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100 west michigan avenue, suite 100  kalamazoo, mi 49007  www.greenleaftrust.com  269.388.9800  800.416.4555

A secure, well managed retirement plan is
one of the most important benefits a company
provides to its employees. But many people
who worked here didn’t understand the
importance of saving for retirement, or the
importance of appropriately investing their
savings. So I brought in the retirement plan
services team from Greenleaf Trust. What a

difference. Greenleaf meets with my employ-
ees, provides the thorough education and
information needed to help them make good
decisions, and delivers it all with responsive-
ness, patience, personalization and respect.

My employees always give me their
best. With Greenleaf Trust, I’ll be doing the
same for them. Financial Security from Generation to Generation

“85 people work for me.
Greenleaf Trust works for them.”





xperience the quality of custom cabinetry inspired by today’s lifestyle.
Designed just for you by Kirshman & Associates, a design team you can trust.

• Custom and semi-custom cabinetry.
• Countertops in solid surface, granite, quartz, 

concrete, marble, cultured marble, laminate, & more.
• Bath & Cabinet Hardware — one of the largest 

selections in the area.

❖

Bill Kirshman, CKD

See our showroom in The Shoppes at Parkview Hills

3325 Greenleaf Blvd.   Kalamazoo, MI 49008

Open Monday thru Friday, 9:00 – 5:00 • Saturday and evenings by appointment
(269) 353-1191

View our showroom online at www.kirshman.com

Kitchen & Bath Design Studio

or the ultimate in creative and functional design

Kitchen & Bath Design Studio



When you’re the owner, a building 
construction project can be 
overwhelming. Trust in your 
Construction Manager 
is critical.

Trust can turn a leap of faith
into a confident decision.

13800 East Michigan Avenue
Galesburg, MI 49053-9658

PH: 269.746.5600

600 Monroe Avenue NW • Suite 104
Grand Rapids, MI 49503-1470
PH: 616.458.5600

www.csmgroup.com • info@csmgroup.com

CSM Group is known for 
professionalism at every level of 
the organization, every step of the way. 
Our proactive approach and established 
processes help ensure that project goals, 
quality standards, and deadlines are met.

It’s why building owners trust CSM Group. J.
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Recently I had the opportunity to spend a week hosting five 
people from South Korea as they began a month-long visit to 
Michigan. They were a Group Study Exchange team sponsored by 
the Rotary Foundation of Rotary International. They — an expe-

rienced Rotarian team leader and four young 
professionals — came on a cultural and 
vocational visit, hoping to learn more about 
the United States and take their experiences 
home to share with others.

This team was led by an accountant and 
included a hospital management professional, 
an artist, an elementary school teacher and a 

high school teacher. Each of them brought very 
different backgrounds and ideas with them, and they each had the 
opportunity to visit with a wide variety of people as they toured lo-
cal businesses and met with American counterparts. During these 
visits they were able to share both professional information and 
personal impressions. One of them was surprised to meet a person 
who shared with him the belief that South Koreans don’t like 
Americans — a perfect opportunity to correct a wrong impression.

Because I have hosted many such teams, friends often ask 
why I spend so much time on this type of activity. I could answer 
that this is part of Rotary and the Rotary motto is service above 
self, but the real answer is more complicated. It begins with 
examples like the one cited above of correcting wrong impres-
sions. But it also includes a bit of selfishness on my part. While 

I spend quite a bit of time planning and then hosting, this is like 
many volunteer activities: I get so much more out of these visits 
than I put into them. We have a great deal of fun during the week 
they are here. We tour together, dine together, laugh together, and 
even cook together. We have a week of near hyperactivity that is 
both exhilarating and exhausting. Then we send our new friends 
on to visit other communities where they will make more Ameri-
can friends and learn from many other acquaintances. Soon the 
foreign guests are gone, but they are never forgotten. Through this 
type of activity I now have friends who live in Switzerland, Brazil, 
Germany, Peru, Chad, Belize and now, Korea.

Perhaps the most important reason to support activities like 
the Rotary Group Study Exchange program is that these types of 
endeavors are critical to building better friendships and foster-
ing worldwide peace. As the people of the world understand each 
other better, it is hoped that we will be more tolerant of each 
other’s differences and learn to live together.

As the Thanksgiving holiday passes and the Christmas 
season approaches, I find myself reflecting on my thankfulness for 
the opportunity to play a part in building a greater understanding 
among different cultures. My wish for the New Year is that all of us 
will find a role to play in making this a better world.
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TO ALL OF OUR VALUED 
CLIENTS AND FRIENDS

From our family to yours, 

we wish you peace and joy 

throughout the holiday season.
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Ake NO BONeS about it:
Dennis Dahl believes the career 
shift he made at age 38 is one of 
the best adjustments of his life.

He had the nerve to shelve 
his shingle of 1� years as a doctor of 
chiropractic and, because of a passion for 
woodworking, take a crack as a cabinet-
maker.

Dahl, who today owns and operates 
the 6,800-square-foot Homestead Fur-
niture and Cabinetry on the first floor of 
the Park Trades Center in downtown ka-
lamazoo, learned it was more appealing 
for him to perfectly fit dowels and miter 
cuts than a person’s skeletal structure.

Starting as a garage-based business 
at his Westnedge Hill home nearly 20 
years ago, Dahl sold his chiropractor 
practice five years later and began craft-
ing wood on a full-time basis. Within 
six years, he had outgrown that space, 
relocated in 1,800 square feet at the Park 
Trades Center, began hiring associates, 
and has since expanded three times. 

A 19�3 graduate of Monroe High 
School in Monroe, Mich., he still holds 
the batting-average record as a left fielder 
on the baseball team, played nose guard 
and returned punts for the football 
team, and was president of his senior 
class. Perhaps a dry run for his eventual 
unusual career change, Dahl switched to 
soccer at Albion College after a year on 
the baseball team. Describing soccer as 

“a lot of fun,” he played for three years 
while majoring in biology there.

“Although I had been accepted by 
the University of Michigan,” he said, “I 
chose Albion because I thought it was 
a wonderful campus. I also knew I had 
a better chance to play baseball there. I 

just felt more comfortable on a smaller 
campus.”

Comfortable enough to meet and 
court his future wife, kathryn Hickey 
from Jackson, and to take the advice of a 
chiropractor friend who suggested he try 
that field of health care.

A hobby-turned-career
has been “just what the doctor 
ordered” for Dennis Dahl of
Homestead Furniture.

Workin’ With Wood – and Lovin’ It

By Tom Thinnes

M

Homestead Furniture owner Dennis Dahl runs a piece of stock through a shaper. The shaper is used to 
make stiles (the vertical pieces) and rails (the horizontal pieces) for cabinet doors.

8 E N C O R E  •  D E C E M B E R  2 0 0 6



After his 
graduation from 
Albion in 19��, 
Dahl followed 
in his mentor’s 
footsteps and over 
the next three 
years learned the 
ins and outs of 
the profession 
at what is now 
Life University 
in Marietta, Ga., 
near Atlanta.

After an internship with a chiro-
practor in Dearborn Heights, Mich., Dahl 
and his spouse moved to kalamazoo in 
1982. 

“I had taken summer courses in 
physics at Western Michigan Univer-
sity, and I was very impressed with 
this community,” Dahl said. “I felt very 

comfortable here having spent that time 
in kalamazoo.”

He located his practice and home 
on South Westnedge Avenue across from 
Theo & Stacy’s Restaurant where col-
league Michael kudlas still operates his 
practice.

One of Dahl’s patients was Tom 
Barber, a vocational-education instruc-
tor for Portage Public Schools. More 
often than not, the topic of conversa-
tion was the artistic treatment of wood 
instead of the healthy alignment of the 
spinal column.

Dahl’s interest stemmed from his 
father, Duane, now deceased, who was a 
contractor. “He taught me how to work; 
he was an amazing man,” Dahl said. Pri-
marily a home builder, the senior Dahl 
hired a carpenter who specialized in 
kitchens, and Dennis “kind of” appren-
ticed under the tradesman and “caught 

the bug.”
“Tom (Barber) and I started a wood-

working business,” Dahl said. “Basically, 
I was his avid student, and he taught me 
the basics, from construction to finish-
ing off the product.”

Dahl more than “aced” the course. 
At first more of a leisure-time activity 
to ease some stress from the medical 
profession by doing something he really 
enjoyed, the woodworking resulted in 
gifts of benches, bookcases or picture 
frames for friends.

The mom-and-pop enterprise 
branched out a bit when it began selling 
homemade benches to a local furniture 
outlet. “It wasn’t very profitable for us,” 
Dahl recalled, “but what great experi-
ence it was in learning about production 
techniques.

“Tom taught me how to safely 
woodwork. He taught me how to finish, 

Designer Jane Grau prepares to make a pencil mark on a project while Dennis Dahl holds a thin piece of wood in an arc.
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Answer on page 61.

What native Michigan tree is known as the 
“mitten-tree” and has live branches that, 
when broken, smell like an old-fashioned 
“frosted mug” soda pop?

Out on a Limb

Dahl

and how to take care of tools and the 
machines,” said Dahl.

A la poet Robert Frost’s perception 
about those forks in life’s road, 
Dahl’s turning point was a two-

week vacation in Maine where he took a 
woodworking course from Peter korn at 
the Center for Furniture Craftsmanship 
in West Rockland in the mid-1980s. On 
the flight home, he made the decision 
— he would get cracking as a full-time 
woodworker. His partner, with retire-
ment from teaching on his mind, was not 
interested in such a big commitment, so 

Dennis bought him out by paying him 
half the price of the tools and equipment 
they had collected over time.

