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By almost any measure of client
satisfaction, one hundred percent is good.
But not so good that we stop asking 
our clients (whom we polled in a compre-
hensive 2005 survey) if there’s room for
improvement. Because we know the

answer. There is always a way to enhance
service; to elevate performance; to exceed
expectations. The way is continuous
improvement, and we embrace it. That’s
what it takes to be the best. Then to be
even better, 100% of the time.

Financial Security from Generation to Generation

Would you recommend us to others?
(100% of our client survey respondents said, Yes.)





What is your dream for our community? For more than 80 years, the Kalamazoo

Community Foundation has been helping individuals, families and organizations invest

in the charitable causes they care about most. We can help you make a difference.

The new IRA Charitable Rollover passed by Congress allows anyone age 70 and a half or

older to make an outright gift from their IRA of up to $100,000 a year to a qualified

charity without first claiming it as income and being taxed. Call us about creating a

charitable fund through the Kalamazoo Community Foundation that enables you to turn

this opportunity into a legacy of giving.

To learn more about the many ways the Kalamazoo Community Foundation can help

make your charitable dreams for our community come true, call (269) 381-4416.

What’s your dream for our community?

Give online at www.kalfound.org
The Kalamazoo Community Foundation offers you this secure and easy way to give 

to the causes you care about most using your Visa or Mastercard. 

“I hope to leave a legacy of giving.”



When you have a building constructed, you depend
upon a construction company to actually live up to
these words. CSM Group has a reputation for doing
just that. As Construction Management specialists, we
have the expertise to make solid decisions. Owners
trust our judgment—and we earn their trust every day.

It’s performance that generates customer loyalty. 
Let us earn yours.They’re just words, until the 

millions involved are yours.

Judgment.
Integrity. 

Professionalism.

Galesburg, MI • Grand Rapids, MI
www.csmgroup.com • info@csmgroup.com J.
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As I revIewed the storIes in this issue of Encore, it once again 
occurred to me how fortunate we are to live in America. We have 
such variety and opportunity available to us. Perhaps what struck 
me most was our ability to become whatever or whoever we want 

to be. That caused me to think about the im-
portance of being proud and patriotic.

Patriotism used to be fashionable in 
this country, but somehow many of us have 
become a bit embarrassed to express those 
feelings in today’s environment. Some would 
say the unpopular Viet Nam War caused a 
decline in patriotism. Others might argue that 

the 1984 Supreme Court decision allowing flag 
burning was another blow to our patriotic spirit. 

Frankly, I don’t care what may have caused this deterioration 
of outward expressions of patriotism. It is time for a resurgence, 
and there is no better occasion than during the month of Novem-
ber. This is election time, and what greater illustration of support 
is there for our country than voting? Ignore the negativism: Learn 
the issues, chose your favorite candidates, and vote. 

And remember that Veterans Day is November 11. Take 
time to thank the men and women who have valiantly served our 
country in the armed forces. When President Woodrow Wilson 
issued the first Armistice Day proclamation in November of 1919, 
he said, “To us in America, the reflections of Armistice Day will be 
filled with solemn pride in the heroism of those who died in the 

country’s service and with gratitude for the victory, both because 
of the thing from which it has freed us and because of the op-
portunity it has given America to show her sympathy with peace 
and justice … ” Wilson’s sentiments should continue to ring true 
today — service to our country is not just about military victory 
but also provides us the opportunity to celebrate peace and justice. 

Personally, I’ll never forget the day in 1970 when I was ordered 
to report for induction into the U.S. Army. I was married with a 
son less than a year old, and it was Viet Nam War — time when 
some draftees fled to Canada to avoid their service obligation. That 
was never an option for me. I enjoyed all the benefits of living in 
America, and I accepted that it was time for me to pay a price for 
my liberty — I could only hope it was not the ultimate price.

I was one of the lucky ones, as my military service never took 
me into any life-threatening situations. The worst I had to deal 
with was a six-month separation from my family followed by an 
assignment at Fort Polk in the heart of Louisiana. And while my 
service was not in combat, the entire experience made me a better 
person and more of a patriot than before I served.

This month I will vote. I will thank every veteran I know. And 
I will fly the American flag outside my home. Please join me in be-
ing a proud and patriotic American.

FROM THE PUBLISHER

Rick Briscoe

Rick Briscoe
Publisher
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THESE A.G. EDWARDS FINANCIAL CONSULTANTS 
CAN HELP YOU…
Figure out how much you’ll need for retirement

OR

Plan for a quality education for your children or grandchildren
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certain accounts for which we are appointed as investment advisor, and our obligations will 
vary with the role we play. Unless we otherwise specifi cally indicate in writing, we are acting 
only as a broker-dealer. Please consult “Important Information About Your Relationship 
With A.G. Edwards” on agedwards.com/disclosures for a discussion of the differences 
between our brokerage and advisory services.
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AY “CLIMAX TELEPHONE
Co.” and what pops into 
your head? Neither a 
“telco” conglomerate

trying to get a stranglehold on the 
technologically evolving fi eld of com-
munications nor a scene from “The Andy 
Griffi th Show” when Sheriff Andy Taylor 
cranks up the telephone and chats with 
a busy-body operater who handles the 
Mayberry switchboard. 

Yet Gil Collver’s family enterprise 
these days mirrors the former much 
more than the latter, although there’s 
probably more than a grain or two of 
truth to the switchboard saga in the 
company’s history that can trace its 
origins to 1911.

Collver, who is nearing the time to 
pass the Climax Telephone Co. owner-
ship on to his children, as his father did 
to him, has guided the family business 
into the brave new world of communi-

cations technology and regulation. But 
he says he’s done it the old-fashioned 
way. His father’s advice was always 
“give the customers what they want,” 
and that’s served the 9�-year-old com-
pany fairly well.

Established as the Climax Citizens 

Telephone Co., it was basically a coop-
erative, Collver said, even though at the 
time Michigan by law did not permit 
cooperatives to operate a telephone 
business per se.

“Other states did,” said the 1963 
graduate of Climax-Scotts High School, 
“especially in rural areas that were 
not served by the Bells. So a group of 
Climax residents organized a tele-
phone company that featured a manual 
switchboard. The operator would ask 
the caller who you wanted to talk to and 
plug you into the board. Lots of plugs, 
holes and wires, but that’s the way it 
was back then.”

Talk about your horse-and-buggy 
days. Customers installed their own 
telephone lines. The company sank tele-
phone poles and equipped them with 
cables to the village limits, establishing 
connection points there. The customers 
hooked their personally laid lines

“Right
Number”

             for
Climax
Telephone

By Tom ThinnesS

In the early days of owning Climax 
Telephone Co., John Collver was 
president, technician and over night 
switchboard operator.

This 1950s-era
telephone now rests on 
a shelf in the offi ces of 
Climax Telephone Co.

It all began in

1911 — and has 

evolved into a

high-tech family 

business owned by 

the Collvers.

Number”
             for

Climax
             for

Climax
             for

TelephoneThis 1950s-era
telephone now rests on 
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at those junctions.
“Farmers nailed their lines to 

trees and fence posts,” Collver said. 
“There were lines all over the place. The 
network was also very cumbersome. 
Service was not too dependable, either. 

Obviously, something had to be done.”
By the early 1940s, Everett Mack 

and his son, Cleon, acquired all of the 
company’s outstanding stock and as-
sumed total ownership. They central-
ized the decision making and became 
more proactive in service delivery 
than reactive. Instead of maneuver-
ing a battleship, they were at the 
controls of a PT-boat.  They elimi-
nated a rather chaotic situation. 

Two were guiding the ship 
instead of a whole bunch of folks. 
During World War II, the senior 
Mack called the shots because 
son Cleon was doing some other 

kind of shooting as a gunner on B-17s 
on bombing missions. Four years after 
V-J Day, the Macks were looking for an-
other way of life. Enter Gil’s father, John 
Collver, who was raised in a “telephone 
family.”

In the 1930s, Gil’s grandfather, 

Dan, owned and operated what passed 
as a “telephone company” in Munger, 
a crossroads community south of Bay 
City that is so small there is no popula-
tion listed on a state of Michigan map. 
Grandpa Dan bolstered the family in-
come by working as a rural mail carrier.

In effect, the Bells were tolling for 
John Collver, who went to work 
for Michigan Bell in 1937. He was 

assigned to East Tawas, a town of about 
2,�00 people in Iosco County at the top 
of Saginaw Bay.

“He was the town’s ‘telephone 
man,’” Collver said. “He did the line 
installation, maintained the system, and 
supervised the switchboard operator.”

Through the war years, John 
Collver also serviced the telephone, 
teletype and telegraph-circuit needs of 
Wurtsmith Air Force Base in nearby 

The Collver family includes son Kelly, daughter 
Stacey, Gil, Lila, and son Chad.
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Answer on page 61.

What small, native-Michigan tree is known 
for its large leaves, tiny banana-like fruit and  
unpleasant-smelling, reddish-purple flowers  
(hint: Kalamazoo has a “neighbor” with the same name)?

Out on a Limb

Oscoda. In addition to being Michigan 
Bell’s community-service representative, 
on many a winter’s day he would don 
snowshoes to patrol the telephone lines 
and make certain all was hunky-dory.

Michigan Bell wanted to promote 
John by transferring him to an inside 
desk job in Bay City, but that didn’t ap-
peal to him. “There was still plenty of 

technical stuff to do,” said Gil, who was 
born in 194�, “but he enjoyed interact-
ing with people and the outdoors. He 
preferred the service aspects and being 
a part of the community.”

At the time, there were about 1�0 
to 200 independent telephone compa-
nies operating in Michigan, and John 
thought he’d like to own one of them. In 

Information technology specialist Darin Sinclair meets with Gil 
Collver in Gil’s office. Twenty-one years ago Darin visited Gil’s of-
fice (right) during a Climax Telephone Co. community open house.

an edition of Telephony magazine, there 
was a small ad that reported the Climax 
Telephone Co. was for sale.

“To be truthful,” Collver said with 
a laugh, “my dad had to look Climax up 
on the map, although East Tawas is not 
exactly a boom town itself. He and my 
mom drove down here, looked over the 
situation, and agreed on a deal with the 
Mack family.”

That was in January of 1949. What 
the Collvers purchased was a house 
where the Climax Post Office is now 
located and a switchboard area just off 
of the front room. The roster of paying 
customers totaled 288.

“Almost all were hooked into party 
lines,” Collver said. “One line had 18 
customers. The transaction included a 
payment of $6,000 to the Macks, and 
we also traded them our house in East 
Tawas. That’s how bad my dad wanted 
into the telephone business and the 

Collver
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a Wiser way to invest.

Investment Advisor Representative with and Securities and Investment Advisory Services Offered Through
InterSecurities, Inc., member NASD, SIPC and Registered Investment Advisor
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Your future is important. 
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Macks wanted out.”
The entire Collver clan became 

involved in the family enterprise. Gil 
remembers accompanying his father 
before his 10th birthday on pole-set-
ting rounds. Many of his Saturdays and 
summer vacations were dedicated to the 
Climax Telephone Co.

Gil got some slack, though, during 
his high-school years when he played 
all of the major sports. He prepped for a 
degree in electrical engineering for two 
years at Kellogg Community College. 
Following his 1968 graduation from the 
University of Michigan, he enlisted in 
the Air Force, preferring that duty to 
what loomed after receiving a draft no-
tice from the Selective Service system.

Although Collver wanted to be-
come a pilot, a skill he would acquire in 
later years, the Air Force redirected his 
military career and grounded him be-
cause of a hereditary hearing problem. 

Whether a telephone company is large or 
small, stringing new lines has always been 
part of the job. 

11N O V E M B E R  2 0 0 6  •  E N C O R E 



But this time, Uncle Sam got it right. 
He spent his four years in the Air Force 
as a communications officer assigned 
to bases in Texas, Mississippi and New 
York.

Once mustered out in 1972, Collver 
returned to Climax to assist his father 
with the business, which began making 
technological advances almost immedi-
ately after the transfer of ownership. By 
19�4, for example, the secretary-switch-
board operator had given way to dial 
telephones and automation. Party lines 
were fading into history. As his father’s 
chief assistant, Gil was a jack-of-all-
trades. He assumed command in 198�, 
five years before his father’s death.

“Today,” Collver said, “there are 
34 Climax-like telephone companies 
in Michigan. The trade name for such 
operations are ILECs — incumbent lo-
cal exchange carriers. In this part of the 
state, there is an ILEC in Augusta and 
Bloomingdale.”

Why wasn’t Climax one of the ones 
swallowed up during a period when 
communications holding companies 
launched major consolidation strate-
gies?

“We were courted and received 
plenty of offers,” Collver said, “but we 

refused all of them. My father didn’t 
want to sell because his family was in-
volved. I wouldn’t want to sell because 
my family is now involved.”

The Climax Telephone Co. had a 
bit of paperwork clout as well. “We had 
an exclusive license from the state,” he 
said. “Nobody else could infringe in 
your service area.”

Toll-free calling to Battle Creek 
arrived in 196�, as did the direct dial-
ing of long-distance numbers. Two 

years later, free calling to Kalamazoo, 
Galesburg and Scotts became part of the 
package. 

The Climax Telephone Co. began 
acting like today’s giant “tel-
cos” in the mid-1980s when it 

assumed ownership of a cable-televi-
sion franchise that served the village 
and township of Climax. Agreements 
were later to be hammered out with 
Charleston and Pavilion townships. By 

This home at 114 N. Main Street served as the 
Collver family home and the Climax Telephone 
Company office from 1949 until the early 
1960s.

The single-story building on the left became the home of the post office and telephone company when it 
replaced the old Collver family home. The building on the right is shown being demolished to make way for 
a new telephone company building (below).

The current home of Climax Telephone Co., at 110 N. Main Street, was built in 1985.

Collver
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Harbour Bay Furniture Co.
Stuart, FL and Holland, MI

Downtown Holland · 212 S. River Ave., Holland · (616) 395-5554
Open Mon.–Sat. 10:00–5:30    www.harbourbayfurniture.com
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1990, cable-TV billings were sent to 3�1 
customers served by more than 24 miles 
of lines.

Collver acknowledged that the pas-
sage of the federal telecommunications 
act of the mid-1990s changed the play-
ing field and the rules of the game.

“Companies could enter an ILEC 
area like Climax and provide service,” 
he said, “if they had the financial 
wherewithal, were technologically capa-
ble, were responsive to customer needs, 
and could compete. That launched the 
evolution of the breakdown of the Bell 
monopoly.”

On the other side of the coin, the 
new law also meant that an ILEC like 
Climax could apply for a license to 
expand its service area into neighbor-
ing communities. That kind of external 
expansion began in 1997. 

Collver estimates this part of his 
business now includes between 10,000 
and 12,000 lines serving about 3,000 
customers. Broadband service for the 
Internet and data exchange constitutes 
about one-third of the business.

No matter what the politicos did in 
Washington and Lansing with regula-
tions and laws, the Collvers coped with 
all of that by holding fast to a common-
sense business philosophy.

“Dad never wavered in his business 
strategy,” Gil said. “Provide a good and 
dependable service, and the ability to 
make a profit will follow. If you could 
prove that you could efficiently operate 
a network, the state would allow you to 
make a return on your investment. If we 
kept our customers happy and served 
them well, we could survive at a time 
when other companies like ours were 
being swallowed up.

