Dec. 8; Chuck Jones: Extremes 
and Inbetweens (part 2), Dec. 15; Bring a 
lunch to these 12:15 p.m. sessions. 
Family Funday — During the opening of 
the Art of Warner Bros. Cartoons exhibit 
kids can create their own cartoon inspired 
artwork and watch cartoons on the big 
screen. Dec. 12, 1–4 p.m.

Park Trades Center
345-3311

Open Studios — Visit with artists and see 
various demonstrations during Art Hop. 
Jan. 8, 5–9 p.m.

To repeat what 

others have said 

requires education; 

to challenge it 

requires brains.

Mary Pettibone 

Poole

20 D E C E M B E R  2 0 0 9



Miscellaneous

Midtown Gallery — Featuring Mid-
town’s “Holiday Exhibit” with artists Kent 
Brigham, Kim Dixon and many others. 
Dec. 4–30. Extended holiday hours. 356 S. 
Kalamazoo Mall.
Art Hop — View the works of local artists. 
Local venues/galleries in downtown Kala-
mazoo. Jan. 8, 5 p.m. 342-5059.

Literary Events

Kalamazoo Public Library
553-7809:

Classics Revisited — Learn what makes a 
book a classic, featuring discussion of “Out 
of Africa” by Isak Dinesen, Dec. 17, 7 p.m. 
Central Library.
Nutcracker Ballet — Clara and the Nut-
cracker battle the Mouse King and journey 
through the land of sweets. A performance 
by the Kalamazoo Ballet for younger chil-
dren. Dec. 22, 2 p.m. Central Library.
Aerial Angels — The popular high-flying 
circus artists perform an acrobatic version 
of Cinderella suspended between floors of 
the Central Library’s rotunda. Dec. 28, 
11 a.m. Central Library.

Portage District Library
329-4544

A Celebration of Writing — The local 
Family History Writing Groups invite 
you to join them for a relaxing evening of 
reading and reminiscing. Registration is 
required. Dec. 7, 7–8:30 p.m.
Family Craft Day — Families can come in 
and make crafts to either keep or give away 
as gifts. Dec. 12, 1 -3 p.m.
Combat Veterans Writing Group — An 
evening workshop on writing poetry, essay 
or fiction related to veteran’s experiences. 
No writing experience necessary. Dec. 16, 
6:30–8 p.m.

Miscellaneous

Gwen Frostic Reading Series — James 
Daniels and Andrås Visky will read. Dec. 7, 
8 p.m. York Arena Theater, WMU. 

Museums

Kalamazoo Valley Museum
373-7990:

Genome — The Secret of How Life 
Works — Experience the amazing world 
of human genes through interactive 
displays and family-friendly activities. 
Through Jan. 10.
Spirit of the Mask — Masks from around 
the world illustrate the vast diversity and 
many uses of these fascinating objects. 
Through Feb. 14.
Planetarium Programs — The new 
DigiStar planetarium presents various pro-
grams in December. “Secrets of the Card-
board Rocket,” Mon.–Sat., 11 a.m., Sun., 2 
p.m.; “Stars of the Pharaohs,” Sun.–Fri., 3 
p.m., Sat., 2 p.m.; “Starry Nights,” Sat., 2 
p.m.; “U2 Laser Show,” Fri., 8:30 p.m.

Music at the Museum — Enjoy live eclec-
tic, acoustic music. K’zoo Folklife Organi-
zation, Songs of the Season, Dec. 6, 1:30 
p.m. & 2 :15 p.m. and Carmea in Concert, 
2009 Fretboard Festival winners, Dec. 11, 
6:30 p.m.

W.K. Kellogg Manor House
671-2416

Holiday Teas — Enjoy a delightful 
afternoon tea in the beautifully decorated 
Manor House. Tea with Mrs. Claus, Dec. 
6; Dickens Tea, Dec. 8; Holiday Spice Tea, 
Dec. 9; Mistletoe Tea, Dec. 13; Holly and 
Ivy Tea, Dec. 15. Teas begin at 2 p.m. 
Advance reservations requested. 
269-671-2400.

(continued on page 46)

When Christmas season arrives, visions 
of Santa Claus abound. His image is 
seen in advertisements, greeting cards, 
commercials, and decorations. Which 
of Santa’s images comes to your mind? 
For many of us the first Santa that we 
think of is the beloved character from 
the classic Christmas film, “Miracle 
on 34th Street.” In the movie, Scottish 
actor Edmund Gwenn played the role 
of Kristopher Kringle, who is hired by 
Macy’s as a last-minute replacement for a 
drunken Santa. The catch is that Kringle 
actually believes that he is the real Santa 
and is forced to prove it in a court of law. 
He does so with the help of a young girl 

played by Natalie Wood. For Gwenn, it 
was the role of his lifetime, capturing the 
1947 Academy Award for Best Supporting 
Actor. But for the rest of us, it is a role that 
we will always remember as the iconic 
Santa Claus.

STEPPING BACK
WITH THE ARTS

Please send notification of activities to: 

Encore “Events of Note”

350 South Burdick St., Suite 214

Phone: 383-4433

Fax: 383-9767

E-mail:

events@encorekalamazoo.com
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WINTER IS ONE OF THE BEST times to stargaze, according to 
Richard Bell, media coordinator for the Kalamazoo Astronomy 
Society. 

“There is something special about the winter stars,” said 
Bell. “They seem to have an extra sparkle.”

The cold night air is 
dry, explained Bell, which 
makes the sky “crystal clear 
and clean,” as long as it’s not 
cloudy, which is often the 
case in southwestern Michi-
gan winters.

Also, of the 25 bright-
est stars, 12 of them show 
up in the winter sky, and 
six of the brightest make up 
the “Winter Hexagon,” the 
season’s dominant asterism. 
In summer there is a triangle, 

in autumn a square, and, in winter, a hexagon of stars takes shape 
in the sky. The six corners of the hexagon include the high-mag-
nitude stars—Rigel, Capella, Aldebaran, Castor and Pollux (“the 
Gemini Twins”) and Sirius, the very brightest star in our sky.

In addition to the hexagon, Orion, The Hunter, the second 
most recognizable star pattern (next to the Big Dipper) is vis-
ible. Around 8 p.m. in late December, Orion can be spotted in 
the southeast. 

To bring to mind Orion’s form, Bell suggests memorizing 
the rhyme: “Three stars in a row, two above and two below.” The 
three stars are Orion’s belt, the two above form his shoulders 

and the two below form his legs. Hanging from Orion’s belt is a 
sword. If you use binoculars, you can see that the “fuzzy” star 
on the sword is what Bell calls one of “nature’s true wonders.”

“That fuzzy patch is the Great Nebula in Orion, a star-
forming region 1,500 light years away,” Bell said.

While the stars are putting on an incredible show, the real 
“star” this month is the moon, which will wax to fullness, not 
once, but twice. The Blue Moon (so called because two moons 
in a month occur only once every two and a half years) will this 
month take place on the auspicious date of New Year’s Eve. The 
first full moon of the month is December 2nd. 

This might not be a boon for astronomers, who don’t always 
care for a full moon because it detracts from their night view-
ing, but for those who feel a lunar kinship, it’s something to 
celebrate. Imagine the possibilities for a Blue Moon Eve party. 
Among ideas include many “moon” foods. There are moon 
cakes, which were made by the Chinese to honor the moon fes-
tival.” Moon cakes, made with flour and brown sugar and filled 
with nuts, dried fruit or even meat, were eaten while people 
wrote and read poetry.

Moon biscuits, eaten with wine, are a simple, crescent-
shaped pastry filled with whole hazelnuts to represent the  
full moon.

However you celebrate your full moon’s eve, don’t forget to 
make a wish, because on this night your wishes are especially 
powerful, as this ancient moon blessing attests:

Pray to the moon when she is round.
Luck to you will then abound.
What you seek for shall be found
On the sea or solid ground. 

Once in a Blue Moon
By Theresa Coty O’Neil
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BILL WEIER WRITES: Rustic European cuisine … seems like a 
complicated subject but, in fact, it is the essence of simplic-
ity. If you were to travel the countryside of Europe, eating as 
you went, you would see a familiar refrain in every village you 
visited. The food you would sample is a byproduct of the local 
and regional farmers’ products, simply prepared to highlight 
the fresh flavors of the component ingredients. There aren’t any 
crazy infused foams, gels or overly extravagant presentations. 
The dishes normally are comprised of three to five ingredients, 
classically prepared with a simple presentation where flavor 
trumps design.

In France, Italy, Spain, Austria, Germany and most any 
other European country, the food represents the best of the 
local farmers and the local population’s cooks, accordingly. The 
Europeans have been eating like this for hundreds of years, and 
it has become as much a part of their social fabric as it is their 
daily sustenance.