The choice was a little easier to 
make, he said, knowing that kathryn, 
as a teacher at Winchell elementary in 
the kalamazoo Public Schools, would 
be providing health insurance and other 
benefits for the family. “I had that to fall 
back on,” he said while marveling at her 
1� years of dedication as a teacher, cur-
rently to fifth-graders there. 

“More than that,” he said, “I had her 
unqualified support.

“I could always remember the satis-
faction I felt going into my garage after a 
full day of patients,” he said. “I thought, 
‘Wow, wouldn’t it be great to do this full 
time?’ At the age of 38, I would be — and 
I haven’t looked back since.”

Dahl started making a variety of 
furniture, soon learning that marketing 
coffee tables, bookcases, benches and 
chairs was a hard sell and a tough way 
to make a living. He said it was difficult 
to earn a decent profit when competing 
with products made in other locations. 
There was not enough profit margin 

to give his enterprise 
enough vitality.

As a result, he began 
to specialize in kitchen 
and bathroom products 
— “anything with doors 
and drawers,” he said 
about what makes up 
some 90 percent of his 
inventory. Once he iden-
tified that target market, 
Homestead Furniture 
and Cabinetry began to 
take off.

Craftsmen Dennis Dahl and 
Michael Wood work together
to assemble one of two
custom-designed desks for a 
customer’s home office. The 
desks are made of quarter-sawn 
oak to blend with the antiques 
and unique space in the home.
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“We don’t outsource anything,” he 
said. “We build it ourselves right here. 
The only things that we order from out-
side are the hardware and the mechan-
ics of a drawer going in and out, a door 
opening and closing.”

“Never looking back” has resulted 
in Dahl hiring three full-time colleagues 
who, he says, “have the same passion as 
I do.”

He refers to designer Jane Barret 
Grau, a graduate of the kendall School of 
Design, as “a creative genius.” Her hus-
band, Warren, a jack-of-all-trades who 
formerly worked at a local kmart store 
before it closed, performs an assortment 
of key functions. He’s Dahl’s “My Man 
Friday” who “does it all.”

The fourth member of the Home-
stead team is finisher Michael Wood, an 
appropriately named fellow in a furni-
ture-making emporium. What’s even 
more unique is his other profession  — 
a horn player for the kalamazoo Sym-
phony Orchestra.

“He came without an iota of ex-
perience as a finisher,” Dahl said, “and 
learned the skill on the job. We’ve had 
several professionals come to the shop 
and teach us the secrets of coating.”

In addition, Dahl credits part-timer 
Larry Romyak for straightening out the 
office. A former patient and woodwork-
ing enthusiast with a small shop in his 
own home, he began at Homestead about 
two years ago. With a wealth of experi-
ence as controller for Damon’s, Dahl said 
of him: “Larry came along just at the 
right time. He saved us. He’s an orga-
nizer.”

In addition, Dahl says he is still ben-
efiting from the advice of his deceased 
father and father-in-law. “When I have 
decisions to make, what frequently goes 
through my mind is ‘What would my 
dad or father-in-law do?’”

Homestead’s products, Dahl said, 
“are truly old-school design — well-
engineered and customized. We build 
anything that is case-based, anything to 
store things in a house. No doubt in con-
struction technology and water-resistant 
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Dahl

products, what we do is upscale. We deal 
with that market.”

As the manufacturer, Dahl uses the 
best woods and best hardware he can 
buy. “There is great value for the money,” 
he said. “By using the better woods, the 
waste is minimal. Our plywoods are 

manufactured to our specifications. A 
Homestead kitchen is distinct, elegant, 
and matches its environment.”

By the latter, he means that Jane 
Grau will meet with potential clients and 
match a kitchen that can fit a gourmet 
chef or a couple that dines out more 

often than eating at home. Choosing a 
style or color combination for a kitchen 
or bathroom is a very personal matter. 
Homestead wants to help that process 
along.

“We don’t want people to spend 
their money unwisely,” he said. “We 

Most of Dennis Dahl’s life has 
been filled with the sound of 
music. While he struggled 

with the piano as a child, he says he 
has “always” played string instruments, 
starting out with the guitar and later 
tackling the banjo, which required him 
to learn to finger pick. 

Dahl’s most recent instrument  
challenge is playing a resophonic guitar, 
a distinctive instrument invented in  
the United States by John Dopyera in 
the early 1920s and commonly known 
as a dobro. 

Dobro means “good” in Slovak, the 
inventor’s native language, and Dahl cer-
tainly agrees with that description. He 
says it is a challenge because it is played 
with the use of a bar in the left hand and 
picks in the right. 

Frequently used in contemporary 
bluegrass music because it adds a soul-
ful, bluesy touch, Dahl says he looks 
forward to playing it as a sometimes 
alternative to the banjo he typically plays 
when he performs with the Heartland 
Bluegrass Band.

Heartland, formed 11 years ago, 
now includes: Paul Franklin — fiddle; 
Mike Stoline — stand-up acoustic bass; 
Mike Vilenski — guitar; and Dennis 
Dahl — banjo and dobro. The band’s 
arrangements feature tight, three-part 
harmony and hot instrumental breaks. 
Heartland is an acoustic band that 
delivers traditional and contemporary 
bluegrass music, including crafting the 
bluegrass sound to many folk, country, 
and popular tunes. 

The band will appear, for the third 

time, on the New Vic Theatre’s stage 
January 28 and 29, 200�. Playing about 
1� engagements a year, the band has also 
been heard at such venues as kalama-
zoo’s New Year’s Fest, the kalamazoo 
Institute of Arts, Treat Street Ice-cream 
Parlor, weddings and various outdoor 
summer events throughout the area. It 
puts on about 1� performances a year 
and has performed many times at the 
annual Coopers Glen Bluegrass Festival 
at the kalamazoo Nature Center. 

Dahl says he plays his strings a lot 
at home and that when he switched from 

guitar to banjo, it wasn’t difficult for him; 
but, laughing, he said those around him 
suffered through his learning curve.

Dahl has been playing with the 
Heartland band since its beginning. 
Prior to Heartland, he was affiliated with 
another local bluegrass band, “Sweet 
Corn.” He says he loves playing but en-
joys the singing even more. Dahl, Siegal 
and Vilenski sing lead; Franklin sings 
baritone and Dahl sings high tenor. 

“I love to sing harmony. Dahl says. 
We aren’t brilliant instrumentalists, but 
the guys can sing.”

Playing With Heartland Bluegrass Band

Not completely satisfied with expressing his creativity only through woodworking, Dennis is also a 
member of a four-piece bluegrass band, Heartland.
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EXCELLENCE IN DENTISTRY FOR OVER 30 YEARS • WELCOMING NEW PATIENTS

want them to buy something of which 
they will be exceedingly proud.

When I began to branch out,” 
Dahl said, “I wanted to as-
semble a staff who thought 

about the business as if it were their 
own. I think I’ve achieved that. There 
is not a customer who doesn’t know the 
people who work here by name.

“I’ve got the best job in the world,” 
he said, “because everybody here makes 
suggestions and offers creative ideas. 
Since day one, we’ve never slowed up.”

Dahl said that he had to toughen 
up physically in his new career. He had 
to strengthen his back and callous his 
hands. “I had to shape up mentally, 
too, especially in my math skills,” he 
concedes.

Clients range from Chicago to De-
troit, from Traverse City to South Bend. 
There’s a likelihood of a Florida custom-
er in the future as well. And Homestead 
delivers.

Individuals are not the only folks 
with whom Homestead nurtures a spe-
cial relationship. Builders are courted, 
too, because they can be emissaries of 
the quality that the business delivers.

“We make a strong effort to sup-
port contractors at a home-building 
site,” Dahl said. “We deliver what we 
make, but we don’t install it. Those other 
fellows are far better at that than we 
are. I learned that when working for my 
father.”

Dahl points out that because their 
business is local, they are close by if 
the contractor needs adjustments to 
be made, or immediate service. “If a 
plumber were to accidentally dent a door 
in the process of kitchen installation,” 
for example, “a new one is there the 
next day.”

Cherry is Dahl’s favorite wood, 
although he enjoys working with all vari-
eties. He said cherry has almost perfect 
woodworking characteristics, while 
he is allegeric to walnut. “It makes me 
crazy,” he said, noting that many people 
are allergic to the dust from it and that 
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Dahl

usually nothing grows under a walnut 
tree because of its strong characteristics. 
He said he also prefers oak of the white 
variety over other types of that species.

Dahl described his current profes-
sion as the perfect job, despite the many 
hours he works. “When you are self-em-
ployed,” he said with a laugh, “you quit 
counting the hours. Instead of punching 
a time clock, I think in terms of doing 
the job right and getting it done on time 
for the customer. I’ve done my share of 
working evenings.” 

Pondering a bit on his life and those 
long hours, he said: “When I am old 
and working on a chair or cabinet for 
someone, if I died while in the middle of 
one of these projects, that would be the 
way to go.”

He also knows he’s a lucky man to 
have such a supporting wife: “I’m crazy 
about my wife. I’ll be in love with her 
for life.” He said she “gets it,” 
referring to the fact that as a 
couple, they each have their 
own interests but are willing 
to help the other out. The long 
hours he works are part of that, 
he said, just as is his support 
of her needs in her teaching 
profession. 