“In that regard,” Collver said about 
his father, “he was something of an 
innovator. What do the people want? A 
dial system. Let’s give it to them. They 
don’t want cranks and batteries any 
more? They want the plug-in, old-fash-
ioned switchboard out of existence? 
Give it to them. In that regard, he was 
an outside-the-box thinker.”
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As before mentioned, that’s what 
led to the establishment of toll-free calls 
to numbers in Kalamazoo, Battle Creek 
and surrounding communities. When 
the Collvers took that step, the compa-
ny could claim the honor of having the 
largest toll-free zone in Michigan. “Our 
customers didn’t mind paying the price 
because they got what they wanted,” he 
said.

The next challenge from “the big-
gies” came when long-distance service 
was opened to competition in the mid-
1980s.

“Dad and I weren’t certain what all 
of this meant and where the industry 
was heading,” Collver recalled. They 
gained some insight at a conference 
from “an astute observer. All of the 
small companies like ours had been 
tethered to AT&T or Ma Bell. Wherever 

those battleships went, we all were teth-
ered to them. They needed us as much 
as we needed them, and everybody 
wanted to be connected.”

The presenter’s analogy was that 
the tether had been snipped. There 
would be lots of battleships plowing 
around in the ocean, and the small 
companies were dinghies trying to stay 
out of the way and afloat. There would 
be no more comfortable arrangements 
with the giants.

One of those newly cruising 
battleships was MCI, and it 
was leveling its competitive 

guns at AT&T in the long-distance 
wars. It was looking for companies with 
which to work cooperatively in provid-
ing long-distance service to customers. 
MCI wanted access equal to what AT&T 

had enjoyed.
“The competition was on,” Collver 

said, “as was all of the technological 
machinations. Long gone were the days 
of a string-and-tin-can approach. It was 
kind of like high-tech combat, and MCI 
was looking for partners.

“Our company was one of three in 
the nation that said, ‘Let’s talk busi-
ness with MCI,’” he explained. “And 
we worked out an arrangement. MCI 
stood for Microwave Communications 
Incorporated and it installed one of its 
microwave units behind our building. 
We gave MCI an access equal to that of 
AT&T.”

Climax Telephone Co. also gave 
its customers a choice, which is again 
what they wanted. If AT&T was pre-
ferred, hit “1” on the dial; “2” if they 
wanted to go with the new kid on the 

Gil Collver likes to give rec-
ognition to the NTCA, an 
association representing more 

than ��0 small and rural American 
telephone cooperatives and commercial 
companies. While the organization 
offers a wide array of member services, 
including legal and industry represen-
tation and educational services, it also 
promotes volunteerism through its 
international program. 

According to the NTCA Web site, 
the reason for the quality of life gaps 
that exist between developed and 
developing nations is the developing 
countries’ lack of access to the new 
communications technologies fuel-
ing the information revolution. The 
NTCA International Program has set 
about improving the quality of life in 
the rural communities of these devel-
oping nations by helping them create 
strong, locally-owned-and-managed 

telecommunications systems. The 
grass-roots, bottom-up approach 
promotes the principles of partner-
ship, self-help, and long-term sustain-
ability, which the NTCA sees as more 
effective than the top-down, centrally 
planned, capital-intensive approach. 
The organization’s activities are sup-
ported primarily by the U.S. Agency 
for International Development. 

One recent endeavor included a 
project in Bosnia. Collver says that 
because countries like this one are 
often so lacking in any infrastructure 
at all, it is actually easier to pro-
vide them with the latest high-tech 
technology because they are starting 
almost from scratch instead of deal-
ing with a comprehensive network of 
older systems. As a result, the NTCA 
delegation that went there was able to 
install the latest in high-tech, wire-
less, cellular equipment.

If pressed, Climax Telephone Com-
pany’s Gil Collver can remember a 
story or two from days gone by.
When Gil was about 7, he had a 

job to do with his brother. Because the 
company had switched to the dial sys-
tem, he and his brother were charged 
with taking a hammer to the old 
hand-crank wooden wall phones, then 
considered trash, in order to extract 
the generators that seemed to have 
some remaining value. Gil remorse-
fully notes that nowadays those old 
phones are worth about $1,000 apiece 
as antiques. Ouch!

Gil remembers his father’s ir-
ritation at an old farmer who lived 
in the area and called the switch-
board around 11:30 p.m. every night 
simply to ask the time. The fatigued 
John Collver was responsible for the 
switchboard after hours because it was 
in their home and the operator had 

Gil Collver
Looks Back

The National Telephone
Cooperative Association

Collver
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long-distance block.
“They could do that in Battle Creek 

also,” Collver said, “but a seven-digit 
number was involved, not a ‘1’ or a ‘2.’ 
We were the one-hit wonder.

“In effect,” he said, “we were the 
poster child for how it ought to be if you 
wanted to have toe-to-toe competition 
and how the form of that competition 
should be.”

The Collver family now includes 
his wife of 38 years, the former Lila 
Erickson. She was born in Frankfort, 
Mich., but her family relocated to the 
Kalamazoo area soon afterward. Until 
high school, Lila attended Portage Pub-
lic Schools. Her mother was a teacher in 
that district, and her father worked for 
The Upjohn Co.

But fate intervened when her par-
ents decided to move the family to the Climax area, much to Lila’s initial un-

happiness. “Guys were driving tractors 
to school, which was quite a change,” 
Lila remembered with a laugh.

But once there, and living on a lake, 
the unsettled teenager met a local guy 
whose parents had a place on the other 
side of it. Young Gil, who was four years 

fi nished her workday. Having already 
logged many hours himself, he was 
generally in bed when the calls came 
through. John, however, was a problem 
solver: One day he bought an alarm 
clock and delivered it to the farmer.

Gil recalls his fi rst pole-climbing 
experience, at the age of 12, when a 
boy feels invincible and knows no fear, 
although his mother was there to ensure 
his future. “You put on your safety strap 
and up you go,” he says, proud that he 
never fell off a pole during those climb-
ing years that are all but over for the en-
tire industry. Noting that pole-climbing 
could be dangerous, he shared a time 
when his dad was so intent on getting 
up a newly set pole with no obstructions 
that he climbed right past the top, fell 
off, and landed in a snow bank below. 
Although he wasn’t hurt, Gil explains 
that this type of accident was actually a 
common peril for climbers.

Long since retired “tools of the trade” make interesting topics of conversation for those who visit the con-
ference room in the telephone company offi ce.
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Collver

older than she, was “out scuba diving,” 
she recalled, still surprised that her 
parents approved. “They liked him,” she 
said.

Lila graduated from Climax-Scotts 
High School and married the man of her 
dreams without pursuing further educa-
tion — and settled into family life. She 
has worked continually for the family 
business, beginning with typing phone 
bills at home on a typewriter while the 
children were very young and before 
home offices were fashionable. Since 
then she has plugged herself in where 
the company has needed her.

“In the old days, I’d have to some-
times go help the guys at the switch,” 
she recalled while reflecting back on her 
life and the steady changes to the com-
pany. Today she works in the company’s 
finance and human resources depart-
ments.

In addition to Lila’s duties at 
Climax Telephone Co., she also spends 
volunteer time cooking at the Gospel 
Mission in Kalamazoo and enjoying her 
four grandsons and two granddaugh-
ters, most of whom like to hang out 
from time to time at the company. She 
also enjoys flying in her leisure-time 
with Gil, who is a private pilot.

Sons Kelly and Chad are actively 
involved in company operations. The 
Collvers’ daughter, Stacey Hamlin, is 
married to an oral surgeon, lives in the 
Galesburg area, and will take a seat on 
the board of directors when Gil retires 
in February of 2007.

When he steps aside, his legacy 
— in addition to expanding the service 
area and branching out into the world of 
cable television, pagers, cellular phones, 
answering machines, and fax machines 
— will be a company that serves indi-
vidual and business customers in and 
around Climax via 1,600 lines — most 
of them private. He estimates that 
figures out to between 1,200 and 1,300 
accounts.

When the senior Collver, John, 
took command of Climax’s telephone 
company, the staff included himself, his 
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wife, and little Gil. Today, there are 4� 
employees.

“The future looks good,” Collver 
said about the expansion of a fiber-op-
tic network that he calls “the lynch-
pin in providing quality, high-speed 
service that is virtually bullet-proof, 
with no lightning or electrical interfer-
ence. From the biggest to the smallest 
customers, everybody wants broadband 
connection for Internet access. The Web 
is impacting all businesses.”

While the Air Force wouldn’t train 
him for a set of wings, Collver went 
after them as a civilian, earning his 
license in 1982. He parks a Commander 
turbo-prop at Kellogg Field for busi-
ness purposes. Many of his hunting and 
fishing expeditions around this part of 
North America are reached by a Cessna 
on pontoons. Oldest son Kelly ac-
companies him on annual elk hunts in 
Idaho where he is joined by seven other 
Michiga-nians. He’ll hunt pheasants 
in Nebraska, caribou in Canada, and 
mule deer and antelope in other western 
states. His base for Lake Michigan salm-
on fishing is a cottage near Manistee.

But hunting and fishing are not the 
only reasons for his flying. Collver is 
affiliated with the Holland-based Wings 
of Mercy program in which pilots 
volunteer to fly financially strapped 
patients to comprehensive medical 
centers for special treatments. He’s 
shepherded people to Denver, Montreal, 
Texas, Rhode Island and frequently 
to the Mayo Clinic in Minnesota. One 
such trip included flying a dying man 
of Mexican descent to Texas so he could 
be with his family at the end of his life, 
a challenge for both him and Lila, who 
was also on the trip. Neither the patient 
nor his son, who escorted him, could 
speak English.

Lila described Gil’s feelings about 
flying for this organization as “passion-
ate.” Said Collver: “I plan to continue to 
do that when I give up being the CEO.”

This part of his life reflects long-
distance services of which even his 
father would not have dreamed.
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YEAR AND A HALF ago, 
Denise Miller and Michelle 

Johnson were looking for 
an office to rent, not a 
fire station. Miller and 

Johnson, who both have many interests, 
needed a place away from home to park 
their papers and store their “library” of 
books.

They found what they were looking 
for at the Rose Street Market. It had 
everything they thought they wanted 
— ample space, good location. But 
driving down Portage St. one day, they 
saw a huge “For Lease” sign on the old 
fire station across from the Washington 
Square Public Library. They decided to 
take a look.

“When we walked in the door, 

everything we ever thought we could 
do, we could do here,” said Johnson, an 
eductor at Grand Valley State Univer-
sity, tai chi instructor, and Freedom 
Trail coordinator. The first floor, with 
its brick and original woodwork, was 
large enough to accommodate a crowd 
of �0, but small enough to be intimate. 
“It was a place that could bring together 
our interests in arts and performance,” 
said Miller, an English instructor at 
Kalamazoo Valley Community College 
and both a poet and artist.

“We could do our work over at 
Rose Street,” added Johnson, “but there 
would be so much more we’d be able to 
do here.”

But they didn’t sign any papers 
— not right away. For a month, they 

considered, they mulled, they tried 
forgetting (after all, it was a lot out of 
their original price range), but finally 
they called to see if it was still available. 
It was. And the rest is a new part of En-
gine House No. 2’s long and interesting 
history (see sidebar).

Owned by Donald Verbecke, the 
Portage Street Fire Station, Engine 
House No. 2, was built in 1903 and 
served the city for over �0 years before 
becoming a grocery store, laundromat, 
photography studio and Magic Maid 
office, among other things. In 1982 Ver-
becke saved it from demolition, opened 
up windows to bring in more light and 
turned it into office space for his com-
pany, Kal-West Contracting. 

A Dream Gets 
Bigger

“When we 
walked in the 

door, everything 
we ever thought 
we could do, we 

could do here … ”
By Theresa Coty O’Neil

Denise Miller, who has, with the help of Michelle 
Johnson, turned Engine House No. 2 into a meeting 
place for the community, points to a fireman’s name 
that has been etched into the brick. 
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Miller and Johnson signed their 
rental agreement in July 200�, and a 
month later, Fire, a cultural lounge 
and healing arts center, was born. And 
Fire continues to grow and become 
more of what they dream is possible, a 
central place to combine their interests 
in performance, music, poetry, history, 
art and the healing-arts of yoga and tai 
chi, as well as a space for artists’ re-
treats, spiritual retreats, or just “retreat 
retreats,” as Johnson said. Fire can also 
be rented and has served as a movie 
theater for local kids, family reunion 
site, and stage for Knockabout Theater’s 
“Call Me Crazy” last spring, among 
other things. Fire is also a location for 
Kalamazoo’s Art Hops. 

“We wanted to create a space for 
people’s voices that don’t typically have 
a place for their voice, and sometimes 
that happens to be African American,” 
said Miller, adding that doesn’t make 
Fire “an African-American venue.

“My biggest dream,” she said, “is 
that there would be more public art 
springing out of the community. I’d re-
ally love to see that happening.”

Christened Fire for both the “fire of 
creativity” and the “fire of the building,” 
said Johnson, the name also harkens 

back to the Harlem Renaissance, a pe-

riod of prolific and organized African-
American outpouring of art during the 
1920s and 1930s. At that time novelist 
Zora Neale Hurston and poet Langston 
Hughes started a literary journal of es-
says, poems and stories to give African 
American writers a voice that was 
validated by other African Americans. 
The journal was called “Fire.” After 
publishing only one issue, however, 
there really was a fire that destroyed its 
offices, and the journal became defunct. 
The Harlem “Fire” was conceived to 
create a space for new voices, and that 
parallels Miller and Johnson’s intentions 
for their Fire.

Johnson, who has lived in Ann 
Arbor, Milwaukee and Sante Fe, among 
other places, hadn’t yet found a place 
in Kalamazoo to combine her interests 
in music, art, history and performance. 
“What became clear to me was if there 
was going to be a place like that, we 
were going to have to make it happen.”

And the old adage, if you build it, 

they will come, has held true. “So many 

people have thanked us and said we 
really needed this here,” Johnson said. 
“And there’s so much more we can do.”

Fire is not the first joint venture 
of Miller and Johnson. They, 
along with Amanda Campbell, 

also run Link, a not-for-profit organi-
zation that connects cultures through 
individuals and communities via help 
with research, resources and grant-
writing assistance. And both women 
are members of Poetry Train, a per-
formance poetry group that includes 
founder Buddy Hannah, also a coordi-
nator at Pfizer Inc., Theresa Burks, a 
laboratory analyst for Pfizer Inc., and 
Johnson. The mission of the Poetry 
Train is to present original poetry 
and compositions in various settings 
to educate, enlighten, and entertain 
audiences through the use of the writ-
ten and spoken word. The group also 
conducts writing workshops aimed at 
stimulating and informing those who 

Michelle Johnson helps entertain firehouse 
guests by assuming the role of DJ during an 
evening get-together.

Denise and Michelle are hoping they will be able to piece together some history with the etchings on 
the brick of Engine House No. 2. Here the name “Jim Frame” is clear, and the two are speculating that 
this and other names represent the identities of former firefighters.
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wish to pursue the creative process.
Miller, raised in Martin’s Ferry, 

Ohio, grew up surrounded by art and 
books. When Miller was only 1, her 
mother, Roxanne, at 21, died of sickle 
cell anemia. “The story goes that on 
the same day my mother was buried, 
I learned to walk,” said Miller, who 

described accounts of her mother as 
having had an ability to talk to anyone, 
a trait she believes she inherited from 
her.

Miller and her older sister, Alicia, 
were raised by their great-grandmother, 
Pearl Johnson, an “amazing woman,” 
who was responsible for the upbringing 

of many generations of children. “It was 
a wonderful experience. She is one of 
the best friends in my life ever,” Miller 
said. 