Here, in the United States, we have been on a different culi-
nary trajectory: Our palates have been big boxed and chained to 
the point that we forget about our fantastic local farmers—and 
sometimes our taste buds are neglected. Michigan has such an 
amazing bounty of culinary ingredients—like sweet corn, blue-
berries, cherries, fish, pork, chicken, artisan cheeses, apples, 
root vegetables, and many more.

To replicate “rustic” cuisine here in Michigan, you must 
start with the European model. Firstly, you must source local 
products and utilize local farmers whenever possible. Because 
of the big-box effect, getting product from these farmers can be 
difficult logistically. Consequently, when you fail to get some-
thing locally, you then try a regional source, and so on.

The general idea is farm to table whenever possible, trying 
to use products that are seasonally available. In this way, your 
cuisine is in tune with, and changes with, the seasons. Doing 
so puts  diets and bodies in more of a natural rhythm with sur-
roundings and gives the specific foods when they are needed. 
(Ever wonder why you 
crave a cold piece of wa-
termelon in the summer 
and a big bowl of pasta in 
the winter?) 

Adam Watts writes: 
We are headed into “that” 
time of the year again. I 
will still be searching for 
Michigan winter crops—
like cabbages, carrots, 
kale, dried beans, onions, 
squash, and potatoes. It’s 
those simple luxuries—
homemade sausage and 
stewed beans, or a slice of 
local goat cheese, or honey and crusty bread—that can bring us 
closer to warmer months ahead. Old, passed-down, European 
techniques like canning, curing, drying, and cellaring foods 
have made their way into modern cookery and, thankfully, have 
been passed down from generation to generation.

Visiting the Bank Street Farmers Market for the first time 
late last fall, I realized just how spoiled we are here in southwest 
Michigan. The energy there was amazing, and its patrons were

(continued on page 45)

Enjoy the Harvest in the Winter Months
By Bill Weier and Adam Watts

Chef Adam Watts and owner Bill Weier
of Rustica, Kalamazoo’s newest dining 
establishment, specializing in rustic 
European cuisine.
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IFE ELLA had got the hell out 
of the kitchen before he was at it 
again, brewing up evil-smelling

compounds of some coffee substitute 
through which he hoped to recoup the 
family’s fortune. The aroma of a fresh 
batch of the stuff drifted out the window 
of the old Battle Creek farmhouse. For 
two years Charles William Post perse-
vered, roasting, brewing, stewing and 
otherwise modifying various

grains in an effort to discover a 
flavorful, hot food-drink.

Then in 1894 he mixed a 
couple cups of glutenous bran 
with a dash of New Orleans 
molasses and browned the 
compound in an open pan. In a 
special roaster he had invented 
he also browned some wheat 
berries. Steeped in hot water, 
the resulting mixture tasted 
pretty good to Post—so good 
he dubbed it Postum.

Born in 1854, Post had 
grown up in Springfield, Ill., 
where he attended the local 
schools and the predecessor 
of the University of Illinois for a spell. 
As a teenager he joined the Spring-
field Zouaves, a state militia unit 
with a fancy uniform, and served 
with it on active duty during the 
aftermath of the 1871 Chicago fire. 
Three years later he married Ella 
Letitia Merriweather, who later 
bore their only child, Marjorie.

To support his family, Post 
embarked on a career typical of 
many a 19th-century entrepre-
neur with wanderlust. As he 
bounded around the country 
seeking his fortune, he invented 
variations on the plow blade, 
bicycle, player piano and a 
type of “invisible suspenders.” 
He went bankrupt manu-
facturing “Post Capital City 
Cultivators” in Springfield 
and shifted to Texas with his 
brother, Carroll, for a new 

start. At Fort Worth they sold lots in a 
subdivision they platted and invested in 
a woolenblanket mill.

But in 1885, just when it seemed 
one of his ventures might prove success-
ful, he suffered his first physical break-
down—nervous exhaustion. He tried 
cures ranging from mineral-water spas to 
“Swedish movements.” Finally, in 1891 
desperation drew him to flamboyant Dr. 
John Harvey Kellogg’s nationally touted 
Battle Creek Sanitarium.

Post’s funds were about as low as 
his health. So he swapped a supply of 
blankets left over from his Texas venture 
for a dose of the sanitarium regimen. To 
save money the family lodged in a nearby 
rooming house, and Ella pushed her 
husband in a wheelchair up to the health 
mecca each morning. Post sampled Kel-
logg’s vegetarian health foods, lectures 
on right eating and hydrotherapy, and 
plenty of water inside and out. He found 
the lectures stimulating and the meals 

On the Road to Wellville
By Larry Massie

C.W. Post at age 36, about the time he checked into the Battle 
Creek Sanitarium and discovered Kellogg’s coffee substitute.

W

Post packed 
this little 
booklet in 
early packages 
of Grape Nuts.
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Charles William Post made his fortune
in the cereal industry, but not without a struggle.

bland. But two items on the bill of fare 
sparked his interest—Granola and 
Caramel Cereal Coffee, both of which, 
incidentally, had descended along with 

the idea for the sanitarium 
from Dr. James Caleb Jack-
son’s Dansville, N.Y., Home 
on the Hillside. In the early 
1860s, Jackson’s patients had 
crunched “Granula,” twice-
baked graham bread crumbs, 
and sipped “Somo,” a cereal-
based coffee substitute.

When nine months of 
sanitarium treatment brought 
little change in Post’s health, 
he tried some of Battle Creek’s 
other medicinal practitioners, 
including a pair of clairvoyants 

and a Christian Scientist named 
Mrs. Elizabeth Gregory. Evident-

ly the power of positive thinking worked 
where enemas had failed. Post decided 
that no matter how ill he looked, “the 

only way to get well was to be well,” and 
he “began walking around like a man 
who had business to attend to.” That 
business included a proposal to team up 
with Dr. Kellogg to promote his Caramel 
Cereal Coffee. When Kellogg laughed 
him out of his office, Post proceeded to 
go into the health business himself.

In May 1892, he put a down pay-
ment on the Greenville Beardsley estate, a 
10-acre homestead on the east side of the 
city. He dubbed the Italianate farmhouse 
“La Vita Inn,” a medical boarding house 
where Post plied his newly learned cura-
tive powers. He practiced an amalgam of 
Kelloggism, Christian Science, posi-
tive thought, and a form of biofeedback 
employing “mental negation” and “the en-
ergy of your divine selfhood.” For tough 
cases he cranked up a little dynamo and 

Ella Merriweather Post, who relinquished her kitchen when it 
became a Postum laboratory.
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form of disease.”
By February 

of 1895, Post was 
in Grand Rapids 
demonstrating 
Postum. He spent 
20 minutes boiling 
a pot in the office of 
W.H. Turner, editor of the Grand 
Rapids Evening News, and left with 
$1,000 in advertising credit. But “Furni-
ture City” grocery jobber E.J. Herrick 
balked at handling the product, advis-
ing: “Save your money … go into some 
business there is some reason for.” Post 
promptly parlayed his refusal into a 
vigorous advertising campaign under the 
mysterious motto: “There’s a reason,” but 
never explained that reason to the public. 
He also coined new names for old diseases, 
and newspaper readers with palpitations, 
headaches or lack of energy learned they 
had “coffee heart,” coffee neuralgia,” and 
“brain fag.” The “grandfather of modern 
advertising” bombarded the media with 
clever sales pitches and sank most of his 
early profits back into more copy.

At the end of the first year of produc-
tion, total sales for Postum stood at $5,000. 
The following year they reached $265,000. 
In 1898, wholesalers bought $840,000 
worth. That year Post introduced his 
second cereal product—Grape Nuts, nee 
Granula, nee Granola. Early packages of 
Grape Nuts contained a miniature pam-
phlet, “The Road to Wellville,” a synopsis 
of “I Am Well.” By 1901 Post was spend-
ing $400,000 on advertising and clearing 
nearly $1 million a year.

aturally, Post’s success inspired a 
rash of competition. Battle Creek 
had never been short on specula-

tors quick to emulate a good thing, and 
by the turn of the century the city boasted 
six other firms in production of hot health 
drinks, and they all sold for less than 
Postum. Drawing on an image from his 
Texas days, Post declared those imitators 
“buzzards roosting on a fence watching 
for some choice bones to lick,” and he 
decided to “twist the wrist of some of these 

pirates.” He organized a new 
company, named its product 

Monk’s Brew, designed flashy packages, 
and filled them with Postum. Monk’s 
Brew retailed at five cents, considerably 
less than the cost of production. When his 
competition “died promptly and violently 
on all sides,” Post withdrew Monk’s Brew, 
and the entire market lay in Postum’s lap, 
priced at a quarter a pack.