When you enter 
Dahl’s shop, 
chances are pretty 

good he made every woodwork-
ing item that you see. The shop, 
which is clean enough to picnic 

on the floor, contains 20 machines, each 
of which performs a special function. 
The finishing room is environmentally 

Carpenter/Foreman 
Vic Sherman and John 
May from May General 
Contractors meet with 
Dennis Dahl to discuss 
the installation of 
another creation from 
Homestead Furniture. 
They must work 
together to ensure a 
perfect fit in the space 
provided. The custom 
home will feature 
cabinetry made 
locally by Homestead 
Furniture.
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safe and secure. Nonexistent is the image 
of a sweatshop full of sawdust. It’s high 
tech and highly artisan.

“I regard us as a quaint little compa-
ny that makes marvelous things,” Dahl 
said. “Some nights, I really don’t want 
to turn off the lights, leave something 
undone, and go home. It’s really a fun, 
exciting, and never-get-tired job.”

When he’s not converting chunks of 
wood into finished masterpieces, Dahl 
falls back on his days as a musician in 
high school and college. For 11 years, 
he’s been a guitarist and banjo player 
for the four-member bluegrass group, 
Heartland.

The Dahls are empty-nesters these 
days in their home on Westnedge
Hill. They share the domicile with a
21-year-old cat named Maghee. Son Tom 

Dennis Dahl and Warren Grau feed a large piece 
of wood toward the blade of a $45,000 Altendorf 
sliding table saw. This large saw is used to cut 
up sheet stock.
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Hanging on the wall behind the radial arm saw at the shop in the Park Trades Center are hand saws, a 
couple of antique saws, and a collection of large clamps.

is an electrical engineer for Consumers 
energy in Grand Rapids, and daughter 
erin lives in Chicago and works as an 
events coordinator for the Lincoln Park 
Zoo. Both are graduates of the Univer-
sity of Michigan.

There has recently been a new quest 
in Dennis’s life, one that took a slight 
hold of him about 1� years ago when he 
spotted an interesting-looking — albeit 
in bad shape — water craft in the yard of 
a neighbor. The boat had been inher-
ited from the wife’s mother, and had 
been brought to kalamazoo from South 
Haven. 

Time passed, and the boat — a fiber-
glass Chris-Craft — stayed in the yard in 
a state of disrepair.

Six years ago, Dahl tried to buy it, 
but thinking the asking price was too 
high, he held off.

Negotiations resumed about 18 
months ago when, ironically, Homestead 
built a customized kitchen for that neigh-
boring couple. This time, the $1,��0 price 
tag was more to his liking, and Dahl 
discovered quickly that his new purchase 
was something really special.

He took his newly acquired pur-
chase to the Saugatuck location of Maca-
tawa Bay Boatworks, which specializes 
in restoring Chris-Craft boats and is a 
member of the Michigan Chapter of the 
Antique Classic Boat Society.

Here Dahl learned he had purchased 
a 1969 Commander Super Sport, a model 
that the experts in Saugatuck had never 
previously seen. A little research later 
yielded the realization that of only 100 
ever made, this one was No. 3�.

“It was a prototype for its time,” 
Dahl said. “Back in 1969, young, macho 
males bought hot cars like Mustangs 
and Barracudas. Chris-Craft wanted a 
boat for that market.” The result was 
the 19-foot Commander, powered by a 
32�Q, 240-horsepower, inboard Corvette 
engine. “For its time,” Dahl said, “it was 
the ‘Ferrari of the water,’ a regular rocket 
out there.”

Dahl also learned it was a rare com-
modity and certainly worth much more 

Dahl
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Dennis Dahl is also interested in vintage boats. Shown at left is the interior of his 1969 Commander 
Super Sport early in the restoration process that is being done by Macatawa Bay Boatworks. At right is 
the nearly completed hull.

than the $1,��0 he paid for it.
Of course, his costs are now going 

up, since it is being restored from bow to 
stern, including an engine overhaul. He 
hopes to return the classic to the water 
next spring.

“It’s a futuristic-looking boat,” he 
said. “The previous owner bought it for 
family use. I’m the third owner. Only the 
dash contains wood — some mahogany.” 
Further describing it as “a hybrid,” he 
said the hull is fiberglass, and it has a 

dashboard like that of an automobile 
instrument panel. “It will have a new 
windshield, because the old one was 
cracked and not reparable, but every-
thing else is original, he said. 

Regarding his second career, Dahl 
said he couldn’t have scripted a better 
scenario of how he wanted the adventure 
to play out. “I’m doing what I love to 
do, and I am surrounded by bright and 
creative people who offer unparalleled, 
personal service to our customers.” 
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By Robert M. Weir

Makin’ It in the
Buggy Business

The Andler family thrives on what appears 
to be a thing of the past; yet their products 
have found a niche throughout the world.

Photo: Robert M. Weir



eRB ANDLeR SAT within the 
shade of a huge maple tree in 

his farm yard in rural Nash-
ville, Mich., and heard 
the words of his father: 

“There ain’t nobody buying horse bug-
gies this day and age. What the hell is 
the matter with your head?” 

That conversation occurred in 19�4, 
and, to some extent, Herb Andler’s fa-
ther, Christian, was correct. Muscle cars, 
convertibles and two-tone coupes of the 
previous decade had catapulted the auto-
mobile industry into its heyday. Detroit’s 
Big Three — General Motors, Ford and 
Chrysler — were making Michigan the 
talk of the nation as people moved from 
urban environs to chic suburbs, then 
commuted on ribbons of highways back 
to factory jobs in the cities. 

But Herb Andler, who was then 30, 

was motivated in a different direction. 
He saw his employment at the Fisher 
Body plant in Lansing as confinement. 
“When I walked through the gate, with 
all that chain-link fence and barbed 
wire on the top, it was like walking into 
a prison. I had a real adversity to the 
place,” Herb says. Plus, he had risen to 
rank of e-�, “buck sergeant,” during his 
six-year career as a signal school and 
electronics trainer in the Army, and 
he didn’t cotton to taking orders from 
civilian supervisors, some of whom were 
younger than he. But most of all, he 
loved raising Morgan Horses. “We had 
a lot of them — 38 or 40,” Herb recalls. 
“My wife Roxie and I were eating beans 
so we could feed the horses.” 

even with such motivation, external 
circumstances were necessary to nudge 
Herb Andler into the career that would 

ultimately disavow his father’s chastise-
ment. “Morgans are buggy horses,” Herb 
explains. “Roxie and I were riding in 
our car one day, and we saw a buggy 
in somebody’s yard, and I stopped and 
bought it, thinking we’d hitch one of our 
horses up and see if it would pull it.”

When the Andlers got the buggy 
home and began fixing it up — Herb 
applying a coat of paint and Roxie resew-
ing upholstery — a chiropractor from 
Lansing came out to buy one of their 
Morgans. “He told me, ‘I’ll buy that horse 
if you sell me the buggy, too,’” Herb 
remembers the doctor saying. “So, I sold 
him that buggy and went out and bought 
another one. The same thing happened 
with another horse buyer, then another, 
and another, and another. That’s the 
way the business started. There was no 
rhyme or reason to it.” 

Vis-à-vis carriages stand ready for 
final assembly at Justin Carriage 
Works. This is a popular model be-
cause, per its French name, passen-
gers ride “face to face” while a driver 
sits in the coachman seat in the front.

Sandy Madsen, who specializes in upholstery and final 
quality control at Justin Carriage Works, uses a detail 
brush to touch up the painted surface of a limited edi-
tion vis-à-vis while Taylor Lamance, Drew Lamance and 
Alex Reed look on.

There are 13 employees of Justin Carriage 
Works who are not related to the Andlers, the 
company owners, but they consider them-
selves family. Shown here are most of the 
Andler crew, including the children. Owners 
Roxie and Herb Andler are pictured second 
and third from the left.
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At the time, Herb and Roxie and 
their children, Todd, Raynette and 
Claudia, were living on Guy Road, west 
of M-66, south of Nashville. Herb, who 
liked working with his hands, built 
six carriages the first year while still 
employed at Fisher Body. He constructed 
the frames and bodies himself, and 
Roxie sewed the upholstery. They hired 
their first employees in 19��; one of 

them, Russell Morgan, still works with 
the company as a woodcraftsman. 

Roxie enjoyed sewing and expresses 
sadness that, 20 years later, arthritis 
prevented her from continuing. “I started 
with a little Singer. I could sew about 
anything on that, but side curtains had 
to be sewn by hand,” she says. Later, 
Herb bought a commercial Singer that 
made Roxie’s task faster and easier. “I did 

the sewing while Herb was building the 
carriages, so it all got done at the same 
time,” she recalls. “And I was raising our 
children, so I was a working mom who 
was working at home.”

In October 1980, a local newspaper 
ran an article praising the company 
for having built its �0th carriage. 

Business continued to grow and, in 

ove and marriage go together like 
a horse and carriage,” rings the 

romantic lyric by Sammy Cahn 
and Jimmy Van Heusen — and 

made famous by Frank Sinatra. Herb and 
Roxie Andler, of Nashville, Mich., have 
lived that precept within their marriage 
and their business, both of which they 
began in 19�4. 