Pearl read the Bible a lot when 
Miller was a child. Later, when Pearl 
was losing her eyesight, Miller found 
the roles reversed as she read the Old 

Denise Miller explains the plan for their “Fire,” 
described by them as a cultural center and gath-
ering place for neighborhood groups and artists.

A group gathers to hear dramatic poetry readings.

Fire
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and New Testament to Pearl, especially 
the Psalms.

Miller’s father, who turned down a 
college scholarship when an early mar-
riage changed his direction, was a coal 
miner. He continued to exert a profound 
influence on Miller’s life, even though 
she didn’t live with him. “My dad is 

a wonderful artist and teacher and 
athlete,” said Miller, who also inherited 
his athletic ability. She was a prolific 
high-school athlete, participating in vol-
leyball, basketball, track, cheerleading, 
baton twirling and softball. While in 
Kalamazoo, Miller even played football 
on the Southwest Michigan Jaguars un-

til she tore her ACL in a game in 2003.
Miller’s father taught her to draw, 

and kindled her interest in visual art, 
which she calls her “first love.” In 2004 
Miller was awarded an Emerging Artist 
Grant from the Arts Council of Greater 
Kalamazoo to produce a body of work 
in a blend of art and poetry based on 

Engine House No. 2
Saved from the wrecking ball in 1982 by Donald 
Verbecke, the distinctive, historic building,
constructed in 1903, continues to serve the
community, but now through the arts.

In 1924, eight firefighters in the 
city of Kalamazoo answered to 
the name of Frank. One was Fire 

Chief Frank Van Atta, whose com-
prehensive scrapbook of fire depart-
ment information and clips is housed 
in the Western Michigan University 
archives, and another was a faith-
ful white fire horse who worked and 
lived at Engine House No. 2, 1249 
Portage St.

Engine House No. 2, built in 
1903 to accommodate horse-pulled Portage Street Fire Station No. 2
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pumpers, served the city for over �0 
years before the increasingly large size 
of fire-fighting equipment outgrew 
the station’s capacity. But before then, 
Kalamazoo, like the rest of the country, 
underwent the sea of change brought 
about by the advent of the automobile.

When Titus Bronson helped Kal-
amazoo incorporate as a village in 1843, 
the cry of “fire” was responded to by ev-
eryone nearby grabbing a bucket of water 

(continued on page 22)

21N O V E M B E R  2 0 0 6  •  E N C O R E 



Visit Today!

COPY
PRINT
SCAN
FAX
COLOR
SOLUTIONS

Our People and Service Make the Difference

Kalamazoo: (269) 321-9442
Battle Creek: (269) 441-9442
Toll Free: (877) 321-9442
7170 Beatrice Drive
Kalamazoo MI 49009

Authorized Dealer

www.cornerstoneos.com

the escapes of African-American slaves 
in this part of the country. 

“I was coming across these stories 
and started looking into historical 
newspapers,” she said. “I became in-
terested in those moments that people 
cross that border from a system of op-
pression to enough is enough.”

Her father’s mother, Maxine, was 

a librarian and a poet, though Miller 
wasn’t aware of this until after a fire at 
her grandmother’s when Miller discov-
ered a little black book filled with her 
grandmother’s poetry.

Following high school in 1988, 
Miller earned a Bachelors of Fine Arts 
in Creative Writing from Bowling 
Green State University and a master’s in 

A “fire truck” of yesteryear.

Fire

and running to help douse the fire, 
according to a comprehensive history 
of Kalamazoo’s fire department writ-
ten in 1946 by Lawrence Stockford 
and stored in the WMU archives.

Shortly after incorporating as a 
village, Kalamazoo’s village council 
passed an ordinance that required “all 
householders, storekeepers, and oc-
cupants of all buildings in the village 
to provide themselves with two lad-
ders … and two buckets to be marked 
with the owner’s name and to be kept 
and used exclusively for extinguish-
ing fires,” Stockford wrote. 

Bucket brigades formed in 1844, 
run by five fire wardens appointed by 
the village council, when the village 

bought a fire hook, its first piece of fire 
equipment, to pull down burning build-
ings if the fire got out of control.

“Hardly anyone pretended to have 
the two buckets and ladders,” according 
to Stockford, and on February 9, 18�0, a 
massive fire destroyed Hooker’s Leather 
shop, three carpenter shops and the 
Telegraph Newspaper office, prompt-
ing the village to form the Rescue Hook 
and Ladder Company, which had 41 
members.

After several more catastrophic fires, 
the village finally organized its own fire 
department in 18�1, and in 18�2, a build-
ing known as Firemen’s Hall, at 142 S. 
Burdick St., housed both the fire equip-
ment and served as the setting of all social 
functions of the village, Stockford wrote.
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(continued from page 21)
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English with an emphasis on African-
American and women’s literature from 
Central Michigan University, where she 
taught briefly. She then taught at South-
western Michigan Community College 
in Dowagiac.

In 2000 she was hired at KVCC, 
where she taught in the English depart-
ment and assumed the role of honors 

As the area’s population grew, 
so did the number of fire stations. 
Many changes followed. One of 
those changes was the replacement 
of horses by motorized pumpers in 
the mid-1920s. Engine House No. 
2, in fact, was the last station to see 
its brave and hard-working horses 
go. Frank, and his two horse col-
leagues, Tony and Jack, helped fight 
fires for 12 years before hanging up 
their halters, and it was a sad day 
in the station’s history. The horses 
were lauded in an emotional farewell 
published in an undated article of the 
Kalamazoo Gazette, which cited them 
for years of reliable service and for 
risking their own lives. 

“When the big gong clangs its 
alarm of fire, there will be something 
vitally missing in the hurry and 
scurry of men and apparatus,” wrote 
an anonymous reporter. “The three 
big animals will not be in their stalls 
to rush with human intelligence to 
the front of the big trucks. There 
will be no clamping of harness and 
buckles. The stamping of restless feet 
will not be heard, and the clanking 
of iron-shod hoofs on the pavement 
will be replaced by the swish of 
rubber-tired vehicles. There will be 
no command of ‘Gidday Tony, Jack, 
Frank. Away, giddap!’ Instead there 
will be the shifting of huge, grinding 
gears and the unthrottled pounding 
of high-powered motors.”

An unfortunate fact was horses 
were not always able to tread as close 

(continued on page 24)
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program director for four years before 
returning to the classroom full time. 
Miller appreciates the KVCC environ-
ment, which she says is very support-
ive. “They see the positive aspects of a 
liberal-arts education,” she said. “I’ve 

found ways to grow within that and be 
myself.”

Johnson, who was born in Kalamazoo, 
grew up in Saginaw in a very artistic

         and musical family. The theme of 

bridging is one that reoccurs through-
out her life and began in part with an 
important bridge in her childhood, the 
southernmost bridge of the Saginaw 
River. 

 “Saginaw is a city that is very 

motor trucks must be installed.”
And so, eventually, because equip-

ment became too large for the facility, 
in the early 19�0s the station finally 
shut its doors. Following its closure, 
the beautiful brick building, which 
represents the architectural styles of 
both Richardsonian Romanesque and 
Colonial Revival, according to “Kalama-
zoo: Lost & Found,” became, for a short 
time, a fruit market and general store. 
The station then housed a laundromat 
from 19�8 until 1977, when the city 
condemned it after years of extensions. 

Finally the building was sched-
uled for demolition in 1982, but “just 

before the wrecking crew arrived,” local 
contractor Donald Verbecke of Kal-West 
Contracting decided to purchase it, ac-to fires as was needed. And the 

equipment they pulled only pumped 
�00 to 600 gallons of water a minute 
as compared to the 1,000 gallons of 
water per minute that a new Seagrave 
Pumper could handle. 

“But business is business in 
the eyes of the city commission 
and sentiment must give way to the 
introduction of greater efficiency in 
any department,” the Gazette reporter 
wrote in the same article. “If motor 
trucks are more practical than horse-
drawn vehicles in fighting fires, then 

Fire

(continued from page 23)

Fire Chief Frank Van Atta shared both an 
enthusiasm for the occupation and a name with 
Frank, the spirited white horse that lived and 
worked at Engine House No. 2, 1249 Portage St.
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segregated,” she said. “Instead of across 
the track, we had across the river.” Her 
home was on one side of the river and 
her relatives were on the other. Johnson 
said she grew up negotiating race and 
place, class, and urban and rural envi-

ronments. She also frequently visited 
family in Kalamazoo and Chicago.

“From a very early age I was trying 
to make sense out of divergent cultural 
backgrounds,” said Johnson, who added 
that the political climate of the1960s 

in which she came of age added to her 
questions.

Johnson was the only female snare 
drummer in both marching and concert 
band throughout high school. She 
graduated from Arthur Hill High School 

cording to “Lost and Found.” Verbecke, 
who had an avid interest in buying and 
renovating historical structures, planned 
to use the space for offices and storage. 
Nearly 300 pigeons were displaced in the 
renovation, and it took a year to remove 
all the washers, dryers and tanks left in 
the building.

Verbecke replaced almost 80 percent 
of the maple floor, and he also stripped 
and refinished all the second floor 
woodwork where the firemen had slept. 
He also removed the fake façade of the 
laundromat and replaced the original 
front doors with ones that can open.

Initially, Kal-West Contracting 

shared the building with an architec-
tural firm. In the late 1990s and until 
its current tenants arrived, the Portage 
Street Fire Station was home to Carr-
Ciadella Photography, Magic Maid and 
two large studio apartments.

Now on the National Register of His-
toric Places, and fortified with an award 
of Merit from the Kalamazoo Historic 
Preservation Commission in 1984, En-
gine House No. 2 again fulfills a unique 
purpose as home to Fire, a cultural 
lounge and healing-arts center owned by 
Denise Miller and Michelle S. Johnson.

“This space has been recreated over 
time,” Johnson said. “And we’re one in-

carnation of that. It feels really great 
to me to find a place for what we’re 
doing in this community.”

Johnson said that a visiting 
relative recently discovered some 
bricks in the rear of the build-
ing that had been etched with the 
names of former firemen, along with 
their dates of service.

“Seeing that piece of history 
connected to the building is really 
fascinating to me,” she said. “Every-
thing in the building has changed 
so much since it was a fire house. It’s 
good to see a very personal aspect of 
that history.” 
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in 1980 and earned her bachelor’s 
degree in humanities from Michigan 
State University. While at MSU, the 
administration attempted to turn the 
women’s lounge into a bookstore, and 
Johnson was part of a group of women 
that resisted the effort successfully. The 
women’s lounge still exists.

“That kind of began my real 
conscious effort to preserve space and 
create space,” Johnson said.

Following graduation, Johnson 
moved to Santa Fe, N.M., where she 
worked in recycling until she decided 
on graduate school. She earned her 
doctorate in American culture from the 
University of Michigan in 1994.

Her first academic job was as a 
faculty member at the University of 
Wisconsin-Milwaukee. The two best 
things that happened in Milwaukee, 
Johnson said, were that she became 
godmother to Sera Radson, now 12, and 
she became involved in public scholar-
ship projects that combined her interest 
in academia and divergent cultures.

While at UWM, Johnson was a 

board member of the Wisconsin Human-
ities Council and saw some “cool oral 
history projects coming through” that 
inspired her to return to her hometown 
of Saginaw. She took a one-year position 
at Saginaw Valley State University and 
was given a grant from the Michigan Hu-
manities Council that allowed her to do 
comprehensive oral histories on African 
Americans and Latinos. 

The following year, Johnson was 
hired at Michigan State University, her 
alma mater, to teach in the department 
of American Thought and Language. 
She also became a Freedom Trail coor-
dinator, which involves helping people 
across the state promote, preserve and 
document Underground Railroad and 
“resistance to slavery” sites.

“Burnt out on grading,” Johnson 
then took a couple of years off from aca-
demia, a time during which she moved 
to Kalamazoo. She now is part of the 
faculty at Grand Valley State University 
in the Liberal Studies department and 
the African and African American Stud-
ies department. 

Denise Miller and Michelle Johnson recognize the importance of family support in their academic 
pursuits. Here Denise is shown with her father and a nephew. Michelle (right) is captured on film by 
her mother just before receiving her doctorate in American culture from the University of Michigan.

Fire
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YOU CAN CHANGE THE HUMAN CONDITION

visualize/hope

See the impact your gift is making at www.KalamazooUnitedWay.org

Thomas J. Saewert, DDS

Comprehensive Family & Aesthetic Dentistry

3000 West Centre
Portage, MI 49024
269 / 327-1011

EXCELLENCE IN DENTISTRY FOR OVER 30 YEARS • WELCOMING NEW PATIENTS

Hospice Care of Southwest Michigan 

25 years of caring for our community 

Life’s journey presents a different road for each of us. 
We understand. 

269.345.0273Talk to us. 

I like Kalamazoo a lot better than 
Ann Arbor, where I lived before 
moving here, as far as people being 

down-to-earth and still keeping up 
with the world,” Johnson said. “For me, 
Kalamazoo has the best of many aspects 
of Michigan.”

Miller and Johnson have been 
surprised to find that many people have 
never noticed the Portage Street Fire 
Station until they’ve attended an event 
at Fire.

“How can you miss a fire station?” 
Miller asked, who finds this both dis-
turbing and hopeful. “Some people are 
seeing the neighborhood now because 
of us.” And their influence on the Wash-
ington Square neighborhood, not just 
the community at large, is very impor-
tant to them. 

“We want to make a space that 
reflects the people who already lived in 
this space,” Johnson said. “We want to 
make it more beautiful. We really want 
to make sure we don’t just come into 
the neighborhood without making what 
we’re doing part of their neighborhood.”

““
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Kalamazoo Office
269.553.9100

Portage Office
269.321.9100

Drake Road Office
269.544.9100

Woodbridge Hills Office
269.323.9100

www.keystonebank.com

Member FDIC

Tuned to your needs.
At Keystone Community Bank, we really shouldn’t
brag about our ability to fine-tune our products and
services to meet the needs of our community.
Because while everyone at Keystone is committed to
great service, the fact that we are a community bank
makes doing business on a personal level a lot easier. 

Local loan decisions, local management, and a local
board of directors allow Keystone Community Bank
to provide a level of service that can’t be matched by
a bank whose decision makers are in some other city.

It just goes to show that higher volumes don’t always
make it easier to listen.

KEY990-Fontana  8/16/05  10:03 AM  Page 1

Lake Superior Gull 

Superior gull, angel white 

rider of the northern light. 

One with the wind while 

piping shrill and strident cry. 
 
 

Perfect bird, transcending sand 

and lake and cloudless sky. 

Sailing the shore in silent flight. 

Superior gull, angel white. 

       By Larry B. Massie 

Larry, an avid nature lover, said there is always plenty in the North Country to 
inspire.  He wrote the poem while staying on Whitefish Bay this past summer, at a 
cabin his family has been going to for 22 years. While his wife, Priscilla, loves the 
haunting calls of the loons in the morning, Larry loves the soaring seagulls.

So, along with offering a free movie 
night for local kids, initiated by two 
neighborhood boys, Johnson and Miller 
would like to continue to expand their 
relationships with the community, 
including perhaps the Boys and Girls 
Club and the seniors at the Washington 
Square Apartments.

Lyric, which is held at Fire on the 
first and third Friday of each month, 
showcases both poetry and music in the 
form of feature artists and open mic. 
So far, Lyric has a loyal and growing 
following.

“I love it (Lyric),” said Tracey 
Smith, Kalamazoo Poetry Slam Mas-
ter and a regular Fire patron. “It’s an 
intimate show. You don’t really need a 
microphone. For me it’s nice; I’m not 
hosting the show so I can sit back and 
enjoy it.”