To keep pace with the galloping 
growth in sales, Post launched a hectic 
building program. Acres of warehouses, 
production plants, grain-storage struc-
tures, overhead conveyor belts and railroad 
sidings sprang up. Post started his own 
paper mill and formed the Grandin 
Advertising Agency, housed in an English 
half-timbered club house furnished with 
the cereal maker’s museum-quality collec-
tion of antiques and artwork. Soon crowds 
of wide-eyed visitors enjoyed tours of the 
massive layout painted dazzling white with 
green trim and dubbed the “white city.” 
Post also diversified to place his name 
prominently on the Battle Creek map. He 
built the luxurious Post Tavern in 1901, 
the Post Theatre the following year, and 
soon platted an 80-acre subdivision south 
of his plant, the Post addition.

Post’s fast-paced success sometimes 
encountered a stumbling block. In 1906, 
he introduced a third cereal product, 
taking the liberty of borrowing another of 
Kellogg’s concepts, corn flakes, which he 
made a little thicker and blistered to stay 
crisper in milk. He choose a name with a 

electrified patents. Somehow he succeed-
ed in galvanizing a number of sufferers 
from rheumatism, dyspepsia, ulcerated 
teeth and bladder complaints back onto 
“the road to Wellville.”

y 1894 Post had codified his medi-
cal philosophy into a 148-page, 
hardcover volume published at 

La Vita Inn titled “I Am Well.” Human 
emotion consisted of negative and positive 
currents, Post explained. “The negative 
currents are thoughts of anger, hate, grief, 
anxiety, jealousy, apprehension, sensuality, 
disease, etc. These negative currents are 
disease producing and tend to destroy and 
throw out through the pores and other ex-
cretory channels the valuable parts of ele-
ments in the nerve centers, and deplete and 
exhaust the battery so to speak.” While 
staring fixedly into their eyes, Post told his 
patients, “There is a power within you that 
can and will work miracles.” He also dosed 
them with hot helpings of Postum.

The guests at La Vita Inn evidently 
liked the blend so well that Post determined 
to stake his future on the beverage. In 
December 1894, he purchased a second-
hand gasoline stove, a small hand-operated 
peanut roaster, an old-fashioned coffee 
grinder and several mixers—total capital 
investment, $46.85. He also spent $21.91 on 
two bushels of wheat, 200 pounds of bran, 
10 jugs of molasses, 50 packing cases and 
200 cartons, Post installed his machinery 
in a little Greek-revival horse barn adjacent 
to the inn, roasted up a batch, and began 
peddling paper bags of his product from a 
pushcart along Battle Creek’s dusty streets.

Post wrote all his own advertising 
copy, and the nearly century-long war Syl-
vester Graham, Dr. Kellogg, and other veg-
etable reformers had waged against coffee 
gained a brilliant propagandist. “Any ana-
lytical chemist can show that coffee and 
tea contain a poisonous drug—caffeine,” 
early Postum advertising warned, “which 
belongs in the same class of alkaloids with 
cocaine, morphine, nicotine and strych-
nine. It is safe to say,” continued Post, “that 
one person in every three among coffee 
drinkers has some incipient or advanced 

Massie

The products that brought 
C.W. Post fame and fortune 
and helped make Battle Creek 
nationally famous.
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Looking for a new view?

Jim Gilmore Enterprises

biblical flavor, Elijah’s Manna, and pack-
aged his version of corn flakes in contain-
ers depicting a flock of ravens carrying the 
food from heaven to a bearded prophet. 
Having grown up in the Midwest, Post 
should have known better. Ministers thun-
dered from the pulpit against sacrilegious 
advertising, and the British government 
found Post in contempt of a law prohibit-
ing the use of biblical names for com-
mercial purposes. The advertising genius 
remedied his miscalculation in 1908 when 
Elijah’s Manna became Post Toasties, 
packaged in boxes depicting an inoffensive 
young miss and her cat enjoying a bowl of 

the product while seated before the hearth. 
Orders poured in from the Bible Belt and 
everywhere else for Post’s “new cereal.”

By 1914, as box cars loaded with 
200 million packages of Postum Cereal 
Company products a year rumbled out 
of Battle Creek, Post’s assets stood at $70 
million. But all his wealth could not buy 
good health. Amidst campaigning against 
the new federal income tax enacted by 
President Woodrow Wilson in 1913, he 
suffered another breakdown. Following a 
severe attack, an emergency cross-country 
train trip to the Mayo Clinic for an appen-
dix operation, and a prognosis of several 

months of pain, Post ended his own life at 
his winter estate in Santa Barbara, Calif., 
in 1914.

Marjorie Merriweather Post, whose 
life became an American saga as colorful 
as her father’s meteoric rise, inherited his 
fortune. During the 1920s, with the as-
sistance of her second husband ultimately 
of four, E.F. Hutton, she transformed the 
Postum Cereal Company through acquisi-
tion of Jello, Minute Tapioca, Walter Baker 
Chocolate, Maxwell House Coffee and 
other famous food companies into what 
was then the nation’s largest such corpora-
tion—General Foods.  
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T DOESN’T HAPPEN all that often any more. Yet 
there are times, at road commission conferences 
or similar gatherings, when someone will be 

talking to Joanna Johnson and give her that look that 
says: “You are what?”

Yes, Joanna Iannarelli Johnson is the Kalamazoo County 
Road Commission managing director. Yes, a woman.

“I never want to hone in on gender,” says Johnson, 40, who 
has headed the road commission here for two years. “It’s the 
skills and abilities that should be considered for any job, not gen-
der. You build mutual professional respect regardless of gender.

“But, yes, I’m unique. There are only two other female road 
commission directors in Michigan. They are in Ionia and Grand 
Traverse counties.”

That leaves males in charge of the state’s other 80 county 
road commissions and hundreds of thousands of miles of roads 
that are the vital local byways in the state’s traffic-flow system. 

Johnson said that she loves her job, supervising 52 other 
employees and overseeing the maintenance, repair and other 
duties related to the county’s 1,260 miles of roads.

Yet she wasn’t seeking the job when former managing 
director Ronald E. Reid retired in 2007. At that time Johnson 
was assistant managing director of the Calhoun County Road 
Commission in Marshall, where she still lives with husband Jeff 
and daughters Ariana, 10, and Malena, 3.

“I wasn’t looking for another job,” she said. “But when they 
called and asked if I would like to be interviewed, I agreed.”

She was hired effective November 26, 2007, and hasn’t 
looked back.

“I love the challenges of this job,” she said. “I like the 
dynamics of a changing world, the fact that every day brings 
something different. We have a great Board of County Road 
Commissioners and a great group of people to work with who 
are dedicated to public service.”

A native of Detroit, Johnson is a first-generation Italian 
American who attributes her commitment to hard work to her 
parents, who came to the United States in 1959. “They came to 
this country with nothing,” she said, “and they worked hard to 
make sure that I succeeded. My parents taught me one heck of a 
work ethic.”

Johnson graduated from Western Michigan University in 
1992 with a degree in business administration, majoring in hu-
man resource management and minoring in general business. It 
was at WMU that she met Jeff, now an engineer with Eaton Cor-
poration in Galesburg. They were married in 1994 and moved  
to Marshall.

In the early 1990s, Johnson started working for Manpower 
of Holland, a company that places workers with a variety of 
companies. Johnson’s job was to screen potential employees and 
match them to the needs of companies. It was through that job 
that she became acquainted with a wide variety of companies 
and industries. She also acquired techniques needed to build 
relationships with others.

“People skills were important in that job,” she said. “You 

mmission conferences
or similar gatherings, when someone will be 

talking to Joanna Johnson and give her that look that 

road commission conferences
or similar g
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By Bill Krasean
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she was hired to replace a person who had 
headed the county road commission for 
19 years. Not that he did a bad job, but 
it required a culture change with a new 
manager.”

McCauley said that Joanna is open 
and friendly and has outstanding com-
munication skills in working not just with 
her staff but with the Kalamazoo County 
Board of Commissioners, townships, and 
the Michigan Department of Transporta-
tion, where she has been instrumental in 
helping to secure grants.

“She works very long hours,” he said. “I 
get e-mails from her at 11 p.m. and 6 a.m. 

“I’m very pleased with the job she’s doing.” 
As Kalamazoo County Road Commission managing direc-

tor, Johnson is responsible for a $23 million-plus annual budget, 
works as a liaison with local units of government and, with her 
board, determines policy and guidelines. The 34 field staff over-
see 449 miles of primary roads, 811 miles of local roads (includ-
ing 100 miles of gravel roads), 58 bridges, 43 traffic signals and 
41 flashing lights, no small matter for a road commission whose 

have to find the right fit for the right person.”
In 1993 she moved to Manpower of Lansing and worked 

her way up in the company. In June 2001, by then the compa-
ny’s vice president of Service Delivery, she resigned to take the 
Calhoun County Road Commission post.