As owners of Justin Carriage 
Works, they thrive on their love for 
each other and their family; their love 
for their favorite animals, Morgan 
Horses; and their love of building horse-
drawn carriages. They even named their 
business in honor of the founder of the 
Morgan Horse, Justin Morgan, who bred 

and trained Morgans to pull buggies 
and carriages. 

Since the first six carriages built by 
Herb in 19�4, Justin Carriage Works’ 13 
employees now turn out two a week, hav-
ing built thousands in the company’s 32 
years of operation. These carriages can be 
found in every state and most countries. 

Carriages of note include the hearse 
that carried the bodies of Coretta Scott 
king and Rosa Parks when those famous 
persons were honored at funerals in At-
lanta, Ga., and Montgomery, Ala. A con-
vertible landau coach made for Queen 
elizabeth II of england that contained 
over �00 upholstery buttons took 18 
months to build and was, unfortunately, 

destroyed by fire in the Queen’s livery 
stable before she had an opportunity to 
ride in it. Other Justin carriages have 
served in movies and on television in 
“Interview with a Vampire,” “The Little 
Princess,” “The Crucible,” and “Dr. 
Quinn, Medicine Woman.” A Justin car-
riage with a body shaped like an onion 
carried the Disney character Shrek in a 
parade in Japan. 

All sales by Justin Carriage Works 
are direct to the customer, and, with few 
exceptions, all products are custom built 
to fulfill individual orders. Customers 
include businessman Donald Trump, 
singer Harry Connick Jr., and “carriage 
cabbies” around Central Park in New 

It’s Tradition ... for Justin Carriage Works

Justin Carriage Works
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the early-1980s, Herb and Roxie were 
running out of space on Guy Road. “We 
wanted to move because we needed 
someplace bigger,” Roxie remembers. 
“Where we live now (on M-66) was my 
dream place. I had admired it when we 
drove past on our way to Battle Creek. 
One day, Herb came home and said, 
‘Let’s go look at a new home.’ When we 
started going south on M-66, I said to 

myself, ‘Oh, my goodness, it couldn’t 
be.’” It was, and the Andler family 
moved in 1984. 

Herb and his crew did all facets of 
production and assembly in a 4,800-
square-foot building that was waiting 
for them at their new location. Roxie 
sewed in one room that measured 10 
by 20. They built a second building for 
painting in 1990 — “so dust wouldn’t 

settle on fresh paint,” Roxie remem-
bers — then a fiberglass building in 
199�, which was destroyed by fire and 
replaced in 200�, and an upholstery 
building in 2004. They also have two 
storage barns and a horse barn. The 
latter of these, as well as the adjacent 
pasture, is the home of Fourfield BJ’s 
Bear — nicknamed Alex — the last 
remaining Morgan to reside with the 

York City, Herb Andler says. “The most 
rewarding thing about this business is 
the people I’ve met.”

Since 1980, the company has re-
ceived coverage in area newspapers and 
on local news and national television 
programs, including “The early Show” 
on CBS and, this fall, “Made in America,” 
hosted by John Ratzenberger (post office 
employee Norm on “Cheers”). 

Most Justin carriages are made of fi-
berglass because of its durability, but the 
tradition of some vehicles, such as buck-
boards, stagecoaches and chuck wagons, 
commands wooden construction. 

The product line of Justin Carriage 
Works is extensive, featuring over 60 
distinct designs. These include: surreys, 
some with fringe on top, that carry four to 
12 passengers; wedding coaches, Cin-
derella coaches and pumpkin coaches; 

doctors’ buggies, hearses and funeral 
caissons; chariots, forecarts and sleighs; 
vendors wagons and covered wagons; and 
many other models known to the trade. 

Standard carriages can be pulled by 
full-size horses, while smaller vehicles 
are sought by a growing number of 
miniature-horse owners. Some products, 
such as the Santa Gift Sleigh, are decora-
tive display items, and some are lawn 
ornaments that will never be hitched to 
a horse. New products include wedding 
coaches and hearses that can be fitted to 
Harley-Davidson trikes and light-weight 
“tear-drop” trailers for camping, which 
can be pulled by compact automobiles. 
With sleeping space and a cook stove, 
the Justin Tear-Drop Trailer’s aerody-
namic design links it to forerunners 
from the 19�0s when similar trailers 
were made from sections of discarded 

airplane wings. 
Herb and his workers don’t dupli-

cate old-fashioned production methods. 
Rather than making each carriage from 
scratch out of wood and lacquer, they 
build wooden prototypes and then 
cast molds from which they fabricate 
fiberglass parts. After the initial order is 
filled, the carriage can be mass-produced 
and becomes part of the company’s ever-
expanding product line.

Prices start at $3,000 with the Henry 
Ford Special, a four-passenger buggy that 
comes in black. Herb Andler stopped 
printing catalogues after he taught him-
self how to create his own Web site in 
1996. Pages at www.buggy.com contain 
full-color photos and details of each 
product, and instrumental Americana 
music serves as a pleasant audio back-
ground to Internet carriage shopping. 
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Andlers. “He was born in 19�9, and I 
used him as my herd sire,” Herb says. 
“He’s part of the family, and I couldn’t 
get rid of him.”

Two of Herb and Roxie’s children, 
Claudia Andler Reed, 32, and Todd 
Andler, 41, are now office manager 
and foreman, respectively. Todd’s wife, 
Dawn, has been a Justin Carriage Works 
seamstress for 20 of their 21 years of 
marriage. And Raynette Andler, 39, and 

her children recently returned from West 
Virginia; she will join her little sister and 
mother in the office. 

Claudia’s son, Drew, 12, and 
stepsons, Alex, also 12, and Colyn, 10, 
help in various ways in the shops, and 
daughter Taylor, 10, who is the apple 
of her grandfather’s eye, works beside 
her mother, filing papers in the office. 
Drew expresses special interest in the 
company; while helping with assembly, 

he dreams of continuing the business as 
a third-generation owner when his mom 
Claudia and his Uncle Todd step down 
from that position. 

But young Drew will have to 
wait his turn. Herb is still very active, 
although he wishes he could spend less 
time on the telephone and more in the 
shop. “I’d rather be out there working 
with my hands, wearing bib overalls, 
chewing on a piece of straw hangin’ out 

 A Justin Carriage Works hearse. A surrey with the fringe on top.One of the more unusual styles made by the 
Andlers is the hansom, distinctive with its 
high wheels and top lights.

Justin Carriage Works
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a corner of my mouth and listening to 
Willie Nelson,” he wrote on his personal 
page in the company’s Web site. 

Todd and Claudia, who are next 
in line for ownership, also have ideas 
on how they will change the business. 
“Dad’s of the old school, and I like doing 
modern things,” Todd states, referring 
to his idea to design and build a bridal 
carriage and a hearse that can be pulled 
behind a Harley-Davidson trike. At the 
same time, he credits his father for hav-
ing come up with the company’s newest 
product, the Justin Tear-Drop Trailer, 
a light-weight, two-wheel, rubber-tired 
camping trailer, complete with a cook 
stove that is designed to be hauled be-
hind compact cars. 

All of the Andlers agree that hav-
ing the family work together creates 
personality challenges. “Mom is laid 
back and listens,” Claudia says, “but 
Dad and I are like looking in the mir-
ror because we’re just alike. Neither of 

us wants to back off because we both 
know we’re right. We get along better 
if he stays in the shop and I stay in the 
office.” Yet, Claudia, who coaches her 
children’s softball, baseball, soccer and 
hockey teams after work, acknowledges 
the travel benefits of a family business. 
“When I was growing up, I got to do a 
lot of things other kids didn’t get to do,” 
she says. “I traveled to every state in the 
U.S. for the business. I missed a lot of 
school, but I got my homework done out 
on the road.” 

Todd, who, like his father, enjoys 
working with his hands and 
making deliveries to other states, 

compares Justin Carriage Works with 
the popular television show, “Orange 
County Choppers.” “It’s good working 
here, but we have our ups and downs,” 
Todd says. “That show has a father and 
son, like him and me, and they have 
their arguments on TV. All my friends 

say that show is patterned after us, ex-
cept they build motorcycles and we build 
buggies.” 

Roxie, �6, met Herb, now 62, at 
a mutual friend’s barbeque in 19�3. 
They married in 19�4, the same year 
they started Justin Carriage Works. She 
describes her husband as “a very seri-
ous person” who is also “a loving man,” 
“kind of old fashioned” and “indepen-
dent.” “If he wants something done, he 
wants it done now and not take all day 
about it,” she says, adding that she likes 
having her grandchildren nearby and be-
ing able to easily walk between her home 
and the shop. 

Claudia considers her dad to be “one 
of the most intelligent men you’ll ever 
meet. Not book smart, but every-day 
smart. He’s got loads of common sense 
that helps him make decisions.” This 
is a trait that Herb’s mother, Jean, also 
apparently saw in her son. “My mother 
was a go-getter, always in some kind of 
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business,” Herb states.
“When I was 13, my mother came 

out to my school (Holt High School) one 
day and picked me up. She took me to 
a cement-block building between Holt 
and Lansing that she had rented and 
had a vendor stock with pizza ovens and 

pinball machines. She said to me, ‘Okay, 
here are the keys to the building. Here’s 
where you order your pizza dough, sauce 
and ingredients.’ She set me down with a 
book and said, ‘You write down every-
thing you spend here and everything you 
make here, and I’ll check in on Fridays.’ 