Both Johnson and Miller feel that 
poetry has been firmly established at 
Fire; they haven’t missed a Friday since 
Fire began. For the future, they’d like to 
branch out and draw more regular per-
formances of theater and music. They 
also plan to open their upstairs retreat 
space, and boost enrollment in their 
yoga and tai chi classes, while possibly 
adding massage to their offerings.

“Every time someone sees this 
space, they have an idea for how it can 
be used,” said Johnson. “It’s encourag-
ing other people’s creativity.”

Meanwhile, Miller and Johnson 
have moved into an apartment in En-
gine House No. 2 to reduce expenses, a 
situation they hope is temporary. 

“We’re not getting rich here yet,” 
Miller said, though she’d like to make a 
profit some day. ‘But the thank-yous are 
worth it.”

So far, Miller said, and Johnson 
agreed, Fire is “sustaining our spirits, 
and other people’s, too.”

And as for that office space? Well, 
Johnson’s books are still in storage. 
“We don’t have the space we originally 
intended ...” Johnson said.

“But,” added Miller, “we have so 
much more.” 

Fire
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344-0874

We care…when you can’t
put your best foot forward
• Bone & Joint Surgery

• Diabetic Foot Care

• Sports Medicine

• Physical Therapy

• New Patients Welcome

• 1212 South Park Street,
Kalamazoo

DOUGLAS F.
BREWER, D.P.M.

GEOFFREY E.
CLAPP, D.P.M.

RICK W.
TILLER, D.P.M.

K A L A M A Z O O
FOOT SURGERY, P.C.

Michael Wood Says It’s Just a Machine

Michael Wood

By Editor Penny Briscoe

“YA oUGhtA PoLIsh thAt thING,” chides 
his father. Michael’s reaction? “My horn 
may be ugly, but it feels good in my 
hands, and it makes a more beautiful 
sound to be unlacquered.” His double 
horn in F and B flat, known as the 
French horn, is his music “machine.”

“The horn isn’t like a violin that’s so 
alive, but rather a bunch of brass tubing 
(12 feet) soldered together,” he says. 
Sometimes Michael must use a torch to 
make repairs that would only blister the 
sprayed-on lacquer finish anyway.

“I do stick it in the tub and wash it 
periodically,” Michael says, defensively. 
When new, his custom-made Karl Hill 
Kortesmaki, so-named for the Finnish, 
old-world, family name of the Grand 
Rapids craftsman, came with a bare-
brass finish that was originally shiny. 

Michael has owned other horns 
and has always stripped off the lacquer. 
He notes that professionals usually play 
unlacquered horns. “I hear a quality in the 
sound that’s better,” he says. “It speeds up 
the response of the instrument a little bit.”

While Michael loves his Kortes-
maki, he continues to strive for yet more 
elegance through his hobby of collecting 
“dead” instruments and reassembling 

them into unique contrivances. One he 
calls “a little bit of a Frankenstein’s mon-
ster” is emerging from his basement junk 
yard — from a 70-year-old, single-F horn 
with a magnificant, hand-hammered 
bell. He says, “I am always out for a more 
beautiful sound or a more tender touch, 
or something to sit better in tune.”

Michael says he will never tire of 
the horn’s sound but describes his lips as 
“dumb.” He attributes his notes to how 
he is hearing and thinking the sound, 
and he must often choose from 16 op-
tions when he puts down a valve —“like 
throwing a dart really well.” Because of 
the need for continual music transposi-
tion at sight, and other difficulties, he 
calls the horn “risky” and “unreliable,” 
purposely avoiding the word “difficult.” 

Employed by day at Homestead 
Furniture in Kalamazoo, like most crafts-
men, he keeps a pencil close by —even 
attached to his horn with a clamp that fits 
on the tubing. It seems out of place until 
he explains the continual, copious nota-
tions he makes in his music during prac-
tice and performances. Children often ask 
about the pencil stuck to his horn, and 
he has often given his students one of his 
clamps to promote the note-taking habit.

Armed with bachelor’s and master’s 
degrees from Minnesota’s Concordia Col-
lege and Texas’ Baylor University, Michael 
says they prepared him to truly under-
stand music. He learned discipline and 
theory from strict instructors and cur-
riculums heavy in research and writing. 

“Survival in the orchestra is about 
good choices and good implementation, 
and the artsy side is only 
enabled by preparation,”
he says.

Michael came to Kal-
amazoo 1� years ago, hav-
ing won the Principal Pfizer 
French Horn position at an 
audition he described as 
grueling. Perhaps what has 
kept him here is a certain 
violin player named Sharon, 
who now plays with the 
Battle Creek symphony 
and “noticed him” at his 
first KSO rehearsal. The 
twosome has become a fivesome, and 
Michael is now a southwest Michigan 
convert. Here, he is striving to “bat 1,000” 
in music, especially when hitting the 
notes of Brahms, which he describes as 
the most beautiful music ever written.
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Total
Communications
all wrapped up in

one neat little
package

If its digital,
we’ll deliver!

FYI

Total-Com from CTS is an integrated packaged system that simplifies all those digital technologies connecting you to the world.
Call your CTS communication consultant to learn about Total-Com and what it can do for you and your business.

Total-Com can include
Telephone
VoIP
Internet / Data
E-Mail Hosting
Web Hosting
Long Distance
Voice Mail
Teleconferencing
Faxes  • • • •  and more

Total-Com
From CTS

I AM A hUGe FAN of the traditional 
Thanksgiving Day meal. After all, it’s not 
called “Turkey Day” for nothing! 

If you are in charge of planning the 
menu, you know that the entire family 
expects the same traditions: the aroma of 
pies and turkey, the parade, an afternoon 
of football — and that feeling of drowsy 

satisfaction after 
eating way too 
much.

Perhaps you 
may want to try 
to shake things 
up a little and 
start some new 
traditions? If so, 
let’s explore some 
ideas.

Soup is an 
easy item to 
prepare ahead of 
time. One of my 
favorites in the 

autumn is bisque of butternut squash 
and apple. This soup is very easy to 
make — some peeled and seeded, cubed 
butternut squash, onion, celery, chicken 
stock and apples cooked in chicken 

stock. Just puree and add some heavy 
cream and sherry wine.

In 18 years of working as a chef, I 
have roasted hundreds of turkeys. At The 
Park Club, a majority of our guests want 
turkey on Thanksgiving. However, many 
also enjoy other entrées, such as fish, pork, 
beef, lamb and vegetarian. Some of my 
favorites are added to the menu each year. 

Some great alternatives to turkey in-
clude oven-roasted pork loin, roasted leg 
or rack of lamb, and whole, roasted, side 
of salmon. If you like to grill, there is no 
reason not to use the outdoor grill (un-
less we have too much snow). Salmon, 
lamb and pork can be seasoned with 
salt and pepper and a rub of fresh herbs 
(basil, parsley, thyme and rosemary), 
olive oil and garlic. This can be done a 
day or two ahead to make it easier. Then 
it is just a matter of roasting or grilling 
them that day. I roast pork for about 1� 
minutes per pound (at 300 F after sear-
ing 1� minutes at 42� F). Lamb can be 
cooked for less time and served a little 
pink if you prefer. Salmon will not take 
long at all. A four-pound side will take 
just about 1� minutes in a home oven. 
Try not to overcook roasted foods, as 

dryness is the enemy! 
To stick with a feathered entrée, 

but to take a break from turkey, roasted 
Pekin duck is a fantastic idea, especially 
if you have a small group. It is important 
to season the bird thoroughly (inside and 
out). Try sprinkling the cavity with salt 
and pepper and then stuffing it with a 
chopped apple, onion, celery, bay leaves 
and a cinnamon stick. It will need to cook 
at 3�0 F about 20–3� minutes, or until 
the temperature in the thigh reaches 16� 
F. A bird should feed eight-to-ten people. 
I prefer to start all birds at a higher tem-
perature to sear the outside and crisp the 
skin (usually 1�–20 minutes at 42� F) and 
then reduce the temperature to 300–3�0 F 
to allow even, slow cooking.

Have a very small group and don’t 
want the leftovers? Smaller birds are 
a good idea. Birds such as game hen, 
squab, grouse or partridge can be cooked 
for each person. A slightly larger bird, 
like pheasant, can usually feed two-to-
three people per bird. 

If you need any pointers, feel free to 
visit our website (www.parkclub.net) and 
drop me an e-mail. I’d be happy to an-
swer any other questions you may have.

Craig Girolami,
The Park Club

Turkey Day Alternatives: 
Ideas for Breaking With Tradition on 

Thanksgiving
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A GrowING NUMBer of Americans have 
chosen to safeguard their futures by pur-
chasing long-term care insurance should 
they become chronically ill. Once you’ve 
decided that long-term care insurance 
is also the right option for you, the next 
step is to evaluate key elements associ-
ated with the coverage.

Working with a competent and 
trustworthy representative is essential 
to establishing a long-term relationship. 
Consider the following when selecting a 
quality agent:
1.  Every long-term care insurance deci-

sion should be based on your over-
all financial picture. Has the agent 
conducted a thorough analysis to 
determine the need for long-term care 
insurance?

2. Has the agent earned any of the finan-
cial services industry designations, 
which demonstrate the highest com-
mitment to professional development 
(e.g., CLU, ChFC)?

3. Has the agent earned a long-term-care, 
insurance-specific designation, which 
demonstrates proven expertise on the 
subject (e.g., CLTC, LTCP, CSA)?

The company’s reputation and finan-

cial ratings are the next most important 
consideration for buyers:

Is the company financially strong, 
and what are its abilities to meet the 
obligations of policyholders? The role of 
assigning financial strength ratings falls 
primarily to four major, independent 
third-party rating services: A.M. Best 
Company; Standard & Poor’s®; Fitch; 
Moody’s Investors Services. Materials 
that explain these ratings should be 
available directly from the company of-
fering long-term care insurance coverage 
and are important when looking at the 
various options available. 

Other considerations include the 
company’s history of service, reputa-
tion among consumers, and whether the 
company offers a participating contract, 
which allows for dividend payments as a 
result of a return of unneeded premiums.

When choosing a long-term care 
insurance policy, it’s important to have 
an understanding of what the policy can 
offer: When will benefit payments begin; 
and how much money will you receive?

To plan for increasing costs of care, 
consumers can either pay additional 
premiums for benefits that will automati-

cally increase each year or buy additional 
coverage in the future as the cost of care 
increases. Another question that needs 
to be resolved is how long the benefits 
will last.

The purchase of long-term care 
insurance is a personal and important 
decision. Evaluating your personal and 
financial situation, 
with the assis-
tance of a trusted, 
knowledgeable, 
financial repre-
sentative, a solid 
company and your 
family will enable 
you to determine 
which coverage is 
most appropriate.

Taking this 
action will enable 
you to make a 
good, informed 
decision in choos-
ing long-term care 
insurance cover-
age that best meets your long-term care 
needs while providing a sense of financial 
security.

Purchasing Long-Term Care Insurance

J. Peter Schma, CLU, and Judy M. 
Borden, CLU, ChFC — Northwestern 
Long Term Care Insurance Company, 
a subsidiary of Northwestern Mutual 
Life Insurance Company.
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Guess
WHO



CLUES

• The butterflies are free — to chase and inspect
 at this seeker’s happy hunting grounds.

• When it comes to the metamorphoses of Mother 
Nature, he knows chapter and verse about many 
more than just the miraculous transition of the 
caterpillar to a winged wonder.

• In his house, a rose is a rose is a rose is a rose.

ANSWER ON PAGE 62.

Photography by John Gilroy. Costume courtesy of Timid Rabbit Costume Shop.



Performing Arts
Plays

“Debbie Does Dallas” —  A vibrant spoof 
that captures the innocence and frivolity 
of the original film. The New York Times 
called it “shamelessly silly, shrewdly self-
aware and proud of being naughty. Whole 
Art Theater, Epic Center, 3�9 S. Kalamazoo 
Mall. Nov. 3 & 4. 34�-7�29.
“Duck Hunter Shoots Angel” — Have 
some fun with this quirky comedy full 
of magical surprises, unexpected second 
chances, and knee-slapping humor. Nov. 
9–11, 16–18, 8 p.m.; Nov. � &12, 2 p.m. 
Parish Theatre, 426 S. Park St. 343-1313.
“FROGZ” — Enormous frogs do calisthen-
ics, penguins play musical chairs, and life-
size alligators taunt the front-row audience. 
Fun family entertainment! Miller Audito-
rium, WMU. Nov. 10, 8 p.m. 387-2300.
“Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor 
Dreamcoat” — See this classic performed 
by the Kalamazoo Central Choral Dept. 
Nov. 10, 11, 17, 18, 7:30 p.m.; and Nov. 19, 

3 p.m. K. Central 
High School Auditorium. 
337-0300.
“Inspecting Carol” — A 
brilliant spoof filled with 
madcap antics and tongue-
in-cheek humor. Whole 
Art Theater, Epic Center, 
3�9 S. Kalamazoo Mall. 
Dec. 1–16. 34�-7�29.

Musicals & 
Opera

The East Village Opera Company — En-
joy this nontraditional opera company per-
forming famous arias by such composers 
as Puccini, Verdi, Purcell and Bizet. Miller 
Audit., WMU. Nov. 9, 7:30 p.m. 387-2300.
“A Little Night Music” — Jilted lovers, an 
actress at career’s end, and a cello-playing 
youth vie in this classically inspired show 
featuring the hit “Send in the Clowns.” 
The University Theatre, WMU. Nov. 9–11, 
16–18, 8 p.m.; Nov. 19, 2 p.m. 387-6222.

USO Show — The Civic presents this Se-
nior Class Reader’s Theatre musical review. 
Carver Center Studio Theatre, 426 S. Park 
St.. Nov. 10 & 11, 8 p.m.; Nov. 12, 2 p.m. 
343-1313.
“The Sound of Music” — A Rodgers and 
Hammerstein family favorite. The Civic 
Theatre, 329 South Park St. Nov. 24, 2� & 
30, Dec. 1, & 2, 7–9, 8 p.m.; Nov. 26 and 
Dec. 3, 2 p.m. 343-1313.
“Next Stop Broadway” — A cabaret 
featuring the talents of WMU’s graduat-
ing Music Theatre Performance students. 
The University Theatre, WMU. Dec. 7–9, 8 
p.m.; Dec. 10, 2 p.m. 387-6222.

Dance

Fall Concert of Dance — Enjoy new 
works choreographed by Cori Terry and 
Michael Miller, plus classic pieces from 
repertoire. Wellspring Theater, Epic 
Center, 3�9 South Burdick St. Nov. 10&11, 
16–18, 8 p.m.; Nov. 12, 2 p.m. 342-43�4.

Symphony

University Symphony Orchestra — Spend 
a fall afternoon with this classic WMU 
group. Dalton Center Recital Hall, WMU. 
Nov. �, 3 p.m. 387-4667.
“Recalling Spring” — The KSO Symphonic 
Series features pianist Aviram Reichert and 
the KSO performing works by Copland, 
Mozart and Stravinsky. Miller Auditorium, 
WMU. Nov. 17, 8 p.m. 
387-2300.
“Sandy Patty Yuletide Celebration” — 
Enjoy the holidays with Raymond Harvey 
and the KSO, featuring Sandi Patty, Gospel 
Music Hall of Fame inductee. Miller Audi-
torium, WMU. Dec. 9, 8 p.m. 
387-2300.