“She’s doing a fantastic job,” said Kent L. McCauley, vice 
chairman of the Kalamazoo County Road Commission board 
and a Vicksburg resident. “We had a big task ahead of us when 

(Opposite page) Joanna Johnson relies on her staff 
to keep Kalamazoo County’s roads in good condition 
(photo by Bill Krasean).

(Left) Donald E. Easley and area superintendent Jim 
Beaudoin feed limbs into a shredder during work on 
Portage Road near Vicksburg.
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working staff is less than half what it was 
in 1960.

The 1,260 miles under the county’s 
jurisdiction do not include streets in 
cities and villages or the state trunk lines 
I-94 and U.S. 131. 

ohnson is a positive and energetic 
woman who doesn’t shy away from any 
situation. “My high energy is a good 

thing when you want, as I do, to make a 
difference,” she said. “Still, there’s never 
enough time in a day.

“Roads are a huge part of every per-
son’s life. If you are in an ambulance or 
driving to the grocery store or have to be 
somewhere on time, you have to travel 
on roads, and you expect them to be in 
good shape.

“We have to work at prioritizing 
countywide road maintenance and 
improvement, and there is always more 
work to do than funds available to do it. 

And we have to be aware of the expecta-
tions of county residents and give them 
a sense that we are prioritizing the work 
correctly and effectively.”

If there is one thing that prompts 
residents to call a government agency, 
it’s the state of their roads. Some of the 
calls are, of course, from residents who 
are upset.

“We want the public to call us,” 
she said. “We like the extra sets of eyes 
because our 34 field workers can’t be 
everywhere. If you have a pothole that 
needs work, call us.

“While some callers are upset, 
we sometimes get thank-you calls and 
letters—and those thank you’s mean a 
lot. We do our best to follow up and to 

Johnson

The Poet Considers His Plant

His poinsettia straggles her green leader
From his TV stand’s top shelf. No zealous
Gardener, he’s never built a trellis
For any vine, and in the theater
Of each new morning he feels a traitor
To his plant’s good governance. He’s jealous,
Too, of her easy growth, her rebellious
Upstarts and volunteers. Oh, he feeds her
Nitrates and water, and willingly cedes
Her this place in his living room. No doubt
His care matters; but he knows the mortar
That holds his bones together, what he bleeds,
Means less to her than light, knows the slow rout
Of seasons marks their only true border.

  By Arnie Johnston
 

Arnold Johnston lives in downtown Kalamazoo. Arnie’s plays,
and others written in collaboration with his wife, Deborah Ann Percy,
have won publication, production and awards across the country. 
His poetry, fiction, nonfiction, and translations have appeared widely 
in literary journals and anthologies. 

Joanna Johnson makes many decisions in her Road Commission office.
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ensure that citizens know 
we are listening.”

This year marks the 
100th anniversary of the 
road commission, and the 
occasion was marked with 
a Centennial Open House 
in October. Poring over the 
road commission history, 
they noted that winter 
snow-removal costs in 
1936 totaled $40,000. In 2008 
winter costs topped $2.56 million.

In 1922 a heavy-duty truck cost 
$1,200 compared to $104,785 today.

Revenues have risen over the years, 
including a gas-tax increase in 1997. 
Inflation, however, has dampened the 
impact. In 1960, the road commission’s 
share of the Michigan Transportation 
Fund (MTF) was $1.5 million compared 
to $12.7 million in 2008.  Currently, 
the Road Commission is operating with 
MTF revenue levels the same as in the 
year 2000.

Among the many issues Johnson 
must juggle is the budget, funded in 
large part by the state’s 19-cent-a-gallon 
gas tax. Two-thirds of the budget comes 
from the state and 17 percent each from 
local and federal sources.

Johnson said that the state’s de-
pressed economy is having a negative 
impact on funding as people are driving 
fewer miles and purchasing less gas. 
Additionally, the push to make and sell 
more high-mileage vehicles also means 
reduced gas sales and tax revenues.

“We have a lot of work to do with 
our infrastructure,” Johnson said. “We’ve 
had to close some bridges, and many 
bridges have weight restrictions through-
out the state. Funding to repair bridges 
has diminished over the years.”

One bright spot has been federal 
American Recovery and Reinvestment Act 
stimulus funds, she said. Nearly $1.7 mil-
lion in federal funds were being used to 
resurface and improve 12th Street from D 
Avenue to C Avenue, S Avenue from South 
Sprinkle Road to 29th Street, and 8th 
Street from R Avenue to Q Avenue.

All three projects were to have been 
finished by year’s end. Johnson said that 
the Road Commission chief engineer, 
Tom Hohm, worked successfully to get 
these projects ready.

Despite the long hours at the Road 
Commission and delightful hours with 
her two daughters, Johnson serves with 
the Marshall Area Chamber of Com-
merce, the Marshall Community Credit 
Union, Western Michigan University’s 
Civil & Construction Engineering In-
dustry Advisory Board and is a member 
of Sunrise Rotary. She is also on the 
County Road Association of Michigan 
Finance & Human Resource Committee.

Johnson said she sees her role as a 
team leader and administrator.

“As a leader you have to rely on your 
people to do a good job,” she said. “We 
have a great group of people working 
here, and we all have to do more with 
less. As the overall administrator, I’m 
like the coach as opposed to using a 
top-down organization administrative 
approach. I don’t just tell them what to 
do. We bounce ideas off of each other 
and we try different things. Sometimes 
it works, but if it doesn’t we tweak it.  
Ultimately, I make the tough decisions 
when needed, and I am held accountable 
accordingly, as with any type of leader-
ship position.

“My job is to be a problem solver. 
My role is always changing and I feel 
privileged to be at the Road Commission.

“At the end of the day, if I know I 
made my parents proud, gained profes-
sional respect, and made a difference, 
that’s a great accomplishment.” 

The commitment to hard work that has made Joanna Johnson suc-
cessful belongs, she says, to her parents.
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Journal maga-
zine and the 
Omega Institute. 
It was there she 
met Rod Stryker, 
at a lecture he was 
giving about the 
differences between 
Buddhist and tantric 
meditation.

“I heard Rod 
Stryker’s voice, and 
something rang very 
familiar to me,” Karina 
says. “It felt like he was talking right to 
me—to some of the deeper, more hidden 
parts of myself. I kept wondering if he 
was reading my mind.”

It was immediately clear, she 
recalls, that she had found a teacher. 
And although Rod lived in Los Angeles 
and Karina in Michigan, she knew she 
needed to study with him. She found 
his Web site and looked up his training 
schedule. Whenever she could get away, 
Karina would travel to learn from this 
newest mentor.

Rod Stryker is the founder of  
Para Yoga, which combines a deep,  
meditative tradition with sequencing of 
yoga postures. He has trained Karina in 
that tradition. 

“Most American styles of yoga have 

helped me work through 
some of the issues that arose for 

me as a young person finding my way.” 
While Karina was still at WMU, 

Rebecca suggested that she’d make an 
excellent bodyworker. Intrigued, Karina 
began studying massage in 1996 under 
this first mentor, eventually working 
with Rebecca in her physical therapy 
clinic and opening her own massage 
practice after graduation. 

It was Rebecca, too, who led Karina 
toward her eventual life’s work. Rebecca 
was teaching tai chi through the Kala-
mazoo Adult and Community Educa-
tion program. She suggested that Karina 
teach a yoga class.

“I said, ‘Becky, I’m not a yoga 
teacher!’ And she said, ‘Yeah, but you 
could be.’” 

And so it began.
Karina did teach that first commu-

nity ed yoga class in 1998. After a taste 
of teaching, she was hungry for more 
training. In 1999, that led her to a con-
ference in New York, sponsored by Yoga 

ARINA MIRSKY’S heart 
is in Kalamazoo. The 
city has given her 

mentors and friends, nur-
tured her through cancer, 
and bolstered her business, Sangha Yoga. 
Although her burgeoning reputation as 
a nationally renowned yoga instructor 
calls her to travel more and more, Karina 
envisions herself connected to  
Kalamazoo forever. 

“I love Kalamazoo,” Karina says.  
“So much of what I do is about giving 
back to this community that has given 
me so much.” 

Her connection to Southwest Michi-
gan began when Karina came to Western 
Michigan University from Ludington 
to study business. Lingering pain from 
a childhood injury led her to Rebecca 
Pearce, a massage therapist. Karina 
was drawn to Rebecca’s interest in the 
Chinese healing arts and the nature of 
consciousness and healing.