Then she left.
“So, she put me in business. I went 

to school, and when I got out of school, I 
went out there and did my homework at 
the counter while I was waiting for cus-
tomers. That was one of the first pizza 
places in the Lansing area, and in five 
months, I had that business up to over 
$40,000 a year. At 13 years old.” 

Herb credits his father for teaching 
him a respect for money and respon-
sibility. “Dad was a card tender in a 
woolen mill for a buck and a quarter 
an hour, six days a week. He wouldn’t 
miss three minutes of work, and if he 
could stay over two hours, he’d do it,” 
Herb says. “If he was going to make a 
purchase, you could take it to the bank 
that it was something we needed or 
he wasn’t going to get it. And he paid 
cash. He’d open his wallet and he’d have 
pieces of paper between his money for 
rent, utilities, etc. If there was anything 
left over, that’s what we’d eat on, but he 
wasn’t dipping into his responsibility 
pockets.” 

Herb is also a talented musician, 
able to play many musical instruments 
by ear. He played his father’s trumpet in 
high school. This love of music encour-
aged Herb to program pleasant Ameri-
cana background music into each page 
of the Justin Carriage Works Web site, 
www.buggy.com, which serves as the 
company’s product catalogue. 

But mostly Herb is dedicated to 
his work and doesn’t invest much time 
pondering nostalgia. “I’ve been at this for 
32 years, and it still doesn’t stop fasci-
nating me that people are fascinated by 
carriages,” he says. “It keeps me young, 
and I’ll keep doing it till I can’t.” 

Herb also reflects with gratitude 
that his father came to understand and 
appreciate the career direction he took 
back in 19�4. Late in Christian Andler’s 
life, while living in a nursing home, 
Herb treated his father to a ride in a 
vis-à-vis convertible. “I’m fortunate that 
he lived long enough to see the busi-
ness grow into what it is. He said he was 
proud of me.” 

Herb Andler hand feeds Fourfield BJ’s Bear, the last remaining Morgan Horse of a herd of 40 that he 
once owned. This horse, nicknamed Alex, was his breeding sire and is considered “part of the Andler 
family.”

Justin Carriage Works
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Inside the Snow Globe

sits a large house with a blue metal roof.

A woman stands by the front window, looking down the street.

Down the street is a moving van with large cartons ready to fill.

An old white Toyota, rusted through, heads west.

Charlie, on his jet ski, noises farther and farther right.

Grandma’s doilies catch in the redbuds, katsura, gingko.

Deanna’s lilac shrub loses its grip on her one O. Henry bloom.

A picnic table, set for five, anchors the edge of the backyard, weeds up to its seat.

Clocks set in three time zones polka dot the periphery.

Single mittens tied to the mailbox float

Like balloons above a used car lot.

By elaine Seaman

Elaine’s poem was written in July while she was attending Di Seuss’s Summer Writing Circle. This poem was inspired 
by an assignment in which poets were asked to create a “Snow Globe” poem. She shared it with those who attended the 
October “String of Bones” DAWGS reading at the Kalamazoo Public Library.
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N   eLLIe VALIARe looked even
   smaller than her 11 years as she
   stood between the burly Wayne 

County sheriff and the bailiff. She had 
been one of a half-dozen urchins appre-
hended for “entering a dwelling house in 
the day time with intent to commit lar-
ceny.” The others had been “let off,” but 
she was prosecuted, most likely because 
her poverty-stricken and broken family 
could not afford a decent lawyer.

The waif’s lips trembled as the 
Detroit Recorder’s Court judge pounded 
his gavel and gruffed out the sentence 
—incarceration in the Detroit House 
of Corrections, a prison primarily for 
female offenders. The youth began 
serving her time among the hardened 
criminals and matrons of the institution. 
Fortunately, Michigan Governor Charles 
M. Croswell learned of her case, and on 
January 29, 18�8, he pardoned Nellie “so 
that she might be taken home and cared 
for by her father.”

We know of the poignant story of an 
11-year-old girl’s imprisonment because 

Croswell, a Republican 
who served two terms as 
governor in 18��–1880 
(two-year terms for gov-
ernor then), published a 
biennial report of the par-
dons he had granted with 
details about the crimes, 
criminals and his ratio-
nale. Born in Newburg, 
N.Y., in 182�, Croswell 
had been orphaned at 
the age of �. He joined an 
uncle in Adrian in 183�, 
the year Michigan entered 
the Union. Croswell grew 
up to become a lawyer, a 
partner with the illustri-
ous Thomas M. Cooley. He 
helped form the Repub-
lican Party in Jackson in 
18�4 and served in both 
the Michigan Senate and House before 
his election as governor in 18�6. A 
man concerned with the welfare of less 
fortunate citizens, Croswell furthered 
state programs for the handicapped and 
indigent while governor.

Michigan, itself, had always been 
among the most progressively compas-
sionate states — the first, for example, to 
outlaw capital punishment, in 1846. The 
gubernatorial power to pardon had been 
part of Michigan law since the first state 
constitution of 183�. The legal require-
ment also provided for a published list 
of such pardons so that the electorate 
could pass judgment on the governor’s 
actions. While not all governors actually 
compiled such a printed document as a 

distinct publication, those that survive, 
such as the one Croswell issued on Janu-
ary 1, 18�9, offer an intimate picture of 
19th-century criminal proceedings, soci-
etal sanctions and the state of contempo-
rary mores, as well as many a revealing 
human-interest story.

Of the 4� pardons Croswell 
granted during the two years preceding 
his report, the largest single category 
comprised prisoners who were close to 
death. The first pardon he approved, on 
January 6, 18��, went to John Sullivan, 
then serving a four-year sentence in 
the state prison at Jackson for burglary. 
The governor had been informed by the 
prison physician that Sullivan was “dy-
ing very rapidly with consumption,” as 

“Pardon Me?” 
Said Gov. Croswell
By Larry Massie

A Michigan orphan-
turned-governor revealed 
during his tenure from 
1877 to 1880 that he had 
a soft heart. He set free
45 poor, convicted souls 
and advanced the state’s 
reputation as one of the 
most compassionate.

Michigan Gov. Charles M. Croswell, 1877–1880.
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tuberculosis was then known, and could 
not possibly recover. He did, in fact, die 
soon after his release.

Cases of tuberculosis, a contagious 
and then incurable disease, moved Cro-
swell to pardon a number of other Jack-
son inmates. One wonders how many 
sufferers actually contracted the disease 
while in prison. Henry Monroe, who 
had been convicted of larceny in Berrien 
County, was pardoned in September 
18��, and died of TB soon thereafter.

Cornelius Lamphere, a Branch 
County resident serving a seven-year 
sentence for incest, and who was suf-
fering the final stages of tuberculosis, 
was released “in order that he might go 
home to die among friends.” Charles A. 
Willis, a Detroit robber who would soon 
die of tuberculosis, was pardoned with 
the condition that he leave the state and 
never return, thus inevitably spreading 
the disease elsewhere.

Imminent death from tuberculosis 
provided the rationale for the release of 
several others despite the presence of ad-
ditional mitigating circumstances.

In 18��, Croswell awarded clemency 
to Susan Schulz, serving a life sentence 
in Jackson for murder, not only because 
she was suffering from tuberculosis 
without “possible chance of recovery” 

but as well as the fact that “certain devel-
opments had come to the knowledge of 
(the warden), tending to make the guilt 
of the accused doubtful.”

    t was also an unfortunate era where 
    mentally retarded and insane crimi-
     nals served their sentences amidst the 
general prison population.

Daniel Leasia, a thief from Saginaw, 

earned release not only because he was 
dying of tuberculosis but also as a result 
of statements from the judge and prose-
cuting attorney who had put him behind 
bars that “the prisoner was weak-minded 
and that there was doubt of his capacity 
to judge between right and wrong.”

David Foster was convicted in the 
Oakland County Circuit Court of mur-
der and sentenced to life imprisonment 

 An 1800s front view of the Jackson prison.
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in 18�4. Croswell pardoned him 23 years 
later because of testimony by the warden 
of Jackson Prison that “Foster was 
insane when he came to the prison and 
had continued so ever since, and that 
there was reason to believe that he was 
crazy when he committed the crime.” By 
then he was also “an old man, harmless 
and completely broken down.”

Another major category of pardons 
involved those awarded to felons serving 
sentences for sexual crimes. Carlos e. 
Woodward, a married man from Oceana 
County who had courted a Berrien 
County woman and was consequently 
sentenced to five years for polygamy, 
walked out of the slammer largely be-
cause of requests from “county officers of 
Oceana County and many other influen-
tial citizens of that section, together with 
the woman who he undertook to marry.” 
Of course, the fact that Woodward was 
dying of tuberculosis also helped his 
case. Similarly, Henry J. Marvin of eaton 
County, serving a three-year term for 
bigamy, was pardoned largely through 
the efforts of the county officials and 
“many others familiar with the circum-
stances of the case.” Frank Danza, a Mar-
quette resident sentenced to 2� years for 
rape, won his pardon after serving only 
four years of his sentence through the 
good services of the mayor of Marquette 
and Peter White, who had founded the 
city, as well as other influential Mar-
quette citizens. Danza’s release was 
conditional that “he forever abstain from 
the use of intoxicating liquors,” which 

had, evidently, figured in his crime.
The rationale for releasing some 

other rapists seems a little hazy. Thomas 
Warren, for example, a gang rapist from 
Branch County, was sentenced to nine 
years in 18�3. Croswell pardoned him 
five years later because two of his fellow 
rapists convicted of committing the same 
attack got off with only fines. Webb W. 
Frazier, serving a three-year sentence for 
seduction, got out early because he had 
been a model prisoner, and his father, 
back in Lenawee County, was ill.

          roswell considered the injustice of 
          a criminal languishing in prison 
          while an accomplice was free well 
worthy of a pardon.