Chamber, Jazz, Orchestra
& Bands

Gilmore Rising Stars Recitals — Featur-
ing Sa Chen on piano performing works by 
Mozart, Chopin, Albéniz and Liszt’s Span-
ish Rhapsody. Nov. �, 7 p.m. Dan Tepfer, 

jazz pianist, performs music you won’t 
want to miss! Dec. 3, 7 p.m. Wellspring 
Theater/Epic Center, 3�9 South Burdick St. 
342-1166.
Western Winds — Enjoy the sounds of 
this terrific WMU group. Dalton Center 
Recital Hall, WMU. Nov. 8, 8:1� p.m. 
387-4667.
Bronco Marching Band — Who doesn’t 
enjoy music by a lively marching band? 
Miller Auditorium, WMU. Nov. 12, 3 p.m. 
387-4667.
Young Concert Artists Series — This 
WMU series features Gleb Ivanov on 
piano. Dalton Center Recital Hall, WMU. 
Nov. 12, 3 p.m. 387-4677.
Fontana Chamber Arts — World-re-
nowned Parisii Quartet perform an 
all-French program featuring Fauré’s “La 
Bonne Chanson.” Dalton Center Recital 
Hall, WMU. Nov. 1�, 8 p.m. 382-7774.
Swing Band Tribute — WMU’s Jazz Or-
chestra and Jazz Lab Band get in the swing 
of things for the evening. Dalton Center 
Recital Hall, WMU. Nov. 17, 
8:1� p.m. 387-4667.
University Bands — WMU Symphonic 
and Concert Bands perform. Miller Audito-
rium, WMU. Nov. 19, 3 p.m. 
387-4667.
Holiday Concert — A WMU woodwind/
brass/percussion showcase featuring 
holiday music. Miller Auditorium, WMU. 
Sunday, Dec. 3, 3 p.m. 387-4667.

Vocal

Collegiate Singers — Delight in music by 
this WMU collegiate group. Dalton Center 
Recital Hall, WMU. Nov. 12, 6 p.m. 
387-4667.
Women’s Chorus — This WMU group 
performs “Cantus Femina,” with female 
vocal ensemble Tapestry. Cathedral of 
Christ the King, 2600 Vincent. Nov. 19, 
3 p.m. 387-4667.
The Vienna Boys Choir: “Christmas in 
Vienna” — Everything from medieval to 
contemporary and experimental music. 
Miller Auditorium WMU. Nov. 2�, 8 p.m. 
387-2300.

Every artist 
dips his brush 

in his own soul, 
and paints his 

own nature into 
his pictures.

Henry Ward 
Beecher 
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“Tony Kenny’s Christmas Time in Ire-
land” — Irish entertainer and his all-star 
cast take you on a holidy journey to the 
Emerald Isle. Miller Auditorium, WMU. 
Dec. 2, 8 p.m. 387-2300.
Choral Christmas — WMU presents 
its holiday concert. First Presbyterian 
Church, 321 W. South St. Dec. 2, 
7:30 p.m. 387-4667.

Miscellaneous

“Stomp” — This percussion sensation is 
explosive and utterly unique! Nov. 4, 4 & 8 
p.m.; Nov. �, 2 & 7:30 p.m. Miller Audito-
rium, WMU. 387-2300.
It’s Great! Britain — Filmmakers Marsha 
and Monty Brown capture Britain on film. 
Chenery Audit., 714 S Westnedge Ave Dec. 
1, 7:30 p.m.; Dec. 2, 3 p.m. 34�-8004.

Visual Arts
WMU Department of Art
387-2455:

Multimedia — Multimedia installation. 
Gallery II, Sangren Hall. Through Nov. 17.

WMU Student Art Gallery,
East Hall:

Painting — “Reveries of Dance,” Laurel 
Richardson; Nov. 6–10. Rebecca Rockwell, 
B.F.A. degree show; Nov. 20–23. Chelsie 
Fell, B.F.A degree show; Nov. 27–Dec. 1.
Photography — Student group B.F.A. 
degree show. Nov. 13–17. Evan Barr, B.F.A. 
degree show; Dec. 4–8.
Metals/Jewelry — “Patterns in Nature,” 
Laura Coddens, B.F.A degree show. 
Nov. 13–17.
Mixed Media — Christina O’Brien and 
Veronica Hester. Nov. 27–Dec. 1, Rotunda. 

Kalamazoo Institute of Arts
349-7775:

Lines of Discovery: 225 Years of Ameri-
can Drawings — 1�0 works on paper from 
Columbus Museum that trace America’s 
evolution. Through Dec. 31.

Magic and Intrigue: Masks of Mexico 
— Hand-carved wooden masks illustrate 
artistic and cultural expression dating to 
the pre-Columbian era. Through Jan. 7.
A Parallel World: Small Scale Houses 
and Miniatures — Enjoy meticulously 
crafted works by internationally known 
miniature artists. Through Jan. 7.
ARTbreak — Informal, free presentations 
on art-related topics, including: “The Art of 
Mexico: Ancient and Modern Traditions,” 
Nov. 7; Rufino Tamayo, Forgotten Mexican 
Master of Color and Transfiguration, Nov. 
14; “Masks of Mexico/Behind the Mask in 
Mexico,” Nov. 21; Helmuth Goede: Collect-
ing Mexican Masks, Nov. 28. Bring lunch. 
12:1� p.m.. 
Art & All That Jazz — This informal 
event combines great art with live music 
and free beverages and hors d’oeuvres. Fea-
turing classical guitarist Jeff Dwarshius. 
Nov. 10, �–7 p.m.

Miscellaneous

Art Hop — View the works of local artists 
in a casual, fun atmosphere. Local venues/
galleries in downtown Kalamazoo. Nov. 3 
& Dec. 1, � p.m. 342-�0�9.
Festival of Trees — A bit of everything: 
holiday decorations, a gingerbread village, 

gift shop, children’s activities, and more! 
Radisson Plaza Hotel & Suites, Kalamazoo 
Center. Nov. 18, 9 a.m.–9 p.m.; Nov. 19, 
9 a.m.–� p.m. 342-4440.

Literary Events

Kalamazoo Public Library
553-7809:

History Is a Treasure Hunt —Kit Lane 
shares his illustrated history of Kalamazoo 
River journeys. Central Library, 31� S. 
Rose St. Nov. 6, 7–8:30 p.m.
Meet Bilingual Author Pat Mora —
Award-winning author of over 2� chil-
dren’s books, Mora celebrates linking all 
children to books, languages, and cultures. 
Central Library Children’s Room, 31� S. 
Rose St. Nov. 9, 7 p.m.

(continued on page 60)

Kalamazoo’s Gibson guitar tradition 
of quality began with Orville Gibson, 
who first applied principles for violin 
construction to mandolins. Born in New 
York, he came to Kalamazoo around 
1881. His passion for making musical 
instruments became his occupation soon 
after his first mandolin was introduced 
in 1894. Orders began to arrive faster 
than Orville could fill them. Legend has 
it that one customer who ordered several 
hundred mandolins was told by Orville 
that the order would take �00 years to 
fill! A manufacturing process was devised 
but Orville was not interested in the 
day-to-day factory operations. So in 1902, 

when the Gibson Mandolin-Guitar Co. 
was incorporated, Orville Gibson was 
retained only as a consultant to teach his 
techniques to other craftsmen. Although 
he no longer made the instruments, to 
this day they still bear his name.

STEPPING BACK
WITH THE ARTS

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

6797 Orchard Meadow Drive
Portage, MI 49024

Phone: 383-4433 • Fax: 383-9767
E-mail: events@encorekalamazoo.com
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HROUGHOUT THE summer of 
1836, an army of land hunt-

ers, several thousand strong, 
thronged the dusty streets of the 

frontier boom town newly renamed Kal-
amazoo. Every house became a hostelry 
where men gladly paid for a spot on the 
floor. Others found shelter amidst the sea 
of white canvas tents that billowed over 
vacant downtown lots.

They had journeyed by canal boat, 
Lake Erie steamer, stagecoach, horse-
back and on foot to Kalamazoo, the site 
of the territory’s western branch of the 
federal land office, to purchase tracts 
of Michigan’s virgin wilderness at one 
dollar and twenty-five cents an acre. 
Anxious land seekers queued up in long 

lines before the register’s office to learn 
if their desired claims were still on the 
market, sometimes waiting for weeks to 
get an answer.

Most were Yankees from Connecti-
cut, Massachusetts, Vermont and other 
New England states — or sons of those 
who had pioneered western New York 
state a generation before. They brought 
with them the Yankee penchant for 
whittling; and their penknives had such 
an effect on Register Abraham Edward’s 
picket fence, window sills, and other 
wooden objects that to save his property 
he supplied a free load of shingles. Local 
culinary entrepreneurs earned small 
fortunes by hawking cakes and pies to 
the hungry multitude.

Pioneer historian George Torrey 
remembered Kalamazoo in 1836 as “one 
great mass convention of men almost 
raving with land mania.” The Kalamazoo 
land office set a record that year un-
matched by any other such facility in the 
previous history of the United States. 
Edwards transferred 1,634,�11 acres 
of Michigan soil into private hands at 
a total cost of $2,043,866. Some of the 
land went to bona fide settlers anxious 
to start a new life amidst the territory’s 
rich prairies and park-like oak openings. 
Speculators, however, grabbed up many 
choice tracts at the cheap government 
price, intending to resell to later arrivals 
at a tidy profit.

“Everybody,” wrote Torrey, “was 

Michigan historian 

Larry Massie covers the 

early days of Portage 

as part of his new book 

available to the public  

in November. The set-

tlers prevailed despite 

corruption, wolves, and 

whiskey.

A Century of Growth: 
Slow but Steady
By Larry Massie

Michigan pioneers who poured into the territory in the 1830s carved homesteads out of the wilderness.

36 E N C O R E  •  N O V E M B E R  2 0 0 6



A law firm focusing on estate 
planning, estate settlement, and 
the transfer of wealth.

William B. Millard • Michele C. Marquardt • Daniel L. DeMent 
Michael D. Holmes • Michael A. Dombos

THE GLOBE BUILDING
211 East Water Street, Suite 401 
Kalamazoo, MI 49007
(269) 343-2106

DeMENT AND 
MARQUARDT, PLC

crazy for land, and felt rich and wanted 
to be crazier and richer still!” The cagiest 
of the speculators were town site devel-
opers. They platted out likely port cities 
on the Great Lakes or locations on rivers 
where water power could be harnessed 
and hoped to sell lots for hundreds of 
times their purchase price.

Some locations, such as Kalamazoo, 
Battle Creek and Grand Rapids, met their 
founders’ expectations and grew into 
urban centers. But despite elaborate en-
gravings depicting nicely laid out streets 
and commercial improvements, many 
others never got beyond being “paper 
cities.”

Portage, it seems, was not immune 
to the allure of the paper-city stage of 
development. In 1831, Reuben Winchell, 
from Niagara County, N.Y., purchased 
from the federal government an 87-acre 
tract northeast of the present intersec-
tion of Milham and Westnedge.

Samuel Durant’s 1880 History of 
Kalamazoo recorded Winchell’s first 
attempt at making Portage a city: “His 
heart was set upon laying out and found-
ing a city upon it. He even proceeded 
so far as to cause a village plat to be 
laid and ‘staked out,’ but it was prob-
ably never recorded, and his pet scheme 
was destined to succumb to the force of 

circumstances. No mighty ruins mark 
the site of his ‘city,’ and the tread of the 
would-be founder is hushed.”

The dreams of many another city 
founder would also come to naught be-
cause of the laws of economics coupled 
with speculator’s greed. Much of the 
nation had been enjoying boom times 
during the early 1830s.

The availability of cheap labor and 
reciprocal trade agreements, which 
opened new world markets, brought 
huge profits to American manufactur-
ers. President Andrew Jackson’s feud 
with the conservative Bank of the United 

States resulted in a proliferation of 
more liberal banks. The easy credit they 
offered encouraged additional specula-
tion. By 1836 the Territory of Michigan 
contained 17 banks.

Michigan’s General Banking Act, 
which went into effect on March 1�, 1837, 
made it possible for just about anyone 
to open a banking institution. The law 
required a capital stock of $�0,000, 30 
percent of which was to be in gold and sil-
ver specie. But many of the approximately 
23 additional Michigan banks that rushed 
into operation flouted the law. Sufficient 
specie to meet the requirement was  

 Kalamazoo artist Thomas Nash painted this view of the Austin Lake house in 1894. The painting hangs 
in the Portage District Library’s Heritage Room.
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sometimes shipped from bank to bank 
just ahead of the examiner. The beauti-
fully printed but nearly worthless bank 
notes issued by these so called “wildcat” 
banks further fanned the flames of specu-
lation and inflation.

The inflationary spiral in conjunc-
tion with high transportation 
costs caused prices to esca-

late sharply on the Michigan frontier. 
Government land, in fact, became one 
of the few affordable commodities. Wise 
pioneers carted supplies and tools with 
them. But the cost of living en route 
bit deeply into their meager cash. Mrs. 
Richard Dye, who emigrated with her 
husband and family from New York 
state to Ionia in 1837, was shocked to 
pay $� for overnight lodging at the home 
of a Dr. Laing. “It was some time,” she 
recorded, “before we took shelter in 
another home.”

In 1837 a severe depression gripped 
the eastern states, precipitated in part by 
President Jackson’s Specie Circular of the 
previous year, which stipulated that gov-
ernment lands be paid for in hard money. 
“The Specie Circular,” wrote T.S. Atlee, a 
clerk at the Kalamazoo land office, “killed 
the bastard progeny of irresponsible 
bankers, while the ink upon their lying 
‘promises to pay’ was yet moist on the fair 
faces of their treacherous issue.”

At first the west remained insulated 
from the worst effects of the depression, 

in part because of the dominant mood of 
optimism. But by 1839, the rush of new 
settlers into Michigan had dwindled and 
commodity prices came crashing down. 
Many businesses went bankrupt, and 
much of the land bought by speculators 
was ultimately lost to back taxes.

And while a portion of the land in 
Portage Township that had been bought 
by speculators who never intended to 
actually live there reverted back to the 
state, enough genuine settlers stayed so 
that on March 6, 1838, Portage became a 
separate township. On April 2, 1838, the 
first township meeting convened at the 
residence of Elijah Root, probably on the 
80 acres in Section Three he had bought 
in 1831.

The legal requirements having 
been satisfied, the township fathers 
promptly adjourned to Ebenezer Stone’s 
tavern, which stood about 1�0 feet away. 
Durant’s 1880 Kalamazoo County His-
tory noted: “It is alleged that the reason 
for adjourning the meeting lay in the fact 
that the tavern was more commodious 
and whiskey more plentiful; and in those 
days, especially about election time, it 
was necessary to drink considerable 
whiskey, in order to keep off the ague.”

At the tavern, the Portage pioneers 
proceeded to elect the first slate of town-
ship officers with Root named as supervi-
sor. They then busied themselves with 
other important matters, including cre-
ation and fencing of a “burying grounds,” 

Railroads were important to the early settlement of Portage.
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setting the height of fences within the 
township at four and a half feet and 
prohibiting the running loose of boars 
over three months old — the sows were 
permitted to free range. Lastly, while the 
whiskey began to do its work, they voted: 
“That all wolves that are ketched and 
killed in this town shall draw a bounty 
from said town of five dollars.”

Bounties paid by the township, 
county and state simultaneously for wolf 
scalps soon eliminated the fearsome wild 
canines from Kalamazoo County, but 
not before some close calls. The 1869 
County History recorded one such event:

“Mr. Thomas Cooley went to a 
neighbor’s (Ramsay’s) about three miles 
distant, one afternoon; just at evening 
he started for home, with a quarter of 
venison which the boys had just brought 
in and dressed. He had not proceeded far 
when he saw several wolves coming after 
him. To escape them he cut off pieces 
of venison, and threw down as they ap-
proached too near, and while they were 
quarreling over the meat he would make 
the best use he could of his legs. When 
he reached Mr. Allison Kinne’s house the 
shoulder of venison had all been fed out 
to the savage beasts.”