“She helped not only with my physi-
cal pain,” Karina recalls, “but she also 

Journal maga-
zine and the 
Omega Institute. 
It was there she 
met Rod Stryker,
at a lecture he was
giving about the 
differences between
Buddhist and tantric
meditation.

“I heard Rod
Stryker’s voice, and 
something rang very
familiar to me,” Karina

helped me work through
some of the issues that arose for

me as a young person finding my way.” 
While Karina was still at WMU,

Rebecca suggested that she’d make an 
excellent bodyworker. Intrigued, Karina 
began studying massage in 1996 under

heart 
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r
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By Jessica English

Karina Mirsky is photographed 
in a vashistasana pose.
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taken the meditation out, but meditation 
is always part of a Para Yoga class,” Kar-
ina notes. “There’s also a lot of science 
influencing the way we sequence the 
postures. We’re not just flowing together 
postures because they look pretty to-
gether. It’s a scientific sequence designed 
to manipulate energy and slowly and 
deliberately open the body.” 

As Karina was building her knowl-
edge of Para Yoga, she started teaching 
more classes in Kalamazoo and began 
accumulating her own yoga following, 
first at Everybody’s Gym and later at the 
Riverview Therapeutic Healing Clinic.

In 2001, Karina began assisting 
Rod with teacher trainings around the 
country. Today, she is the only other 
instructor in the nation whom Rod has 
authorized to call her teacher trainings 
Para Yoga. 

As her professional life was taking 
off in her mid-20s, Karina began 
having panic attacks. A friend 

suggested that anxiety often indicates 
that something “wants to be known.” In 
her studies with Rod, Karina was deep-
ening her meditation practice. It made 
perfect sense to her to start meditating 
on the anxiety.

“As I was meditating, I found myself 
centering in on my tonsils,” Karina 
recalls. “I’d had chronic tonsillitis on and 
off since I was a kid, and I noticed that 
the left one was particularly large—not 
painful, just large.” 

Karina visited the Family Health 
Center on Kalamazoo’s north side, where 
she could pay on a sliding scale because 
she didn’t have insurance. They tried 

various antibiotics 
and anti-inflamma-
tory medications. 
Nothing worked.

In the medita-
tive tradition Karina 
was studying, when 
there is a problem, 
the person concen-
trates fully on the 
object of concern, 
until she starts to 
receive information. 
So Karina began meditating on her 
tonsil, and, quite literally, asking it what 
it wanted.

As a result, she knew without a 
shadow of a doubt that the tonsil had to 
come out, “which is not the easiest thing 
to think about when you don’t have 
health insurance,” she says.

A staff member at the Family Health 
Center helped her connect with the 
Kalamazoo County Health Plan, a locally 
funded program that provides health 
care for residents who don’t qualify for 
other subsidized plans. In January 2003, 
Karina was referred to Dr. Hugo Roesler, 
a local ear, nose and throat specialist. He 
took one look at her tonsils and declared 
that they were coming out in two days, 
and the surgery was difficult.

“I hope I never have to endure pain 
like that again in my entire life,” Karina 
says, recalling the two weeks after surgery. 

Still, she was just 27 years old and in 
otherwise excellent health. She bounced 
back relatively quickly and planned to 

leave a few weeks after surgery 
to assist Rod Stryker at a training in 
Miami. She went to a follow-up appoint-
ment with Dr. Roesler, alone, expecting 
a routine visit, and she was armed with 
questions about flying and working 
post-op. Instead, Dr. Rosler broke the 
news that the pathology report showed a 
malignant lymphoma.

Stunned, Karina could barely pro-
cess the news. She called her mother in 
Ludington, and her friend, Ruth Friar, 
who both rushed to be with her.

Despite the cancer diagnosis, 
Karina flew to assist Rod the 
next day, spending a week with 

him. “Rod told me that whenever we find 
ourselves in the heat of discomfort, the 
stuff that really rubs us down to our core 
and strips us down to our raw selves, 
when you go through that, on the other 
side you find this more radiant splendor 
of your own soul. He said you attract 
hearts toward you and you shine more of 
who you are really meant to be.”

Karina Mirsky will 
be the first to say 
there have been 
some challenges 
along the way. But 
Kalamazoo has 
been there for her.

Kara Aubin assists 
Jerry Givens with a 

partner stretch under the 
watchful eye of Karina 

Mirsky during a session 
at the Himalayan Institute.
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Karina says she gripped onto that 
teaching and “held on for dear life” 
through six months of chemotherapy. 
Thanks to the information she’d received 
from her meditations, the cancer had 
been found early, and with chemo she 
was facing a 99 percent chance of a  
full cure. 

Still, it was a rigorous chemotherapy 
regimen, and she was very sick.

“I kept holding on to the idea that I 
was going to be more of who I was meant 
to be on the other side,” Karina says. “I 
was going through this death of sorts but 
I knew that there would be a rebirthing, 
that I would be different.” 

Her surgery and her chemotherapy 
were paid for by the Kalamazoo County 
Health Plan. Karina estimates that the 
bills totaled well over $100,000.

“If we’re going to talk about me in 
relation to Kalamazoo, we have to talk 
about the Kalamazoo County Health 
Plan,” she says. “God bless them.”

Karina says she felt buoyed by the 
entire community. The health plan paid 
her bills, and friends rallied around her. 
Several massage therapists provided 
services at no cost, and even her dentist, 
Mara Matison, treated her for free.

In the heat of her chemotherapy 
treatments, Karina was mulling the pos-
sibility of opening a yoga studio. Driving 
down Park Street one day, she noticed 
that the sign for a martial arts studio was 
missing from the window in the Park 
Trades Center. She knew it was a gorgeous 
space, and she rushed inside to talk with 
the owners. Yes, the space was available. 
When she returned home, she put in a call 
to Melissa Spamer, another yogi in town. 
Soon they had gathered a partnership of 
four yoga instructors—Karina, Melissa, 
Chris Neal and Jenise Brown. 

Four months after Karina’s chemo-
therapy ended, Sangha Yoga opened its 
doors. The four instructors taught class-
es there, each in their own tradition. 

“By grace, everything just fell into 
place,” Karina recalls. 

As the business began to build, the 
other instructors’ lives shifted. Melissa 
and Chris were planning to move to 
another state, and Jenise was considering 

Mirsky

ARINA MIRSKY is a rising star 
in the yoga world, featured last 

year in Yoga Journal as one of 
21 teachers under the age 40 who are 
shaping the future of yoga in America. 
Her work calls her more and more 
around the country. 

Over the summer, Karina finished 
her master’s degree in East/West 
psychology through Antioch Univer-
sity McGregor. In her self-directed 
curriculum, she worked closely with 
a new mentor, retired WMU profes-
sor and psychologist Tom Holmes. 
Karina’s capstone project was a user 
handbook that explores the integra-
tion of psychology, spirituality and 
yoga, with techniques people can use 

in their own lives. She expects the  
handbook to be published soon, along 
with a guided relaxation CD that she 
recently produced.

With her master’s degree com-
plete, Karina has been invited to join 
the teaching faculty at the Himalayan 
Institute in Honesdale, Pa. Led by Pan-
dit Rajmani Tigunait, the prestigious 
institute spans a 400-acre campus 
where students and seekers come to 
learn more about yoga, meditation, 
Ayurveda, nutrition, and spirituality. 
As part of the faculty, she will begin 
teaching her own seminars there next 
year. Karina will also study under 
Pandit Tigunait and help him prepare 
for a six-part intensive program he’ll be 

Always a Student, Always a

Karina lectures on the energetic effect called 
Brahman, relating how to increase energy and 
vitality.
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leaving the area as well. Karina bought 
them out around the one-year mark, and 
Sangha Yoga became hers alone.

As she took over the studio as direc-
tor, it gave her a chance to build a cohesive 
philosophy there. Before, each instructor 
had focused on her own philosophy and 
style of yoga. Students didn’t usually cross 
over to another instructor’s class.

Karina envisioned a studio that felt 
more like a family. She began training 
other instructors in the Para Yoga  
tradition. 

“I really wanted to build a like-

teaching in 2010 and 2011.
Kalamazoo will continue to be her 

home base, but Karina will spend about 
40 days each year at the Himalayan 
Institute. She also hosts regular teacher 
trainings and advanced workshops in 
Connecticut, New York and Ohio. Still, 
she maintains a steady teaching sched-
ule at Sangha Yoga, including a yoga 
power-nap session on Wednesdays, 
and a weekly college night that she co-
teaches with a colleague. 

“I don’t know what the future 
holds, but I will maintain as strong a 
presence here as I possibly can—and 
Sangha Yoga isn’t going anywhere,” Kari-
na says. “I’ve received so much from this 
community. My heart is here.”  