Orilla Smith, a Lenawee County 
latter-day Borgia serving a life sentence 
for attempting to murder by poison, 
got pardoned after 12 years because 
her husband, who had assisted her in 
the crime, had been released five years 
before. Verne Lewis, who pleaded guilty 
of manslaughter and drew a 12-year 
sentence from a Van Buren County 
court in 18�4, won release four years 
later because Benona Hall, who had 
helped him commit the crime, had pled 
not guilty, and when convicted got only 
a four-year sentence.

Croswell’s report of pardons also 
documents that white-collar crime was 
alive and well in the 18�0s. William 
Pope, a Jackson County man sentenced 
to five years for forgery, walked out of 
the prison gate via the governor’s inter-

 Prisoners enjoy a watermelon feast in front of the mess hall at the prison in Jackson.
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vention two years later because the judge 
who had preceded over the trial and oth-
ers testified “I now have serious doubts 
of the guilt of Pope.” ernst P. Goffinet, a 
1�-year-old Detroit lad, received a three-
year sentence for forging his mother’s 
name. Croswell pardoned him two years 
later when the boy’s mother promised 
“to place him under good influences out 
of the state.”

Similarly, Croswell trimmed two 
years off the three-year sentence of 
Lucius Bush of Washtenaw County, 
who had forged his father’s name in 
18�6. Otto Leushuer, a Saginaw bank 
teller convicted of embezzling from his 
employer and sentenced to four months 
in jail and a fine of $8, received pardon 
from the fine when bank officials and 
others testified that the “burden of pay-
ing the fine would fall upon Leushuer’s 
friends and not him.”

Croswell’s descriptions of the why 
and wherefore of his pardons sometimes 
offer sketchy but tantalizing tidbits that 
make one want to know more about the 
circumstances. Take the case, in conclu-
sion, of the crazy, drunken englishman, 
Thomas Atwood. I quote from Croswell’s 
report: “Convicted in the circuit court 
of Genesee County of burglary, and sen-
tenced to four years from June 2�, 18��. 
Pardoned October 1, 18�8, conditioned 
that he forever abstain from the use of 
intoxicating liquors, and within 20 days 
from the date of pardon leave the United 
States and not return thereto during 
the remainder of his term of sentence. 
The pardoned was recommended by Dr. 
James C. Wilson and wife, the complain-
ants whose house was broken in to and 
property taken, and by the judge and 
prosecuting attorney who tried the case, 
on the grounds that since the conviction, 
evidence had been furnished to satisfy 
them that Atwood, who was an educated 
englishman, was not guilty to the extent 
that they thought he was, but at the time 
the offense was committed, was laboring 
under a temporary fit of insanity.”

Now there’s a “Brit” that I don’t 
think I’d like to party with! 
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WHAT MAKES THE perfect party at home 
for the Hagens?

Terry: Location & Logistics 
— Most houses, thankfully, are not 
designed to be banquet halls, but when 
hosting a party it sure would be nice 
to have more room. It is important to 
establish the amount of guests a house 
can accommodate comfortably. 

Shawn: If your house only has 
dining space for 10–12 guests, then 

that is the 
maximum for 
a sit-down 
type of din-
ner party. 
Larger events 
will require 
a simpler 
menu, allow-
ing guests 
the ability 
to eat from 
their laps. 
But if more 
guests are 
invited than 
the amount 
of seats, a 

cocktail party is the way to go.
Terry: For those larger cocktail 

parties, its all about “flow.” The traffic 

flow of guests is critical. People tend to 
always congregate around the kitchen, 
food and beverages, so remember to 
spread things out. If someone cannot 
make it to the other side of the party for 
something they want, it will make for 
an uncomfortable evening. It is better 
to have smaller groupings or stations of 
food than one large buffet.

Shawn: Food stations are great. 
Guests usually start by grazing on 
lighter snacks earlier and then gravitate 
toward heavier, more substantial food 
items. It is also nice to have a separate 
area with sweets for later in the eve-
ning. Preorganize your food stations or 
buffet tables the day before your event 
by laying out the platters and utensils. 
Then mark each platter with “post 
it” notes designating the food to be 
placed on each platter. This will point 
out ahead of time any area that may be 
overcrowded.

Terry: Another tip for a successful 
party is to have a few items available to 
pass on trays. This will help get food to 
people who might not amake it to the 
food areas. It also is a great way for a 
host to get to talk to everyone.

Shawn: Beverages can be more than 
beer, wine and soft drinks. Try to have 
a specialty drink to fit with a theme 

for your event. Don’t forget to make 
nonalcoholic options special. Mojitos 
are popular summer drinks, martini 
bars allowing guests to create their own 
drinks are fun, and mimosas are an 
elegant way to offer champagne.

Terry: kitchens are great locations 
to set up beverages because of the easy 
access to ice and water. kitchens are 
the easiest to clean, and if something 
is spilled, it is usually near the bever-
age area. But when using a kitchen for 
beverages, backup food must be stored 
somewhere else. Basements and garages 
are great holding areas for food and 
beverages. Outdoor grills, electric skil-
lets, and chafing dishes are great ways 
to heat back-up food items.

Shawn: “Trashing It.” Designate 
a basket or area for trash, plates and 
glassware. Your guests will feel more 
comfortable knowing where to put 
these items. Don’t forget about the small 
trash items like shrimp tails or kabob 
skewers. Having a small bowl right 
next to the platter will guide people to 
dispose of them quickly and easily.

Terry: Planning your event will en-
sure that you and your guests will enjoy 
a relaxed party. But if all else fails, give 
Shawn or me a call and we can whip up 
some food for your event.

Planning the Perfect Party

Shawn and Terry Hagen
Co-owners, Bravo! restaurant
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WE ARE SO FORTuNATE to live in a 
community that offers many appropri-
ate opportunities to provide financial 
resources for agencies serving the critical 
needs of our community. As a commu-
nity volunteer, I appreciate being able 
to witness the fiduciary responsibility 
displayed by those agencies that every 
day make a difference in all of our lives. 
As a tax professional, I am delighted that 
the tax laws benefit individuals in our 
community who through their financial 
generosity allow our agencies to continue 
to make a difference.

It is a pleasure to offer a summary of 
a few of those available tax tools related 
to charitable gifting. As appropriate, this 
summary is proceeded by the caveat that 
all tax benefits come with a requirement 
to dot the i’s and cross the t’s and some 
transactions should only be completed 
with the assistance of tax professionals. 
Words like “permissible donee,” present 
interest, applicable percentage limitation 
and commensurate benefit often need in-
terpretation. With that said, it is possible 
to enjoy lifetime income, have a current 
charitable deduction, avoid long-term 
capital-gain tax and benefit the charity of 
our choice at death. For 2006 and 200�, 
it is even possible to have our required 
minimum distribution from our Individu-

al Retirement Account of $100,000 or less 
paid directly to our charity of choice. 

Generally, taxpayers who itemize 
their deductions are allowed an income-
tax deduction for charitable contributions 
paid to a qualifying organization during 
the taxable year. Contributions can be 
made outright in the form of cash and/or 
appreciated property. Contribu-tions in 
excess of specific percentage limitations 
may be used in future years. 

There are also a number of options 
for charitable giving other than outright 
gifts. These options are often referred to 
as “deferred” giving plans and under cer-
tain circumstances can be powerful tax-
saving tools. If successfully implemented, 
the plan will avoid the payment of capital 
gains tax on appreciated property; pro-
vide an immediate charitable deduction; 
include an annuity for a term of years or 
one or more lifetimes; and reduce gift and 
estate taxes.

The simplest, and perhaps most com-
mon, form of deferred giving is the pooled 
income fund. These funds are established 
by charities to encourage deferred giv-
ing. In return for a contribution of cash 
or property, the fund agrees to provide 
income based upon the investment return 
of the fund for our life. 

A charitable remainder trust is simi-

lar to a pooled income fund in that, in re-
turn for a contribution, the trust will pay 
income for a fixed period of time (term of 
years or lifetime), with the principal even-
tually paid over to charity. A charitable 
remainder trust, however, is more flexible 
than a pooled income fund since it pro-
vides more options for the payment of the 
income. A charitable remainder trust can 
pay either a fixed annuity payment or a 
“unitrust” payment. 

An alternative 
form of deferred 
giving is the chari-
table gift annuity. 
A gift annuity is a 
gift to charity in 
return for a lifetime 
annuity. Because 
the annuity pay-
ments will be less 
than those received 
from a commercial 
annuity, a portion 
of the payment 
to the charity is 
considered a charitable gift and results in 
a charitable income tax deduction.

Again, there are ample opportunities 
to make a difference in our community.  
There are also ample tax rewards for giv-
ing generously.

Tax Tools for charitable Gifting

Barbara James, CPA
James and Springgate, PLC
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Performing Arts
Plays

“A Christmas Carol” — Charles Dickens’ 
classic holiday favorite. Fun for the whole 
family. New Vic Theatre, 134 e. Vine St. 
Daily shows through Dec. 29. 381-3328.