Taverns, such as the one that offered 
sanctuary and spirits to Portage Town-
ship founders, were among the most 
important and most popular business 
enterprises for quite a few decades of the 
township’s early annals. Moses Austin 

The chilling howl of timber wolves kept 
many a pioneer awake at night.
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and his son, Benjamin M., arrived at 
their homestead just north of the lake 
named after them in the summer of 
1833. They proceeded to construct a 
log shanty for the family habitation and 
a story and a half tavern of hewed logs 
for business. Later, Austin constructed 
a frame addition that became a popular 
dance hall.

Samuel Durant in his 1880 Kal-
amazoo County History waxed poetic 
in his description of Austin’s tavern 
fare: “And then the suppers spread by 
the genial host! Ah! The recollection of 
them will make the mouths of those who 
partook water even at the present day. 
Moses Austin’s suppers were things that 
left touches of kindness and supreme 
satisfaction in the souls of those who ate 
them, and more than one old settler has 
spoken of them to the writer hereof in 
terms of the highest praise.”

Sometime prior to 1840, Henry 
Tuttle built a log tavern south of the 
present intersection of Westnedge & 
Centre. He operated it for a decade 
before it came under the management of 
Joseph Hutchins. In 18�2, Daniel Lath-
rop bought the property from Hutchins 
and soon erected Portage’s most famous 
hostelry — the “Portage Centre Hotel” 
often referred to as “Lathrop’s Hall.” 
It was built to cater specifi cally to the 
growing number of travelers using the 
newly completed plank road linking 
Kalamazoo and Schoolcraft.

The hotel with its complete livery 
stables became a prominent stagecoach 
stop, and it also served as a mail distribu-
tion point for the little community called 
Portage Centre. When the Lake Shore 
& Michigan Southern Railroad came 
through in 1867, its importance as a trav-
elers’ rest ended. But it became a popular 
destination for Kalamazoo and Portage 
residents with its capacious dance hall 
and bar. Holidays such as the Fourth of 
July and New Year’s Eve drew hundreds of 
merrymakers to Lathrop’s Hall.

Sadly, in 1886, the old hotel, by 
then a dilapidated heap, burned to the 
ground. 
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END A “flag queen” and 
a “patriotic lady” to an 
American Legion National 
Convention and they’re 
bound to return to Michigan 

hatching some idea having to do with 
“Old Glory.”

That’s what happened four years 
ago when legionnaire Sylvia Nicholas 
and ladies auxiliaire Marilyn Cunning-
ham drove back from St. Louis, their car 
trunk loaded with suitcases and their 
heads with plans for a flag disposal 
box for Schoolcraft’s American Legion 
Wiley-Koon Post 47�.

Inspired by a convention vendor 
who was selling a small flag disposal 
box, they decided to create their own. 

“We often have people coming up 
to us and saying, ‘What do we do with 
our old flags?’” said Nicholas, former 
post commander, who currently serves 
as 2nd zone commander and post chap-
lain. “The disposal box would make it 
easier for people to drop their flags off 
without having to contact us.”

And in the serendipitous way that 
many ideas take off, when they returned 
home, they found both the perfect 
designer, artist Dawn Davis, who hap-
pens to be a Legion Auxiliary member, 
and the perfect receptacle, a retired U.S. 
Post Office mail deposit box, which they 
discovered they could get free if they 
repainted it and changed the lock.

In April of this year, after four 

By Theresa Coty-O’Neil

Sylvia Nicholas, Roy Stafford, Marilyn Cunningham, and Dawn Davis stand near 
the flag deposit box at Schoolcraft’s American Legion Wiley-Koon Post 475.

Honoring the Red, 
White, and Blue

“It thrills me to see it flying 

against a beautiful blue sky. 

I am glad to be able to teach 

others about its history, 

meaning, and proper care.”
                    

Legionnaire Sylvia Nicholas 

months of waiting for the specialty 
paint to adhere, along with other 
unavoidable delays, the flag disposal 
box was proudly placed in front of the 
Schoolcraft American Legion Post, 42� 
E. Clay, looking as if it had always been 
there.

The American Legion, founded 
in 1717, is the world’s largest veterans 
organization. To American Legion 
members, the American Flag is a 
symbol of freedom, liberty, truth and 
salvation. Through many community 
programs, which include leading the 
Fourth of July and Veterans Day pa-
rades, as well as through flag education 
in the schools, Legion members do their 
best to convey to others flag respect and 
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Arden Reigle, vice post commander of Schoolcraft’s American Legion Post 475, 
accepts retired flags for disposal.

Post chaplain Sylvia Nicholas and vice post commander Arden 
Reigle pay their respects as the American flags are cremated dur-
ing a flag retirement ceremony in July.

In one of their many American Legion duties, 
Marilyn Cunningham, ladies auxiliary presi-
dent, and Sylvia Nicholas, post chaplain, 
place a wreath at the Schoolcraft Fire Station 
to commemorate the fifth anniversary of 9/11.
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flag etiquette. That etiquette includes 
proper folding of the flag and flag 
disposal. Both disposal and retirement, 
in fact, are mandated by the U.S. flag 
code, which states: “The flag, when it’s 
no longer a fitting emblem for display, 
should be destroyed in a dignified way, 
preferably by burning.” 

All veterans organizations, and 
many other groups, including the Boy 
Scouts and Girl Scouts, have their own 
versions of a flag retirement ceremony, 
or flag cremations, as they are some-
times called. Sometimes these cer-
emonies are elaborate, including the 
burning of different woods, such 
as walnut and cedar, for 
symbolic purposes. 
Sometimes they are 
simple and somber. 

How do you know 
when a flag is in need of disposal? 
When its length is impaired by frayed 
edges, it is tattered, or the stars and 
stripes begin to look faded and worn. 

Nicholas and Cunningham, are, 
and always have been, women who 

notice flags: flags on tall poles, busi-
nesses, porches, t-shirts and bumper 
stickers. They notice when flags are at 
half-staff, when they are raised in the 

morning and when they are lowered 
in the afternoon. At Fourth of 

July and Veterans Day parades, where 
legionnaires lead by marching or with 
a float, they notice how readily the 
crowd salutes the flag and who leads the 
salute. (“Most people don’t know what 
to do when they see the flag,” Cunning-
ham said. “Veterans will always stand 

and take their hats off.”) They 
notice new flags and flags that 

show signs of age. And when flags 
become too worn, Cunningham 

said, she has been known to make 
a phone call or send a kindly note 

notifying its owners. Sometimes, the 
Post even offers to replace the flags that 
need retiring.

You could say patriotism is in their 
genes.

On behalf of the American Legion, Marilyn Cunningham, through the Flag Alliance Program, pre-
sented an American flag to Lake Center Elementary, where she had taught for over 20 years.

Taylor Neudeck, granddaughter of Marilyn Cunningham, is 
shown dressed as Betsy Ross, the family’s famous ancestor.

“The Legion is like a 

 family; after losing my 

husband, I still belong to a 

group that is not related to 

church activities. It  

certainly has given 

 me a large circle 

of friends.”

Flag
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nd for Cunningham, that’s literally 
the case; she is a bona fide de-

scendent of Betsy Ross, an 18th 
century upholsterer who was purported 
to have helped design the American 
flag — and to be the first person to have 
sewn one. Cunningham, a seamstress 
herself, found out about her famous 
ancestor while in junior high school 
when a cousin on her father’s side began 
researching the family tree. That ances-
try had a pay-off two years ago when 
Cunningham’s granddaughter, Taylor 
Neudeck, requested to be Betsy Ross 
in a school pageant called “A Colonial 
Christmas,” and she asked Cunningham 
to sew her costume. “It made me proud 
that Taylor asked for that part in the 
play,” she said.

Raised in Romeo, Mich., Cunning-
ham grew up with flags as an important 
part of her life. She remembers her 
whole elementary school marching to 
the cemetery on Memorial Day to put 
flags and flowers on the graves.

“I’ve always respected the flag,” 
said Cunningham, who taught for 36 
years in the Portage School System, the 
last 20-plus at Lake Center Elementary 
School before retiring in 1992. “When 
I was teaching, during morning an-
nouncements the entire class would 
stand and say the ‘Pledge of Allegiance.’ 
In one class we even sang a version of it 
after we said it.”

Now frequently called “the patriot-
ic lady,” due both to her famous relative 
and because of her passion for flags and 
all things patriotic, Cunningham has a 
large and growing collection of Uncle 
Sam’s and other patriotic memorabilia.  

Cunningham’s husband, Dale, who 
passed away six years ago, was an Air 
Force veteran; therefore, Cunningham 
was eligible to join the Ladies Auxil-
iary, which she did in 1979. Since then, 
Cunningham has served as historian, 
chaplain, and district 3rd officer and 
is presently auxiliary president. Her 
daughter, Cherie Neudeck, who lives 
with her family in Flower Bound, Texas, 
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or visit www.GriffinPest.com

is also an Auxiliary member. Both 
Cunningham’s granddaughters, Taylor, 
13, and Katie Neudeck, 8, are mem-
bers of the Junior Auxiliary. There is a 
third auxiliary group called Sons of the 
Legion. “The Legion is like a family,” 
Cunningham said. “After losing my hus-
band, I still belong to a group that is not 
related to church activities. It certainly 
has given me a large circle of friends.”

Nicholas, whose family always 

raised their American flag in the morn-
ing and lowered and tri-folded in the 
evening, grew up respecting the flag as 
part of a rhythm of her family’s life. 

It’s no surprise that she had an 
affinity for “color” as flags are often 
called, and that she gravitated to a life-
long involvement with the Girl Scouts, 
beginning her career as a Brownie 
in second grade. This year, in fact, 
Nicholas, who was a longtime leader 

to daughter Helen’s troop, as well as a 
leader trainer, celebrated her 3�th year 
as a registered Girl Scout. And because 
of her passion for flags and the cer-
emony that accompanies them, Nicho-
las is touted as the “Flag Queen” by the 
local Girl Scouts of Glowing Embers, 
who often call on her to assist with flag 
ceremonies and flag training.

“She’s our resident flag expert, not 
just with flag ceremony, but with flag 

Francis Swartz 
and Marilyn 
Cunningham 
help collect 
and sort toys 
for a National 
Guard Christmas 
party just before 
troops departed 
for Iraq.

Flag
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etiquette,” said Kim Phillips, vice presi-
dent of Volunteer Services at Glowing 
Embers. “I find it really impressive that 
she’s not only very knowledgeable, but 
she really instills that feel of ceremony 
and respect surrounding the flag, espe-
cially with girls, who are not necessar-
ily getting that elsewhere.”

Raised in Rochester, Nicholas 
joined the Nurse Corps Candidate 
Program, a naval program that paid for 

her nursing education while attending 
Bronson Methodist Hospital School of 
Nursing. After receiving her nursing 
diploma, she headed to Portsmouth, 
Va., with her husband, David, a former 
patient of hers at Bronson whom she 
married a week before basic training.

In Portsmouth, Nicholas was an 
intensive-care nurse who worked with 
“everything from premature babies to 
retired sailors and family members in 

between.”
She credits her naval nursing for 

offering her much more experience than 
she would have had as a civilian nurse. 
“As an officer, I was able to function 
more independently,” she said. “I learned 
techniques that are done by ancillary 
personnel in civilian hospitals, such as 
blood draws, arterial blood gases, and 
care of ventilators.” That experience 
serves her well in her present capacity, 

Sylvia Nicholas poses in the 
American Legion car in the 
NASCAR Busch Series while 
attending a 2006 American 
Legion membership workshop 
in Indianapolis.
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working part-time at Gentiva Health-
care as a home-care nurse, as well as at 
Tendercare Portage, and as a member of 
Bronson Hospital’s wellness team.

Nicholas returned to the Kalamazoo 
area in 1976. With her husband, who 
passed away 16 years ago, she raised three 

children: Christopher, now a chemis-
try instructor at University of Illinois, 
Champaign-Urbana; Heather, a geologist 
with Wightman-Ward of Kalamazoo; and 
Thomas, a developmental writing instruc-
tor at Lansing Community College. 

Nicholas joined the Legion in 198� 

and has an impressive resume with the 
Schoolcraft Post, serving in a variety 
of roles, including post commander, 
Kalamazoo County commander and 
district 2nd vice commander. Cur-
rently she is both chaplain and district 
zone commander, for which she travels 

November 11 is Veterans Day. Ask a veteran to share one of 
his or her stories with you. Veterans’ stories and memories are not 
always of fierce battles and the horrors of war. There are tremendous 
stories of friendship, of discovery, and of growing up in the defense 
of our great nation. I am forever grateful. 

It was the last night of a two-week leave, the first break I’d 
had in over a year. The street of this island town was packed 
with military personnel determined to live life to the fullest 

and well beyond. I made 
my way to the rowdiest 
club on the street only 
because it was in my 
way. The music was loud, 
and to call it awful was a 
kind assessment. I made 
my way to the back of 
the establishment and 
onto a poorly built deck 
designed to hold empty 
beer bottles and the oc-
casional passed out over-
indulger. The view of the 
Pacific Ocean from this 
spot was spectacular.

As I continued my 
quest to get to the beach, I was forced to navigate a rickety set of 
stairs. On the last step, I encountered a young lady wearing Army 
fatigues with a Captain’s insignia. Her hair was pulled back and 
tied in a knot as tight as an Army regulation, and it was as clear 
that she wanted to be left alone. Undaunted, I sat down and said, 
“Mind if I join you?”

“If I wanted you here, I would have sent an invitation,” she 
replied, “and besides, I’m not fond of you Navy guys.”

“Oh, we’re not that bad,” I said, “except for the stupid hats.”
She passed me a brief but beautiful smile. “If you are look-

ing for a date, there are girls inside the club just waiting,” she 
said. “I’m only here for the view,” I replied. “In case I never find 
my way back, I want to make sure I never forget.”

“What do you do and where are you from?” I asked.

“I’m an Army nurse, from New York City, I was raised by 
my grandparents who came from Puerto Rico, and, yes, this is 
some great weather. Now shut up before I shoot you,” she fired in 
an unmistakable tone.

Now being shot on leave with other than words didn’t 
appeal to me or sound like it would be a great story to tell, so 
I headed for the ocean’s edge. The ocean is a huge, wonderful, 
mysterious thing, and no matter how often I see her, and from 
what angle, I just can never seem to get tired of staring at her. I 

marveled at her beauty 
for a short time and 
decided to get ready to 
rejoin my unit.

As I turned to go, I 
found my path blocked 
by the sharp-tongued 
lady from New York 
City who had moved in 
directly behind me to 
share the view. “Would 
you like to dance?” I 
asked quietly.

“Just one song,” she 
replied.

I slipped off my 
shoes — and we started 

to dance. The loud music seemed to soften as it was rearranged by 
the swaying palm leaves and joined in harmony with the sounds 
of the ocean. She laid her head upon my shoulder, and I felt a soft 
and quiet tear roll down my arm. We continued to dance without 
words or expectations, and I thought of nothing else.

After a while she snapped upright, almost at attention, and 
pushed me away. “You know this don’t mean nothing,” she said 
as she tried to hide her tears. “Any guy would have done, and I’m 
sure any girl would have done for you.”

She looked at me as though it was finally time for me to 
speak, but she had taken my breath away so completely that I 
could not make a sound. “I’ll bet we wasted an hour with this,” 
she said as she spun a perfect “about face” to leave.