Teacher

Kalamazoo psychologist Tom Holmes and his 
wife, Lauri, have become mentors to Karina  
as she explores the intersection of yoga,  
psychology and spirituality.
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minded community where people could 
come and feel a part of something,” 
Karina says. “Of course everyone’s 
personality and teaching style is slightly 
different, but no matter whose class you 
go to, you feel at home and you generally 
know what to expect.” 

The Park Trades Center was the 
perfect place for Sangha Yoga to grow. 
The reasonable rent allowed her to keep 
class prices affordable, and it was a 
beautiful, historic space filled with light 
and good energy. And she felt the owners 
were supportive of her mission and the 
studio’s growth.

Still, it wasn’t the ideal location for 
a yoga studio. They could hear the traffic 
rushing by, which wasn’t conducive to 
meditation. There was a woodworking 
shop just below the studio, so classes 
could often hear large planers at work and 
sawdust sometimes drifted up through 
the floorboards. They had no control over 
heating and cooling, and students were 
often cold. Eventually, Karina thought, 
they’d move, but not for awhile yet.

Circumstances, however, changed 
suddenly. Faced with rising energy costs 
and other challenges, the building’s own-
ers needed to significantly raise her rent. 
And she didn’t have much time to come 
up with the extra money.

The search for a new location led her 
quickly to a space in the Mall Plaza, fac-
ing Farmer’s Alley. The chance to build 
exactly the studio she wanted appealed 
to Karina, but the space was a lot to take 
on alone. She found a partner in Cassan-
dra Worth, known as Cazzi, who wanted 
to open a massage center. Sangha Yoga 
and Shanti Massage and Healing Arts 
teamed up to build a “green” space made 

Mirsky

A group of teachers and students gathers together 
in Sangha’s former Park Trades Center location.
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of recycled, refurbished, and sustainable 
materials. 

The new center opened in July 2008, 
and Sangha Yoga has grown in some im-
portant ways. There are two studios now, 
including a larger space for group classes 
and a smaller studio for intimate group 
sessions and private classes. There’s a 
gift shop and a front desk, where college 
students work in exchange for free yoga 
classes. 

As often happens when a business 
moves, their clientele has shifted a bit. 
But on the whole, attendance at Sangha 
Yoga’s classes was up by 30 percent in 
the first year in the Mall Plaza. 

“We celebrated our first anniversary 
in the new space this past summer,” 
Karina says. “Cazzi and I have been so 
busy trying to get things off the ground 
that we didn’t have much time to reflect. 
We finally looked each other and said, 
‘Wow, this is really working! We’re offer-
ing downtown something of real value 
here.’ We really hadn’t had time to take 
in the compliments and fully see what 
everyone else was seeing.” 

Along with more than 25 group 
classes offered at Sangha, Karina is de-
veloping what she calls a life fulfillment 
coaching practice, which combines yogic 
and Ayurvedic philosophy to help people 
manage stress and “move toward their 
heart’s desire.” The coaching sessions 
grew from her private yoga practice, 
which has always been more holistic 
than just a physical workout.

“I always want to be the best servant 
to our instructors and our students,” 
says Karina. And, as she looks at Sangha 
Yoga now, with seven instructors, a 
state-approved teacher training program 
and a thriving client base, Karina sees a 
family—just as she envisioned when she 
founded the studio. 

“I hope that when people come here, 
they leave with a taste of who they really 
are, at their core self,” she says. “I hope 
they take away a better sense of wellness 
and more vibrant health. And I just re-
ally hope they leave with a greater sense 
of peace.” 
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AKING IN THE EARLY hours of 
the morning before light is light, 
I rise to the shrieking of roost-

ers, the clanging of pots, the slide of 
my host grandmother’s lazy slippers 
on the hallway tile, the parting of the 
shades and the hum from the stove as 
the morning milk is warmed. As I slide 
under the chill of the shower, my host 
grandmother scurries around the next 
room, our cramped kitchen, shifting 
and toasting slices of baguette into a 
skillet. My host grandmother’s name 
is Mabrooka, a variation on the word 
for congratulations. Her warmth, her 
humor, her hijab and her hospital-
ity embody this Arab-Mediterranean 
country. Together, we’ve spun our own 
language, a crude mix of hand-gestures 
and simple Tunsi. She speaks no Eng-
lish and writes no Arabic.

fter sticking it out for the whole morn-
ing of Modern Standard Arabic and 
dialect (Tunsi) classes, I take a taxi 

home from Sidi Bou Said to Al Marsa, my 
stomach churning. All of the students 
were falling ill. We were collapsing 
left and right and the stomach bug had 
finally come for me. Slipping around the 
lace door-screen and puttering down our 
hallway, I tell Mabrooka I’m not feeling 
well. “Ana moreed,” I lament, clutching 
my belly.

Within seconds she whisks 
me into my room and I lay 
down, shifting relentlessly and 
grasping my stomach. After I 
had finally relaxed for a good 
hour, Marian (my host aunt who 
lives with us), comes in with my 
host sister, Mouna. They bring a 
fresh bottle of water and a bowl 
of barley-like soup with large 
chunks of carrots (spinerria). As 
I lean forward, Marian readjusts 
the floral pillows behind me and 
I slurp the soup. I don’t want to 
eat it, but I do. I make it through 
a few more spoonfuls and after 
taking a vitamin pill dissolved 
in water, I scrunch back down 
in bed and my nurses disperse. 
When I wake again, I make a 
rapid run to the bathroom and 
spew the last 48-hours’ food all 
over the toilet.

The details are too crude to de-
scribe, but I must note that my host 
mother, Najwa, is much too kind in 
cleaning up for me.

Hours later in the evening, I make 
my way to bed feeling much better, my 
southern regions now quite settled. As 
I’m setting my alarm clock and packing 
my book bag for the next day, Mabrooka, 
Marian and Najwa knock on my door, 
enter, sit me down on my bed, and 

surround me. Mabrooka is holding an 
exotic-looking glass jar filled with a yel-
lowish liquid. She grins and pours some 
into her hands and rubs it on my hair. 
Then she tips the jar and pours out a cup 
worth of the substance onto my head. I 
cringe, thinking the liquid is oil—that 
I’m somehow being anointed with oil—
and that I’m going to have the oil all over 

“I have the most fun 

when I get lost. I like 

disappearing down 

unlit alleyways,  

between low-slung 

buildings and past 

scampering youth.”

Anthony Chase (lower right) enjoys a  
weekend with other American students,  
exploring ancient food-storage houses.
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myself, my clothes and my bed for the 
remainder of my studies in Tunisia.

But as the lukewarm liquid trick-
les through my hair onto my brow and 
down my cheeks, I quickly realize that it 
is not olive oil, but some sort of scented 
water. Mabrooka pours more out and 
starts spreading it down my face. Soon, 
Najwa and Marian join in and caress the 
scented water all over me. Surrounding 
me, they rub it up my arms and down 
my shirt, on my back and chest. By the 
time they’re done, I haven’t much to say. 

“Behee?” they ask.
“Behee, behee,” I respond, saying 

OK. They wish me goodnight, and as 
they depart, I lean back into bed sniff-
ing my arms and fall asleep wondering 
what had just happened. The following 
morning, I speak to my sister. “What 
was it that they put on me?” I ask. 
Peering up from her computer, Mouna 
responds in broken English, saying that 
it was the water of orange blossoms and 
that it was meant to help me with  
my illness.

She laughs a little at my confusion 
and then says strongly that I should not 
buy food off the street anymore—espe-
cially if the mayonnaise has been sitting 
out in the sun. I return her laughter and 
readily agree.

ost evenings, I run at about 9 
o’clock. Yearning for instant 
stress relief and a grittier look at 

my city, Al Marsa, I hit the street to 
weave through the knots of traffic, the 
watermelon vendors and the scurry-
ing cats. It’s easily the most dangerous 
thing I do here. These days, I try not 
to look when I cross the street as it 
would hardly make a difference. I just 
dive head-first toward the opposite 
bank of the street when the car beside 
me lurches forward in my direction. 
Tunisians run neither for leisure nor 
sport, and they look befuddled when 
they see me, a gangly, pale American 
bouncing through their streets. On 
some nights, I feel odd running. I feel 
that it accentuates my status as a tour-
ist, that I’m just passing through and 
that I don’t have to deal with the daily 
routine of the locals. Yet, at the same 
time, it is through running that I’m 
able to take longer glimpses into my 
neighborhood.

I like peering into the shops lit with 
fluorescent lamps—the whole store 
glows oddly majestic from across the 
dark, damp street. I stream by a dozen 
cafés and run past 10 dozen Tunisian 
men puffing shisha and sipping mint tea. 
They sit on plastic yard furniture directly 

on the sidewalk and when push-comes-
to-shove with an incoming vehicle, I 
nearly graze the side of their tables as I 
squeeze through the gap.