Musicals & 
Opera

“The Sound of Music” — Don’t miss this 
Rodgers and Hammerstein family favorite. 
The Civic Theatre, 329 South Park St. Dec. 
3, 2 p.m.; Dec. �–9, 8 p.m. 343-1313.
“Next Stop Broadway” — A fun cabaret 
with graduating Music Theatre Perfor-
mance students. University Theatre, WMU. 
Dec. �–9, 8 p.m.; Dec. 10, 2 p.m. 38�-6222.
“A Christmas Carol” — This Charles 
Dickens classic tale features a spirited 
ensemble of 28 performers who bring the 
fable of redemption to life. Miller Audito-
rium, WMU. Dec. 10, 3 p.m. 38�-2300.

Symphony

“Sandy Patty Yuletide 
Celebration” — The 
holidays with Raymond 
Harvey and the kSO, 
featuring Sandi Patty, 
Gospel Music Hall of 
Fame inductee and per-
former of patriotic and 
inspiring favorites. Miller 
Audit., WMU. Dec. 9, 8 

p.m. 38�-2300.
Symphony Serenade — kSO members 
perform a “Holiday Brass” serenade. The 
Union Cabaret & Grille, 12� S. kalamazoo 
Mall. Dec. 1�. Call for details. 38�-2300.

Chamber, Jazz, Orchestra
& Bands

Gilmore Rising Stars Recitals — Dan 
Tepfer, jazz pianist, performs music you 

won’t want to miss! Dec. 3, � p.m. Well-
spring Theater/epic Center, 3�9 South 
Burdick St. 342-1166.
Holiday Concert — Begin the holidays 
with this WMU woodwind/brass/percus-
sion holiday performance. Miller Audito-
rium, WMU. Dec. 3, 3 p.m. 38�-466�.
Christmas With the Collegium — The 
Michigan Bach Collegium features music 
of 16th-century composers Francisco  
Guerrero and Jacob Handl; mystical con-
temporary music of Arvo Part; and pieces 
from local composer elizabeth Start set to 
kalamazoo poet Conrad Hilberry’s poetry. 
Cathedral of Christ the king, 2600 Vincent 
Ave. Dec. 9, 8 p.m. 38�-2300.
Faculty Artist Series — The WMU West-
ern Wind Quintet features ken Prewitt, 
guest vocalist. Dalton Center Recital Hall, 
WMU. Dec. 10, 2 p.m. 38�-466�.
A Brass Celebration of Christmas— 
Don’t miss WMU’s Western Brass Quintet 
& Friends! Dalton Center Recital Hall, 
WMU. Dec. 1�, 3 p.m. 38�-466�.
WMU Jazz Octet — An IAJe preview 
benefit concert. Dalton Center Recital Hall, 
WMU. Jan. 9, 8:1� p.m. 38�-2300.

Vocal

“At This Special Time” — The New Vic’s 
annual Christmas concert 40th anniver-
sary performance. New Vic Theatre, 134 e. 
Vine St. Dec. 4–6, 8 p.m. 381-3328.

Miscellaneous

Jerry Seinfeld — America’s premier co-
median jokes about the little things in life. 
Miller Auditorium, WMU. Dec. 8, � & 10 
p.m. 38�-2300.
Art Reception and Poetry Reading—  
Five artists who sailed Lake Superior in 
a homemade boat display expressions of 
their experiences, followed by James Arm-
strong reading his poetry. Portage Public 
Library. Dec. 28, �–8 p.m.
“One-man Star Wars Trilogy” — Blast 
through the first three Star Wars films 
as one actor plays every role, as well as 
robots, ships, sound effects and animals. 

Theatre Complex, WMU. Jan. 16–18, �:30 
p.m.; Jan. 19, 8 p.m.; Jan. 20, 2 & 8 p.m.; 
Jan. 21, 2 p.m. 38�-2300.

Visual Arts
WMU Student Art Gallery,
East Hall:

Photography — evan Barr, B.F.A. degree 
show; Dec. 4–8.
Sculpture — Dan Nunez, B.F.A. degree 
show; Dec. 11–1�.

Kalamazoo Institute of Arts
349-7775:

Magic and Intrigue: Masks of Mexico 
— Hand-carved wooden masks from 
Mexico illustrate artistic and cultural ex-
pression dating to the pre-Columbian era. 
Through Jan. �.
A Parallel World: Small-scale Houses 
and Miniatures — enjoy meticulously 
crafted works by internationally known 
miniature artists. Through Jan. �.
ARTbreak — enjoy informal free lectures 
and presentations on art-related topics. 
Dec. �, 12, and 19. Bring a lunch to these 
12:1� sessions. 
Senior Day — This art appreciation series 
for seniors includes a kIA tour of “A 
Parallel World: Small-scale Houses and 
Miniatures” and a chance to meet minia-
ture collector Francis Light. Dec. �, 
2–4 p.m.
Mexican Masks and More — A family 
event featuring hands-on art projects, gal-
lery activities and tours of the exhibition 
“Magic and Intrigue: Masks of Mexico.” 
Dec. 10, 2–4 p.m.
Kalamazoo Art League Lecture — Rolf 
Achilles, curator of the Smith Museum of 
Stained Glass Windows, discusses this 
unique Chicago museum. Dec. 13, 
9:30–11 a.m.
New Year’s Eve at the KIA — Celebrate 
New Year’s eve at the kIA! enjoy dancing, 
dinner, party favors and more. Dec. 31, 8 
p.m.–1 a.m. Call for details.

“Rings and 
jewels are not 
gifts but apolo-
gies for gifts. 
The only true 

gift is a portion 
of yourself.” 

— Ralph Waldo 
Emerson

34 E N C O R E  •  D E C E M B E R  2 0 0 6



Literary Events

Kalamazoo Public Library
553-7809:

Meet the Author — Author John 
kretschmer has logged thousands of miles 
on various boats. He also lectures, teaches 
seminars, and leads training voyages. 
John’s newest book, “At the Mercy of the 
Sea,” recounts the fate of three sailboats in 
a storm. 31� S. Rose St. Dec. 6, �–8:30 p.m.
An Unfortunate Event — An afternoon at 
the kPL celebrating the release of the last 
book in the “Series of Unfortunate events.” 
Prizes, food, and more! You might be em-
barking on a series of unfortunate events. 
31� S. Rose St. Dec. 9, 1–2:30 p.m.
Classics Revisited — Three book-besotted 
local librarians say classics keep talking to 
you. Join them to discuss their favorites. 
31� S. Rose St. Dec. 21, � p.m.–1 a.m.
Soaring Angels — kalamazoo’s own 
circus artists, The Aerial Angels, per-
form feats of grace, strength, and beauty 
suspended between floors of the Central 
Library rotunda! Audience participation! 
31� S. Rose St. Dec. 28, 11 a.m.

Museums
Kalamazoo Valley Museum
373-7990:

Holiday Hands-on Happenings: Make 
Believe! — enjoy hands-on activities on 
themes that increase our adrenalin and 
make us question reality. Jan. 1, monsters; 
Jan. 2, masks; Jan. 3, medieval knights & 
dragons; Jan. 4, magic, and Jan. �, mythical 
heroes; programs 1–4 p.m.
Holiday Planetarium Program: Season of 
Light — Ancient Winter Solstice celebra-
tions tell us much about modern holiday 
cultural traditions. Discover cosmic ori-
gins of holiday trees, stars, and Saint Nick. 
Jan. �, 1 p.m.

Challenger Learning Center – Voyage 
to Mars Mini Missions — Live out your 
space-age fantasies with this exciting space 
adventure. Be on the first Mars–earth 
Transport Vehicle preparing to land on 
Mars. Your mission is to help create a 
control base at Chryse Station, located at 
the site of the first Viking landing. Jan. �, 2 
p.m. Ages 6+.
Preschool/Family Performance Series—
Rob Reider: Mime and Juggler — Mime 
Rob Reider performs without a word. This 
masterful juggler will amaze you then 
teach the audience how to juggle using 
scarves. Preschool performance, Jan. 6, 10 
a.m.; family performance, Jan. 6, 1 p.m.

Air Zoo
382-6555:

Holiday Science Fest — Families can 
become scientists for a day as they try out 
special interactive experiments at sta-
tions throughout the Air Zoo. enjoy live 
hands-on physics demonstrations, science 
displays and much more. Dec. 28 & 29; 
call for details.
Eye of a China Tiger Exhibit — From 
the rice patties of India to the jungles of 
Burma, and from the rugged mountains 
of the Himalayas to the plains of China, 
Garrett Cope’s artwork gives a glimpse of 
the sights allied forces experienced in Asia 
during WWII. Thru Jan. 21.

New Year’s Eve Party — A family-friendly 
event with inflatable games, activities for 
kids and teens, crafts, Air-Zoo rides, music 
and dancing. Dec. 31, 8 p.m.–12:30 a.m.

Nature

Kalamazoo Nature Center
381-1574

Holidays at the Homestead — explore 
the 18�8 farmhouse to learn about decorat-
ing trees, the first holiday cards and the 
magic of gingerbread. Dec. 10, 1–4 p.m.
Knee-high Naturalists: Furry Friends— 
Learn about friendly critters like mice, 
squirrels, bunnies and more! kids 3–� 
with caregiver. Dec. 19, 9:30–11 a.m.
Winter Discovery Walk — Join a kNC 
naturalist to discover the wonders of the 
winter woods. Dec. 2�, 1 p.m.
Birds of Prey: Amazing Adaptations 
— Learn about the special adaptations that 
make these birds special. Dec. 28, 1 p.m.