It was two hours and 17 minutes to be exact. She took two 

My Greatest Military Memory

Flag

Alex Lee takes a break from broadcasting 
while in the U.S. Navy during the 1970s.

Alex Lee, Executive Director of Communi-
cations for Kalamazoo Public Schools.

By Alex Lee
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to posts from the east side of the state 
to the west, logging lots of miles and 
hours in the service of the Legion.

Roy Stafford, a Vietnam veteran 
and outgoing post commander, 
  read the following tribute: “A 

steps in retreat before she turned back, 
stared for a moment, and then bounded 
back to place a soft kiss on my cheek 
and whisper a quiet “thanks for being 
a wonderful friend” in my ear. She then 
completed her retreat and disappeared.

I didn’t want to watch another friend 
leave, so I turned to the ocean and sat 
down in the warm sand. I watched the 
ocean slip up and grab the footprints 
we had left. Now, as I remember, the 
ocean didn’t just dust up and level out 
the prints as is its usual tact. It came up 
and pulled them, as they were, straight 
out to sea. The ocean seemed to be quite 
pleased with all of this.

Decades have passed since that brief 
and chance encounter, but I return to it 
often. When the world gets a little too 
close, when anger threatens to rule my ac-
tions, and when I can’t find the solutions 
people expect from me and I lay awake 
in the early hours, I close my eyes and 
quietly ask that young captain for just one 
more dance. We continue to dance like 
we never left. The memory never becomes 
wishful or sad, or even wants for more. 
What it was is always what it is, and the 
world seems to find balance and kind-
ness; and I think of nothing else.

During my years of service to this 
great country, I learned teamwork, crisis 
response, leadership, responsibility and 
friendship. I also learned how to dance 
barefoot at the edge of the ocean and to 
think of nothing else.

Alex Lee was on active duty as a 
journalist in the United States Navy from 
the late 1970s to the mid-80s, primarily in 
Japan and the Philippines. 
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flag may be a flimsy bit of printed gauze, 
or a beautiful banner of finest silk. Its 
intrinsic value may be trifling or great; 
but its real value is beyond price, for it’s a 
precious symbol of all that we and our 
comrades have worked for and lived for, 
and died for —a free nation of free men 
and women, true to the faith of the past, 
devoted to the ideals and practice of 
justice, freedom and democracy.”

Cunningham and Nicholas are 
women who understand the high price 
that some pay for defending the ideals 
the flag represents. They are people who 
place wreaths in front of the Schoolcraft 
Fire Station to remember events, such 
as 9/11. They work to educate the com-
munity about the value of patriotism 
and honoring our flag through flag cer-
emonies at schools, including Cunning-
ham’s own Lake Center Elementary, 
which she presented with a flag in 1994.

At her church recently, Cunning-
ham spoke with a young American 
soldier who was visiting, after having 
served in Iraq and scheduled shortly to 
return. “He was in his fatigues and he 
looked just like a kid, really,” she said. 
“But he was in good spirits. He was 
happy to be here. 
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NOT CROSSING THE STATE LINE 

I made the mistake of pulling off the Interstate
and parking at a beach near the big lake 

Waves like carpet rolls ending in froth
blue then the underside of sand tumbling in place. 

Seagulls fastened shore to darker sand;
the horizon was cloudless blue over deeper blue 

Only a boat maybe ten miles out and
on the other side Milwaukee where dinner 

and reservations waited.  But Autumn’s apple-
colored stamp was on the shrubs and trees 

Michigan doesn’t get more beautiful than this
(two hours of Chicago trudge and again tomorrow 

smudge the vision’s edges) tufts of beach grass
rooted to dune lean with the wind wanting to go. 

       By Elizabeth Kerlikowske 
    
Author Elizabeth Kerlikowske is a notable poet in southwest 
Michigan who teaches creative writing at Kellogg Community 
College. Several of her poems have been published in Encore.

“When I asked him what we could 
do to help, he said, ‘Just anything that 
people want to do is appreciated so 
much. He said, ‘You just don’t know 
how much it is appreciated.’”

Those words inspired Cunningham 
to consider other ways to help, includ-
ing organizing students at Lake Center 
Elementary School to send Christmas 
cards to the troops, a project she has 
managed in the past. “I’m glad we can 
help in some small way,” she said. “We’ll 
keep doing what we’re doing.”

For Nicholas, projects like the 
flag disposal box and pocket flags help 
spread the word about honoring our 
nation’s flag. “The flag is a living symbol 
of all our forefathers have done to create 
this wonderful country in which we 
live,” she said. “It thrills me to see it 
flying against a beautiful blue sky. I am 
glad to be able to teach others about its 
history, meaning, and proper care.”

In her capacity as post chaplain, 
Nicholas often officiates at the funerals 
of veterans. “It is always an emotional 
moment when I present the flag to a 
veteran’s family at a funeral,” she said, 
“and give it with ‘the thanks of a grate-
ful nation.’”

Judy Phelps from American Legion Post 298 
of Battle Creek, Marilyn Cunningham, and 
Sylvia Nicholas carry Legion flags for a state-
wide veterans tribute in Lansing in 2003.
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Local Effort, Global Vision
E ARE ALL connect-
ed,” Dorothy Haskell 

states. Spoken by a 
woman who has dedi-

cated her life to education, 
this simple truth is often ignored by 
many Americans as they go about their 
busy lives. One of the exceptions to the 
“ignorance is bliss” movement is a group 
of globally aware individuals who belong 
to the Kalamazoo/Battle Creek chapter 
of the United Nations Association of the 
United States of America (UNA-USA). 
Haskell has been a member of the UNA-
USA since 1960.

She also collects elephants, which 
have long been considered a symbol of 
strength, perseverance and endurance 
in old world cultures. While the portly 
pachyderm has also become the mascot 
for the Republican Party in our Ameri-
can culture, this retired educator and 
stalwart supporter of the U.N. mission 
does not embrace any one particular 
political doctrine. “I’m an independent,” 
Haskell states firmly. 

That independent mindset has 
helped Haskell maintain a lifetime of 
interest in the worldview oriented UNA-
USA group. She remembers well the 

initial fervor during her early years of 
that involvement, with issues surround-
ing nuclear weapons, the Vietnam War 
and human rights. Over the years, the 
local group’s focus has solidified more 
firmly with that of its parent organiza-
tion, which is to “inform, educate, and 
mobilize.”

The impact of poverty on chil-
dren in developing nations has also 
been of intense interest to Haskell, an 
elementary school teacher for over three 
decades. “I still donate funds to worthy 
causes, like Bread for the World, when I 
can,” she notes. “We have so much here 

“

Dorothy Haskell has been a member of UNA-USA since 1960. Here she shows off some of her elephant collection, symbols of strength. Although the elephant 
is also a mascot for the Republican party, she describes herself as an independent.
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The United Nations 
Association
(UNA-USA), with 
20,000 members 
across the country, 
has been a presence 
in southwest
Michigan for nearly 
50 years. Gathering
to serve as a conduit 
for research and
input on global
issues, the local
chapter is comprised 
of 50 members.

and they have so little, even for basic 
needs in some countries. The children 
affect me the most and the photos of 
them looking scrawny, underfed, with 
protruding bellies. I think, ‘Dear God, 
we have to do more to help.’”

According to the official website 
(www.unausa.org), “The United Na-
tions Association of the United States of 
America (UNA-USA) is a not-for-profit, 
nonpartisan organization that supports 
the work of the United Nations and 
encourages active civic participation in 
the most important social and economic 
issues facing the world today. As the 

nation’s largest grassroots foreign policy 
organization and the leading center of 
policy research on the United Nations 
and global issues, UNA-USA offers 
Americans the opportunity to connect 
with issues confronted by the United 
Nations — from global health and hu-
man rights to the spread of democracy, 
equitable development and international 
justice.”

In southwest Michigan, across the 
nation — and the world — the UNA-
USA membership acts as a conduit for 
research and input on global issues, 
incorporating a broad base of demo-

graphics. UNA-USA has more than 
190 chapters and divisions across the 
country and nearly 20,000 members. 
In the Kalamazoo/Battle Creek chapter, 
the membership of approximately �0 
includes current president Thomas J. 
Vance, Community Relations Manager 
for the Portage Public Schools; former 
Lansing-area artist Gordon C. Board-
man; and retired U.S. District Judge 
Robert L. Borsos.

There is also a large contingent of 
former college professors and teachers 
dominating the roster. Other Michigan 
chapters include Berrien County, Detroit, 

By Patrice L. Mindock

In 1997 Dorothy Haskell accepted the Membership Growth Award for the local chapter of UNA-USA. She 
was president at the time.
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Grand Rapids, Greater Lansing, Ann 
Arbor/Ypsilanti and Oakland County. 
“Primarily, our board, which includes 
Tom Vance, Gordon Boardman and 
Richard Knapp, keeps the current focus 
on monthly programs, education and 
fundraising to provide scholarships for 
area college students,” longtime member 
Dorothy Haskell states. Several others 
besides Haskell have also maintained 
memberships since the 1960s.

More Than a Member

It’s exceedingly rare to remain an 
active member of any organization 
for over four decades. Haskell says 

she has always felt committed to human 
rights and a vision of world peace. Those 
issues have kept her involvement in the 
UNA-USA an integral part of her life. 
Haskell, a Kalamazoo native, remembers 
taking her first job as an elementary 
teacher in Owosso, Mich., shortly after 
graduating from WMU in 1941. “My new 
employer, the school superintendent, 
told all the new teachers that he required 
two things of us,” she recalls. “He said, 
‘Keep out of jail and don’t get married.’”

She took that advice to heart, stayed 
single, and made a satisfying career from 
teaching, and she was never incarcer-
ated for any reason. Her work assign-
ments spanned from Owosso to 
a YWCA teen advisor during the 
1940s war years in Marian, Ind. 
She returned to her home state to 
pursue a master’s in elementary 
education from the University of 
Michigan and upon graduating, be-
gan work at the Battle Creek Public 
Schools.  Haskell retired from public 
education after 30 years of helping 
to shape young minds — referring 
many times to curriculum guides 
provided by the UNA-USA on global 
issues. She currently lives in the same 
home her parents bought after World 
War II on the west side of Kalamazoo.

“I always seem to get elected to 
leadership positions,” she says hum-
bly when asked about her role as past 

First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt was one of the 
dignitaries who originally helped spur interest in the 
Kalamazoo/Battle Creek chapter of the UNA-USA 
with a visit here on October 23, 19�8. Roosevelt’s visit 
was co-sponsored by the UNA chapter and Western 
Michigan University — her second to Kalamazoo. 
The first was in 1938. Roosevelt was known to work 
tirelessly as a member of the United Nation’s Commis-
sion on Human Rights on the plans for the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, adopted December 9, 
1948. Most historians consider it her greatest legacy. 

A letter dated in 19�4 to Ethel Hale Russel, the 
first Michigan president of the American Association 
for the United Nations (AAUN), showed the former 
first lady had a local connection. Russel was report-
edly instrumental in bringing Roosevelt back to 
southwest Michigan and was named “Woman of the 
Year” in 1964 by the Quota Club of Kalamazoo for her 
role with the UNA. Ethel Russel was once a professor 
at WMU and the spouse of the longtime chairman of 
Western’s history department, Robert R. Russel. The 
Roosevelt letter remained one of Russel’s most prized 
possessions until her death in Kalamazoo in 1999 at 
the age of 104.

The AAUN, UNA-USA’s predecessor organiza-
tion, grew out of the League of Nations Association in 

1943. When First Lady 
Eleanor Roosevelt, a member of the AAUN Board of 

Directors, completed her term 
as one of the first U.S. Repre-
sentatives to the U.N. General 
Assembly in late 19�1, she went 
to work for the organization at 
AAUN headquarters.

This was the birth of a per-
sonal campaign in which Mrs. 
Roosevelt carried the message 
of AAUN across the country 
through speeches and fund-
raising efforts that continued 
until her death in November 
1962. She made an appear-
ance in Kalamazoo in 19�8 
at the behest of the AAUN 
chapter, which, accord-
ing to historical records, 
dated back to 19�0. Dr. 
Sharon Carlson, director 
of the WMU archives 

The Roosevelt
Connection

Eleanor Roosevelt steps off 
the plane in Kalamazoo to meet 
with local members of the 
American Association for the 
United Nations, the predeces-
sor of the UNA-USA.

This letter from Eleanor 
Roosevelt was sent to Ethel 
Hale Russel of Kalamazoo.

UNA-UsA
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department, detailed Roosevelt’s visit 
— co-sponsored by WMU — for one of 
the recent UNA-USA chapter meetings. 
Eventually, the local AAUN merged 
with another grassroots organization, 
the Women’s Action Committee for 
Lasting Peace. During the late 19�0s 
and early 1960s, the combined groups 
hosted several sessions that garnered 
over 200 attendees.

In 1964, the parent AAUN merged 
with the U.S. Committee for the United 
Nations, a group composed of 138 
national organizations supporting the 
work of the United Nations, thereby 
creating the United Nations Associa-
tion of the United States of America. 
Since then, the UNA-USA leadership 
team has included notables such as 
Arthur J. Goldberg, former Justice 
of the U.S. Supreme Court and U.S. 
permanent representative to the United 
Nations; James S. McDonnell, former 
chairman of the McDonnell-Douglas 
Corporation; Elliot L. Richardson, 
former United States Attorney General; 
William Scranton, former Governor 
of Pennsylvania, and U.S. permanent 
representative to the United Nations; 
and Cyrus Vance, former Secretary of 
State. Former Presidents Jimmy Carter 
and Gerald Ford currently chair the 
association’s National Council, a non-
partisan effort that actively promotes 
U.S. leadership in the United Nations.

A memorial to Eleanor Roosevelt’s 
contribution as the first United States 
delegate to the United Nations stands 
in our nation’s capitol. Her two visits 
to Kalamazoo during her lifetime were 
indicative of the fervor she embodied 
for the cause of human rights. As part 
of a presentation marking the 10th an-
niversary of the Universal Declaration, 
Mrs. Roosevelt declared, “The destiny 
of human rights is in the hands of all 
our citizens in all our communities.” 
She urged people to help spur global 
progress by improving human rights 
conditions “in small places, close to 
home,” like Kalamazoo and Battle 
Creek. 
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president of the local UNA-USA. “It’s 
so important to get people to listen, 
to be aware and to talk about global 
issues. Open discussions and dialogue 
help us gain a better understanding of 
those issues.” Haskell’s enthusiasm and 
education efforts earned her the honor 
of accepting the membership growth 
award in Washington, D.C., in 1997 
while she was president of the Kalama-
zoo/Battle Creek group. She has often 
gathered other members of her church 
— the First Presbyterian downtown 
near Bronson Park — to attend meet-
ings on issues of interest.

“We have to open our minds and 
do the best we can, one day at a time,” 
she stresses. “You can’t go live in a hole 
and pretend the rest of the world doesn’t 
exist. I admire people when they put 
their values into play in their churches 
and their communities to organize and 
orchestrate change.”

Haskell favorably points out the 
examples of groups like Habitat for Hu-

manity, Amnesty International, Pastors 
for Peace, and Earth Day. “They make 
a difference,” she says. “Over the years, 
the U.N. subsidiary organizations have 
partnered with religion-based groups 
to extend their reach.” 

Haskell was also instrumental 
in launching an education campaign 
about the danger of minefields and 
their toll on human life. The Adopt-A-
Minefield campaign through UNA-USA 
is in partnership with the UN and Ted 
Turner’s Better World Fund. Its main 
goals are to clear minefields, provide 
assistance to landmine survivors, and 
raise awareness about the global land-
mine crisis.