I like to watch the families stroll-
ing in the street with stroller, toddler, 
teenager and grandma all in line as they 
head for a relative’s home. Unfazed, the 
women push their strollers down the 
side of the roadway with cars zipping by. 
Roadway bravery, it seems, is a national 
virtue I’m beginning to acquire.

I have the most fun when I get lost. 
I like disappearing down unlit alley-
ways, between low-slung buildings and 
past scampering youth. When I take too 
many of these turns, I have to stop, turn 
about and finally ask where the stadium 
is—wein al-stade? I am always greeted 
with kindness and patience: The man 
motions toward my treasured land-
mark and I narrate his hand gestures in 
Arabic—dour allemein, emshee toul, 
dour allisair, turn right, then straight 
ahead, then left.

I thank him and say goodbye  
as I trot down the scripted route,  
thankful for yet another chance at 
dialogue. I whisk in and out of traffic, 
on and off main roads, running toward 
my new home under the Tunisian sky of 
limitless stars.

The Ghedamsis family hosted Anthony Chase during his visit to Tunisia. Pictured 
from left are: Marian, Najwa, Anthony, Mabrooka and Mouna.

Anthony and his host grandmother,  
Mabrooka, prepare Tunisian couscous.

Ph
ot

o:
 D

av
id

 H
er

sc
ho

rn

Ph
ot

o:
 A

nt
ho

ny
 C

ha
se

39W W W . E N C O R E K A L A M A Z O O . C O M



You Give:
The gift of

FOOD &
FRIENDS

we Give:
a free$5
Certificate
for each $25
you spend in
MRG gift cards

MILLENNIUM
RESTAURANT GROUP Enjoy!

MillenniumRestaurants.com

ntrapped in heaps of studying, 
I hear through my window the 
scratching of a flattened ball 

against sandy pavement and the 
sound of adolescent boys in the 
street. I step out of the house and 
peer into the roadway, watching 
the street soccer match play out.

Witnessing the excitement, I 
venture back inside to my host sis-
ter, Mouna. “How do I ask to play 
football with the boys?” I ask. Just 
as Mouna sputters out a string of 
something wholly unintelligible, 
Najwa, my host mother, joins in 
and summons me outside. She 
hollers to the boys in Tunsi, tell-
ing them to include this doofus 
of a Westerner in their game. I 
stand in the street with sun drooping 
over the low houses, greeting youngsters 
half my age. The boys grin, give my odd 
looks, shake my hand vigorously, and 
begin to quiz me on international  
soccer players.

Once Najwa leaves, the game is 
rebooted and we all speed around the 
narrow street, ricocheting the somewhat 
deflated ball off of the surrounding 
walls. Slowly learning who’s on my team 
and who’s not, I dribble the ball up the 
asphalt field and shoot toward an imagi-
nary goal. I miss and the ball bounds 
into a vacant lot beyond, which is in-
habited by crazed cats and roosters. For 
most of the game, my teammates think 
I’m from the UK due to a communication 
mishap. They grill me about Manchester 
United until I finally convince them I’m 
from Amreeka, not Britannia.

Shortly after acquiring this knowl-
edge, a cocky 15-year-old asks me 
something about drugs in the States, 
making a depressing snorting gesture. 
Another boy, slightly more innocent, 
perhaps, asks if I like music. “Yes, nheb 
museeka,” I reply, and then he asks me if 
I like to dance. This query is followed by 
some dance mishmash of “Thriller” and 
“Soulja Boy.”

The sun sets and the ball is acci-
dently launched into a different vacant 

lot—this one walled-in and home to a 
dog described to me only as “dangerous.” 
Leaving the ball’s rescue until tomorrow, 
we lean against my house’s outer wall. 
We talk about my hobbies and inter-
ests and they test me on simple Tunsi 
vocabulary. “Chair, korsi; table, taweela.” 
Retiring, I look forward to tomorrow’s 
match—five or six in the evening, a boy 
with his left arm in a sling tells me.

I return to my room and am re-
united with my homework, waijibee. I 
jot down Arabic sentences about both 
my Michigan family and my family in 
Tunisia. Before I can grow too homesick 
for Lake Michigan and backyard raspber-
ries, I look out my window and see my 
host mother, Najwa, the seamstress, just 
a few feet away, hemming a magnificent 
blue dress. She hums while she holds a 
needle in her mouth like a cigarette.

I watch her quiet movements as 
she turns the few strips of cloth into 
gown. In her typical candor, she asks 
me warmly how I’m doing through the 
window. “Lebess,” I reply, saying that 
I’m fine—and she returns to work. I can 
hear Mouna in her adjacent room, zon-
ing out to Amy Winehouse. Listening  
to the Western beat, I think of our trip 

Tunisia

Trucks often crowd the narrow streets 
as they rumble to or from the markets.
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together to the video store when Mouna 
confessed her love for American horror 
films. I tried to get her to pick a mere 
mildly frightening film but, upon glanc-
ing at the cover sleeves, she would only 
reply, “This is not very scary,” with a 
disdainful look.

My aunt Marian lounges on the 
couch across the hall, watching a live 
feed from the Carthage Music Festival. I 
can hear a rustle from the kitchen as Ma-
brooka washes the dishes. My computer 
chirps on its endless loop of audio vo-
cabulary. My new neighborhood friends 
holler, laugh and sing in the street. In 
this, a musical evening, I disappear back 
into my books, quietly considering the 
universality of expression as I soak in 
the Tunisian street symphony.

Anthony Chase, 19, spent his sum-
mer in Tunis, Tunisia, studying Arabic as a 
recipient of the Critical Language Scholar-
ship from the U.S. Department of State. A 
2008 graduate of Kalamazoo Valley Com-
munity College, Chase is now attending the 
University of Michigan, studying political 
science, Arabic and urban form. Growing 
up on the West Side of Kalamazoo, Chase 
was homeschooled through high school and 
worked at Briarwood Arboretum and Tif-
fany’s Wine and Spirits prior to his depar-
ture to the North African nation he writes 
about. His academic and career interests 
are in urban public policy and diplomacy 
within the Arab world. 

The rooftop of Anthony’s home provides a 
unique view of the city of Al Marsa.
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The third generation of the family is also 
on board at the Riviera. Danielle and 
Brendan have a son, Cian, age 2 1/2, who 
is often there with his mom or dad as 
they go about theater business, errands, 
or maintenance. “He provides plenty of 
laughter and entertainment,” his mom 
says, tongue in cheek. “This is almost his 
second home. He even ‘helps’ us when we 
clean up or sweep the floors.” Grandpa 
Bruce dotes on little Cian, of course, 
sneaking him an extra treat or two from 
the concession stand as Danielle glares 

fondly at her father-in-law’s indulgence. 
No doubt this youngest member of 

the Monroe clan will be well grounded 
in the theater operations, coached by his 
extended family. Dad Brendan is well-
schooled in the construction trades while 
Uncle Colin is an accomplished photog-
rapher and has participated in theater 
activities from elementary school all the 
way through college. Uncle Evan prefers 
the arts of painting and design, of which 
he takes after his mother, Cynthia, who 
is a design aficionado and experienced 
decorator in her own right. The family 
members are also “the board”— a loosely 

Riviera
(continued from page 19)

Log on to the Riviera’s Web site at 
trriviera.com and you’ll find the 
upcoming schedule, which includes:

(Opera in Ballet)

  (Ballet in Opera)

Christmas Concert”

  A New Year’s Eve Affair

  Charlie Albright

Also on line is a complete historical 
timeline of the local Three Rivers 
showplace — its life and times. 
Or call (269) 506-0181.

Brendan Monroe carefully adds color to some 
of the intricate detail on the elements that flank 
the proscenium.
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The interior of the skylight dome was painted by Kalamazoo artist/muralist Conrad Kaufman.
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IS EARNED – NOT GIVEN.

TRUST

6100 Stadium Dr.  Kalamazoo, MI  49009     (269) 372.1430  /  (800) 292.1472

thewisergroup.com/wesley

Investment Advisor Representative with and Securities and Investment Advisory Services offered 

through Transamerica Financial Advisors, Inc. (TFA) member FINRA, SIPC and a Registered 

Investment Advisor. Non-Securities products and services are not offered through TFA.

Whether you need retirement or estate planning, wealth management 

or financial advice, the combined experience of one of southwest 

Michigan’s oldest and largest financial services organizations is a  

benefit we feel you will not find anywhere else. 

We call it The Wiser Advantage.™

Try The Wiser Way™  

to financial freedom.

Your initial consultation is 

complimentary.
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CFP®/J. D.