Commitment in the Face 
of Controversy

The UNA-USA vision statement 
hopes for “a world in which 
humanity is spared the scourge 

of war, human rights are honored, 
the natural environment is protected, 
and the United States is a constructive 
member of the United Nations for the 
well-being of all humankind.” In its 
mission statement, the organization 
says, “The United Nations Associa-

Current Kalamazoo/Battle 
Creek UNA-USA chapter 
president Thomas J. Vance, 

Community Relations Manager for 
the Portage Public Schools, says he 
joined the group because of his love 
of history and global awareness. For-
merly with Upjohn/Pharmacia public 
relations for nearly a decade, he was 
an active-duty U.S. Army captain in 
communications and media relations 
just prior to that. “I’m the new kid in 
our group,” Vance notes. “I’ve only 
been a member of UNA-USA since 
1998.”

Vance stumbled onto the orga-
nization while doing research for 
an online biography of former U.S. 
Attorney General Elliot L. Richard-
son for the Council for Excellence in 
Government. Richardson co-chaired 
the UNA on the national level with 
Cyrus Vance — always a Republi-
can and a Democrat for nonpartisan 
balance. (“No relation,” the Portage 
Vance notes.) “After I learned of his 
connection to the UNA and found 
out there was a local chapter, I was 
intrigued that this local group met 
on a monthly basis to discuss foreign 
affairs and international relations,” 
he says. “I’m a news junkie and have 
always been interested in politics and 
international events.” The local UNA-
USA chapter has kept as its main 
focus the public lecture/discussion 
series on global events.

Local UNA-USA meetings are 
free, open to the public and are 

tion of the United States of America is 
dedicated to educating, inspiring and 
mobilizing Americans to support the 
principles and vital work of the United 
Nations, strengthening the United Na-
tions system, promoting constructive 
United States leadership in that system, 
and achievement of the goals of the U.N. 

UNA-UsA

One of Dorothy Haskell’s most successful en-
deavors as a long-time member of UNA-USA has 
been an education campaign about the danger 
of minefields and their toll on human life.
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The late Ethel Snow, a former chapter 
president of UNA-USA, hosts speaker Miguel 
Centellas from Bolivia in 1998. 

Leading the Charge  of Global Awareness
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occur in a group made up of so many di-
verse members often makes media head-
lines and creates a worldwide backlash 
of anti-U.N. sentiment. Dorothy Haskell 
says the average American citizen does 
not delve deeply enough behind those 
headlines to understand the United 
Nation’s role. 

“Most are not aware of the U.N.’s 
long history of global health concerns, 
or the U.N.-sponsored agreements that 
help supervise air travel safety and 
international communication, including 
the postal mail and telephone service,” 
she says. Prominent U.S. politicians 
often join the ongoing debate outside 

scheduled for the third Sunday of the 
month at 3:00 p.m. from September 
through November and from February 
through May at the First United Meth-
odist Church at 212 South Park St. in 
downtown Kalamazoo. No meetings are 
held in December and January.

Past program topics have included a 
wide range, from a focus on the partner-
ship between the United Nations and 
Rotary International to world hunger 
issues, “The New South Africa,” and 
“International Conflict Resolution.” 
Postcard mailings announcing the pro-
grams are sent to a list of approximately 
80 throughout the region. “We allow 
enough flexibility in our program plan-
ning to take advantage of late-breaking 
events, like change in the Middle East 
or Cuba after Castro, which is on the 
horizon,” Vance says. “Membership does 
not mean a blanket endorsement, agree-
ing with everything on the U.N. agenda; 
and we do try to keep our information as 
neutral and nonpartisan as possible. Our 
programs and the interests of our group 
transcend politics.” 

Vance says his role as president of 
the local UNA-USA includes helping the 
group grow in scope. He’s in prestigious 
company in the group’s history — which 
includes a litany of names here and gone, 
such as immediate past president Ethel 
Snow; retired WMU professor Kenneth 
Dahlberg; Dr. Wen Chao Chen; retired 
Major General Charles Gailey; the Rev. 
Lloyd Averill, former Dean of Chapels 
for Kalamazoo College; Dorothy Haskell 
and many more. “It’s refreshing that a 

non-academically based group comes 
together to share open discussions and 
learn more about world issues,” Vance 
says. “The universities obviously have 
similar political science-oriented organi-
zations, but to have a group of commu-
nity members so interested in the big 
picture — dedicated and engaged in the 
global view — is unique.”

Vance and his predecessors in the 
group have had the opportunity to act as 
a liaison with the national New York-
based office of the UNA-USA, provid-
ing input or assisting in disseminating 

information to local members. “We like 
to think of ourselves as a community 
resource, even to those who don’t come 
to our meetings,” Vance says. “The im-
pact is like having a park that you drive 
by every day. You may not use it very 
often, but it’s there. They have a place to 
contact to get information on world food 
issues, for example, or the opportunity 

to attend a meeting to learn from an 
expert on that topic.” 

The $200 scholarships available 
to students at Kalamazoo College and 
WMU go to those studying international 
relations. “In the past, we also offered 
to fund model United Nations programs 
at area high schools,” Vance points out. 
“Our primary goal is to offer educa-
tion and awareness in public forums. 
Everyone is welcome to attend, not just 
members of the UNA-USA. At our Sun-
day afternoon sessions, we run the gamut 
from retired professionals to college and 

high-school students earning 
extra credit. It’s like attending a 
mini graduate seminar without 
having to pay tuition,” he quips. 
“We often pull experts from the 
incredible knowledge base we 
have at K-College, Western and 
KVCC. Most of the professors 
say it’s a nice change of pace to 
speak to an enthusiastic group of 
people who are not required to 
listen to them.”

“Through UNA-USA, any-
one in the community can come 
to hear a professor or another 
qualified expert give a lecture 
on a topic that, by definition, 
should be of interest to every-
one in the world,” Vance adds. 

“There’s always an active question and 
answer session following each program.” 
In addition to his role at the UNA-USA 
organization, Vance also acts as presi-
dent of the Portage AM Rotary Club. “I’m 
always impressed with the commitment 
and energy of the folks I find at these 
meetings,” he says. Thomas J. Vance is 
one of them. 

Charter.”
Despite its utopian vision statement, 

the mission creates some controversy. 
There is increasing criticism of whether 
American tax dollars should be spent 
for U.N. dues, owing to the demise of an 
overall blanket support for the United 
Nations. The public dissent bound to 

Leading the Charge  of Global Awareness

UNA-USA C
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Are you sure you’re going to need all that for one night?

of the United Nations, which came to 
a head with the temporary blocking of 
our country’s dues payments in the late 
1990s and early 2000s. Republican U.S. 
Senator Jesse Helms spearheaded that 
boycott effort. Helms and his support-
ers felt that the U.S. was not getting 
its money’s worth as a member. Some 
Americans also currently espouse the 
sentiment that the United Nations is not 
the same strong, global, peace-keeping 
body it was at its inception.

“For me, it has always been an ide-
alistic pursuit, and there are many U.N.-
sponsored programs caring directly for 
people, helping to improve their lives,” 
Haskell states. She cites as examples the 
United Nations Children’s Fund (UNI-
CEF) and the World Health Organiza-
tion (WHO). “Locally, I support our 
focus on providing scholarships. I was a 
scholarship recipient as a young student 
at Western, and it was an important fac-
tor in my life. With the help of organiza-

tions like the Kalamazoo/Battle Creek 
chapter of the UNA-USA, more young 
people can grow, develop and broaden 
their horizons. At this stage, I relax and 

take life a bit more casually. However, 
I also feel that in the time I have left, I 
should remain attached and active in 
what I believe is important.” 

Miss Clella Stufft, Mrs. Robert Bailey, Miss Gladys Evans and Mrs. Edwin Gemrich, early members of 
the local AAUN, precursor to the UNA-USA, place window displays in the First National Bank to mark 
United Nations Week.
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and

Fine Dining.

A great Kalamazoo 
tradition!

IT’S ALL A MATTER 
OF TASTE!

For reservations 344-7700
Across from the airport

ENHANCING
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CORPORATE
IMAGE

349-6805
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Classics Revisited — What makes a book 
a classic? Three book-besotted local librar-
ians say classics keep talking to you so you 
have to listen. Join them to discuss some of 
their favorite classics! Central Library, 31� 
S. Rose St. Nov. 16, 7 p.m.
Tree Kangaroo Quest — Photographer 
and children’s author Nic Bishop spent 
three weeks in the New Guinea cloud for-
est searching for and photographing one of 
the rarest and most elusive of all mammals, 
the tree kangaroo. Enjoy photos from this 
expedition. Central Library, 31� S. Rose St. 
Dec. 1, �:30–8:30 p.m.

Museums
Kalamazoo Valley Museum
373-7990:

O.J. Anderson: The Brain —  Physical 
comedian O.J. Anderson has trained circus 
clowns and worked with both Sesame 
Street and Mr. Rodgers. Get ready to laugh 
your socks off as you discover how funny 
the brain can be! Nov. 11, 1 p.m.
Music and Art — Discover how the right 
and left sides of your brain work to inspire 
music and art. Nov. 18, 1–4 p.m.
The Brain Storm — A light and lively 
exploration of the ways our brains work, as 
told by “Imagination” and “Reason” among 
other characters. Fun for the whole family! 
Nov. 18, 1 & 2 p.m.; Nov. 24, 11 a.m. & 1 
p.m.; Nov. 2�, 11 a.m.
Family Performance Series — Susan 
Harrison: Holiday Sing-A-Long — Using 
puppets, this blues guitarist will help fami-
lies ring in the holidays. Dec. 2, 1 p.m.

Air Zoo
382-6555:

Veterans Day — Free admission for veter-
ans with ID. Nov. 11.

Nature

Kalamazoo Nature Center
381-1574

Geology Rocks — Come along to do some 
gravel-pit rock hounding. Discover how 
the geological features surrounding the 
nature center came to be. Family fun! Nov. 
�, 2 p.m. 
Knee High Naturalists: Turkey Trot 
— Games, stories, snacks and crafts help 
preschoolers learn about the Wild Turkey! 
Gobble, gobble! Kids 3–� w/caregiver. Nov. 
11 or Nov. 14, 9:30–11 a.m.
Talkin’ Turkeys — Come and learn about 
wild turkeys! Take a journey looking for 
signs of turkey activity and learn some 
facts about these interesting birds. 
Nov. 12, 2 p.m.
Over the River and Through the Woods 
Hike — Join a KNC naturalist for a brisk 
hike through the forest along the Kalama-
zoo River. Nov. 26, 2 p.m.

Audubon Society of Kalamazoo
345-6541

Ducks at the Wolf Lake Fish Hatchery 
— Walk around the ponds and look for 
migrating ducks and other water-related 
birds. Wolf Lake Fish Hatchery, Fish 
Hatchery Road (just off M-43). Nov. 11, 
10 a.m.
Traveling to Tahiti — Guest speaker 
Chuck Nelson discusses the natural world 
of Tahiti. Nov. 27, 7:30 p.m.

(continued from page 35)

Poetry anyone? How about 
shar ing your verse wi th       
Kalamazoo-area readers? 
Please submit a short per-
sonal profile to accompany it.

Encore Magazine
c/o Poetry Editor

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

editor@encorekalamazoo.com
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Also called the wild banana, Michigan banana and 
pawpaw custard-apple, the pawpaw tree grows up to 
2� feet tall and inhabits rich, moist soils along rivers 
and the edges of wetlands in southern Michigan. It’s 
an understory tree with multiple, straight trunks and 
branches, a broad crown and light-green leaf blades 
4–12 inches long hanging near the branch tips; the 
crushed leaves of the pawpaw have been described 
as smelling like motor oil! When ripe the soft, edible 
fruit is round to slightly curved, 3–� inches long, and 
has a prune-like outside texture. The fruit is said to 
taste like pineapples, bananas, apples, custard, cream 
and even eau-de-cologne and turpentine. While the 
fruit can be hard to find and is certainly edible, it’s not 
surprising it’s seldom eaten today!

Answer!

Out on a Limb

(question on p. 10)
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Guess
WHO

 Willard “Bill” Rose has been holding the reins 

of the four-decade-old Kalamazoo Nature Center 

since 1988 when he was chosen to be that community treasure’s 

president and chief executive offi cer.

Rose, who was raised in Grand Haven, majored in biology 

at Grand Valley State University, receiving his degree in 1974. A 

decade later, he added a doctorate in ecology from Michigan State 

University to his resume.

Rose is the current treasurer for both the Southwest Michigan 

Sustainable Business Forum and the Citizens Committee for Michi-

gan State Parks. For seven years, he was on the governing board 

of the National Association of Nature Center Administrators. He’s 

also held leadership positions on the Kalamazoo Regional Cham-

ber of Commerce Environmental Committee and the Kalamazoo 

Rotary Club.

The four-member Rose family includes wife Lindy, who is 

a volunteer for Hospice Care of Southwest Michigan, son and 

Western Michigan University alumnus Christopher, who is now 

working in New York City, and daughter Whitney, a sophomore 

at Hackett Catholic Central High School. Whitney and Rose were 

“Cover Folks” in Encore’s December 2004 edition when their col-

lection of “freebie” toys was featured.

When he’s not involved in maintaining the Kalamazoo Nature 

Center as one of the community’s favorite attractions, Rose enjoys 

camping, kayaking, running, and visiting such natural-history 

sites as the sandhill-crane habitat on the Platt River or the famed 

pyramid of Kukulcan (El Castillo) at the Chichen Itza compound 

(circa 800 to 1000 A.D.) in the Mayan Peninsula.

Answer To

 Bill Rose

Costume and makeup by Tony Gerard of Timid Rabbit Costume Shop.
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We invite you to join The Park Club and discover its

unique history and rich tradition;where business and

culture meet in the heart of downtown Kalamazoo.

The Park Club building and cityscape, 2004

The Park Club
A SECOND CENTURY OF EXCELLENCE

www.parkclub.net
(269) 381-0876 • 219 West South Street, Kalamazoo, Mich. 49007

HISTORY
The Park Club of Kalamazoo celebrated its 100th anniversary in 2004.The Club was
originally located in the Balch home on the corner of Rose and South Streets. In the late
1920s, the growing club purchased the William S. Lawrence Queen Anne style mansion.
Located right next door, it was built in 1898 and remains the Club’s home today.

SERVICES
The Park Club is a private, social dining club serving lunch and dinner daily, as well 
as providing meeting space, banquets and catering for its members.The twelve unique 
dining rooms offer a variety of settings to suit any occasion, from small and intimate
personal affairs to corporate meetings and large gatherings of all kinds.

MEMBERSHIP
Our members and guests enjoy the finest in hand-crafted food, select wines and person-
alized service in an historic setting.The Park Club offers several membership categories
to suit various personal and professional levels of Club use and activity. Membership is
open to men and women 21 years of age and over.

We hope you will join us today.
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The one and only...

Your Imaging Leader.

KNI/Southwest Michigan Imaging  . 1700 Gull Road  . Kalamazoo, MI 49048  . (269) 342-1099  . www.kniimaging.com

First MRI in the region. First to go filmless.

First to be JCAHO accredited. First to

transmit images over the internet. Virtually

every MRI advance in Southwestern

Michigan has been pioneered by KNI. Now

serving the region at two locations, includ-

ing the new NeuroInstitute of Southwest

Michigan, KNI brings you the first and only

open MR magnet in the region. Improved

comfort for patients. Great diagnostic

information for physicians.

Philips Panorama 1.0T MR system