– Wesley G. Lentz, Partner

    Investment Advisor Representative 

    Certified Financial Planner (CFP®)   

 Juris Doctor (J.D.)

www.fontanachamberarts.org
(tickets online)

2009.10 Season
Lionel Loueke Trio 
12.11.09, 8 pm
Dalton Center 
Recital Hall, WMU

“...his music rolls along with a feel-
good sense of joy...he always radiates a 
groove…[but] he is also a sophisticated 
jazz player...” ~Downbeat Magazine

tickets: 
(269) 387-2300 | miller box office

based, operational-oversight team provid-
ing consensus and opinions on the types 
of entertainment offerings to book.

“Cian will probably be growing 
up here and eventually taking over the 
business,” Danielle says with that typi-
cal maternal combination of a hopeful 
laugh and a slightly concerned frown. 
“It’s a difficult job, booking entertain-
ment and making a go of a business like 
this in a tight economy,” she stresses. 
“If people are under stress, or when 
money is tight, that’s the best time to 
take advantage of local and less ex-
pensive, quality entertainment options 
such as the special events and concerts 
we showcase here. In a larger city, you 
would pay two to three times the ticket 
price to see some of these same acts.”

When Bruce Monroe was grow-
ing up in Three Rivers in the 1950s and 
’60s, “Downtown was the place to go,” he 
recalls. “It was safe and fun. That’s what 
pleases me the most when I see young 
kids coming into this theater for the 
first time. Their eyes open so wide when 
they look around at the restored Riviera. 
They’ve never had the total ‘grand experi-
ence’ of attending an event or seeing a 
movie in such an ornate setting. There’s 
an intimacy, charm and ambience avail-
able here that is lacking in the more mod-
ern entertainment venues. Downtown 
Three Rivers is again the place to go.”  

The old concession area has become a full-
service bar that is open for business even when 
there are no events at the theater.
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Divertimento 563

The second movement has had its 
say.

Time to close it up. Mozart
lets the chords fall in place, they 

know

their way … but no, a detour, a 
ripple up

then down, backing off
for another stretch of melody

then circling again. He knows 
it has to end, 
but not till he ornaments 

that phrase from the viola, lets the 
cello 

meditate a while  
to digest what’s just been said —

or at least recall some triplets, some
five-noters, a crooked run
to ease the ear into the sad silence 

that will follow. A long-held 
chord, the violin 
reluctant, wavering. Another 

movement’s waiting. Mozart steps up 
a half note 
into a new world and listens.

 By Conrad Hilberry

Conrad Hilberry is one of Kalamazoo’s 
preeminent poets. A professor emeritus 
at Kalamazoo College, Con has 
published many books, including “After 
Music,” “Player Piano,” and “Sorting 
the Smoke.”  His most recent book, 
“This Awkward Art” (Mayapple Press, 
2009), is written with his daughter, 
Jane Hilberry, a poet and English 
professor at Colorado College, and is a 
collection of paired poems.

Riviera

ane Pritchard loved to dance. As a 
young girl, she graced the stage of 
the Riviera Theatre in Three Riv-

ers, where her parents also worked 
as entertainers in the late 1920s and 
’30s. “My mother became interested 
in dancing after hip surgery when she 
was just 2 years old,” Bruce Monroe 
says. “She was in a body cast for over 
a year, and her doctor recommended 
dancing as excellent therapy to recover 
her strength and muscle tone.”

Jane’s parents helped with local 
minstrel shows, and her father, Ernest 
Eric (E.E.) Pritchard sometimes 
performed in “blackface,” which was 
popular at the time but is reviled now. 
Her uncle, Luther H. Warner, was the 
manager of the Riviera Theatre for 21 
years, between 1925 and 1946. “My 
grandmother, Edwina Barton Prit-
chard, also played piano in the small 
orchestra pit in front of the stage for 
some of the silent movies and stage 
events,” Bruce notes.

In addition, Jane ran her own 
dance school in Three Rivers, which 
held its annual revue at the Riviera 
from 1936 through 1942. Jane’s first 
official recital was in 1936 when she 
was only 15. At that tender age, she 
had already been certified as a “Dance 
Master” by a prestigious Chicago 
school, teaching tap, ballet and ball-
room dancing to her students. She 
also assisted in the choreographing 
of other local shows and continued to 
dance for many years as part of local 
variety acts.

Jane married William R. Monroe, 
Bruce’s father, in December 1943, 
and they had three children. William 
died in July 1992 of ALS/Lou Gehrig’s 
disease.

The Monroes also had two 
daughters, Cheryl Craig, who lives 
in Kalamazoo, and Pamela Angthius 

Monroe, who lives in Marquette, Mich., 
and enjoys singing and dancing on stage, 
just like her mother.

In her latter years, Jane Pritchard 
Monroe suffered from Alzheimer’s, 
but Bruce would still give her frequent 
updates about the restoration effort at 

the Riviera and show her photos of the 
ongoing progress. She passed away in 
December of 2008, a few months after 
the grand re-opening in the spring of 
2008. One can easily imagine that she 
was there in spirit—proud, smiling and 
still dancing.

Thanks to her influence and the 
strong ties that bind folk to small, 
close-knit towns, Jane’s son, Bruce, and 
her grandchildren are still rooted to the 
Riviera, albeit behind the scenes instead 
of on stage.  Decades after little Jane first 
twirled and pirouetted her way into the 
hearts of her audience, her extended 
family is continuing the tradition of pro-
viding a venue for quality entertainment, 
close to home. 

Lady of the Dance

Violet Bryant (left) and Jane Pritchard (Gordon 
Monroe’s mother) performed a duet, which 
included roller skates, during the very early days 
of the Riviera Theatre.
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friendly and helpful just as I had imag-
ined. I was taken aback by the amount of 
produce still coming out of the ground 
and off the trees.

As the days have become shorter 
in the winter season and the cold air 
has moved in, our food selections have 
become scarcer. Now we should take 
the time to search out those recipes for 
long, slow braises and utilize the pantry’s 
dried goods. This season before us is a 
great time to rely on the cooking of our 
ancestors and experience the roots of our 
culinary heritage. 
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Pleasin’ the Palate
(continued from page 23)
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321 S. Kalamazoo Mall

FREE PARKING in the Epic Ramp
Bring in your ticket for validation

F or the countless
things she does 
all year long.

Platinum and 18kt One-of-a-Kind Gemstone Rings
by Richard Krementz.

75
as your Family Jeweler 
in southwest Michigan

Y
Celebrating

ears

Nature
Kalamazoo Nature Center
381-1574
Buy Local — Art and Gift Sale — As 
part of KNC’s 50th Anniversary celebra-
tion, area artists and fair trade vendors are 
invited to sell their products at this unique 
one-day event. Dec. 12, 10 a.m.–4 p.m.
Holidays at the Homestead — Celebrate 
our “Golden Past” as we relive the delight-
ful experiences of an old-fashioned Christ-
mas with sights, sounds, food and music of 
the season. Dec. 6 & 13, 1–4 p.m.

Kellogg Biological Station
671-2510
Winter Birds and Holiday Tweets — 
Learn how to identify the different species 
of winter birds in your backyard and what 
they eat during the winter months. Dec. 
12, 1–2:30 p.m. Kellogg Bird Sanctuary, 
12685 East C Ave., Augusta.

(continued from page 21)

A New Year’s Day tradition, not unique to 
Kalamazoo but faithfully observed here, 
involved ladies opening their homes to 
small groups of callers from around town, 
including groups of men.  The ladies who 
were “receiving” in their homes were listed 
in the local newspaper. These ladies were 
often joined by other ladies who “received” 
with them. An account from the Kalamazoo 
Gazette in 1881 described a particularly 
nice open house: “It would be invidious to 
particularize with regard to the ladies, where 
all did so well in receiving their friends, but 
we must say that Mrs. Lucius Bishop, and 
the ladies who received with her, showed the 
most exquisite taste in the decoration of their 
rooms, and evidently spared neither pains 
nor expense in this direction. It was one of the most lovely sights ever 
beheld in our village. There were fifteen ladies receiving at this place.”

Information provided by Beth Timmerman of the Kalamazoo Public Library

Answer! (question on page 10)

Gentleman callers were 
received into a lady’s home 
dressed in their finest.
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The Moscow Festival Ballet was founded in 1989 by 
Sergei Radchenko, legendary principal dancer of the 
Bolshoi Ballet. Under the direction of Radchenko, the 
Moscow Festival Ballet continues to expand its repertoire 
and tour extensively across the world.

“This was an afternoon that 
deserved ‘bravos’ within minutes 

of the opening steps.” 

—Las Vegas Review-Journal

Princesses of all ages are invited to a special tea party at the Radisson in downtown Kalamazoo! 

Make your tea party 
reservations when  

purchasing your ballet  
tickets at Miller Auditorium!