“Chestnuts roasting on an open fire” is the 
opening line of  “The Christmas Song.” 
It was written in 1944 by Mel Torme and 
Bob Wells and became a classic when 
Nat king Cole recorded it two years later. 
What few people know is that the lyrics 
were born out of an exercise by Wells 
to beat the summer heat. According to 
Torme, “I saw a spiral pad on his (Wells’) 
piano with four lines written in pencil. 
They started, ‘Chestnuts roasting ... Jack 
Frost nipping ... Yuletide carols ... Folks 
dressed up like eskimos.’ Bob didn’t think 
he was writing a song lyric. He said he 
thought if he could immerse himself in 

winter, he could cool off. Forty minutes 
later, that song was written.” Mel Torme, 
who was only 19 years old at the time, 
wrote all the music and helped finish the 
lyrics. He was one cool cat.

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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RT AND engineering both 
require an eye for detail. 
Painter Richard Byce  
has that inherent talent, 

honed from years of experience at his 
drafting table.

At first glance, many of the pieces 
he creates seem to have a soft focus, 
using a muted watercolor and gouache 
pastel palette — in sharp contrast to the 
crisp black ink of the sketches and scale 
drawings he once used to showcase steel 
beams and concrete foundations. Upon 

closer inspection, the minute details in 
his paintings draw the observer inward, 
encompassing a different perspective of 
structure than when his work is ob-
served from a distance. 

Richard founded Byce & Associ-
ates in 19�9, which quickly became a 
prominent consulting and engineering 
company in west Michigan and beyond, 
offering engineering services to design 
buildings and their related site work. 
Byce is a civil engineer, with a master’s 
in structural engineering from the Uni-

versity of Michigan.
Among the kalamazoo landmarks 

that include Byce’s name in their design 
plans are Stewart Clarke Furniture, 
DeNooyer Chevrolet, the offices of 
Adventure Travel, the Michigan Build-
ing, Comerica Building and the recently 
razed Park Building. Richard also led the 
Byce team on many industrial sites, put-
ting his stamp on manufacturing facili-
ties, warehouses, and offices for kalsec, 
Stryker, DuraMetallic and Welch Foods, 
plus area paper mills such as Sutherland, 

From Bricks and Mortar — to Canvas
Richard Byce, successful engineer with his name connected to designs of many prominent 
Kalamazoo buildings, has always been an artist, but more recently his work  
has taken the form of watercolor and pastel paintings.

Richard Byce looks through a sketch book in his Park Trades Center studio.

By Patrice L. Mindock
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kVP, Michigan Paper in Battle Creek and 
Menasha in Otsego.

The Byce & Associates firm still 
bears his name, but Richard sold the 
business to James escamilla in 199�. He 
still lends them his expertise via con-
sulting services upon request.

It was an emotional jolt that first 
prompted Richard Byce to put down his 
slide rule and use his hands to create 
a piece of pure art — a sculpted bust 
— which still has pride of place in his 
Studio 323 in the Park Trades Center 
in downtown kalamazoo. The youthful 
likeness captured in this early work from 
1969 is that of his late son, Steven, who 
was killed in an automobile accident 
while on a holiday ski trip to Canada 
with his older sister, Linda. “Steven was 
only 1� and the sculpting was a tangible 
way to work through my personal grief,” 
Byce recalls. “I found it to be therapeutic, 
but I also realized I enjoyed the act of 
creating something beautiful using only 
my hands.”

Byce had taken the requisite college 
art and drawing courses while pursu-
ing his engineering degree from U of 
M, becoming adept at sketching and 

intricate structural detail plans for his 
work. “I would always draw a bit, just for 
fun, using pen, pencil, charcoal or Conte 
crayon,” he recalls. 

It wasn’t until after he divested 
from his successful business that Byce 
relaxed into retirement and began to 
discover his muse. What makes his 
talent on canvas more extraordinary is 
the fact that he is completely blind in 
one eye, the result of a case of ocular 
cellulitis in the early 1990s.

Despite the formal art courses in 
college, Byce considers himself mostly 
self-taught although he has also taken 
some classes through the kalamazoo 
Institute of Arts (kIA). He continues 
some smaller works in pen, India ink 
and watercolor pencil, but is continually 
drawn back to the larger watercolors. “I 
love the intensity of painting,” he says. 
“It requires real concentration and the 
ability to intuitively discern where to use 
color and where to leave the white space. 

“Many hours of work are invested in 
each painting and it can so easily be ru-
ined by one slip of the brush.” When he 
paints, Byce says he must mentally and 
physically gear up to get in the mood. 

“It’s very much the same process that an 
actor must do, to get in character before 
performing on stage,” he adds.

Nature, often seen from a boater’s 
perspective, makes up a large 
portion of Byce’s work. For 

much of the 19�0s and ’80s, Byce and 
his wife were avid sailors, cruising a 
series of sloops, ranging from 26 to 39 
feet — all of them dubbed “Beaver.” In 
his younger days, Richard also loved 
romping in the outdoors, whether it was 
hunting “pats” — ruffed grouse — or fly 
fishing for trout along Michigan streams. 

In 1998, a year after his formal 
retirement, Byce and his wife, Yvonne, 
fondly known as “Vonnie,” launched a 
32-foot powerboat, the Beaver IV, and 
became self-proclaimed “bums” for the 
summer, completing a 2,�00-mile tour of 
the Great Lakes.

The Byces recently celebrated their 
�8th wedding anniversary. In addition 
to Steven and Linda, they also have a 
son, William. Vonnie considers the local 
stage her first creative love — before the 
children came along. She was one of the 
“Barnies” working at the original Barn 

“North End of Bridge,” also known as “The Pink Stone,” is a 36-by-28-inch watercolor 
and gouache (opaque watercolor) that Richard Byce has hanging in his studio. A favor-
ite of his, the small, round tag in the right bottom corner indicates it is not for sale.
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Theatre in Richland in 194� and 1948. 
Seabirds, boats, docks and shore-

lines are also favorite themes in Byce’s 
paintings. He often found time to 
sketch, photograph or paint during 
leisure periods sailing in Michigan’s 
fresh waters or while on vacation in 
the Bahamas or the Virgin Islands. A 
two-week stint on Long Island in Little 
Dead Man’s key, Bahamas, in the 1980s 
found him perched for long hours on 
the beach, painting.

That site prompted his first foray 
into freeform acrylics — directly onto 
canvas. “I often work from preliminary 
drawings or use my photographs as in-

spiration,” he says. “It would be great 
to do more spontaneous creations 
like that.” Urban cityscapes and the 
clean lines of specific buildings are 
also preferred subjects for the retired 
engineer.

Studio 323, also home of Noresco 
Corporation, the engineering consulting 
business Byce operates, showcases a va-
riety of his paintings, which also include 
several acrylics. “I’d like to try more ab-
stracts,” Byce notes. “I’m in the process 
of exploring different styles, composition 
and concepts, but I’m not into extreme 
realism or bold colors.” 

Byce is itching to get back to his 

Richard Byce, engineer and artist.

Richard Byce’s “Vertical Cityscape” consists of 
three 20-by-20-inch panels of acrylic on canvas. 
Byce says it is still a work in progress.

Byce
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Tassle Bench

easel after a hiatus due to vertebral fu-
sion surgery at Mayo. He underwent the 
procedure to repair a prior neck injury 
that had left him partially paralyzed. 
He’s diligently continuing rehabilitation 
treatments in hopes of beginning some 
new work in the near future.

“even though I’m limited to lifting 
only 10 pounds right now, I’m working 
on getting my strength back,” he states 
with a grin, “and paintbrushes don’t 
weigh much.” It’s the coordinated back-
and-forth movement of painting that 
is the current challenge as he recovers 
more range of motion.

Time is also a factor, with wife 
Vonnie also recovering from several 
specialized surgeries in recent months. 
“I do plan to get back to painting as 
soon as possible,” Byce states with firm 
intent. “While I was working every day 
in my studio, from 9 a.m. until 2 p.m., it 
felt like a second career for me. I really 
enjoyed it.” He figures it would take 
approximately a month of that same 
9–2 daily schedule to “get back into full 
swing.”

Upon entering the foyer of the 
Byce’s condo in kalamazoo, 
a visitor’s gaze will rest upon 

a striking study in blues — featuring, 
what else? A sailboat. There’s nothing 
remarkable about that choice of subject, 
considering Richard’s penchant for 
sailing. What is remarkable is the story 
behind the painting. It went missing 
in 1981 while still in progress. “The 
painting was rediscovered in 2000 
when we moved from our original 
home to our condo,” Richard explains. 
“It had fallen behind a bookcase in the 
bedroom where I had quickly placed it 
out of reach of the grandchildren. I had 
forgotten all about it until we found 
it, almost 20 years later.” Byce put the 
final touches on the piece in 2001, a 
full two-decade gap from start to finish, 
which is highly unusual, even for a 
novice artist. 

“I like to live with my paintings,” 
Byce says, decorating personal living 
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Oboe

Your lips move moist around
my double reed, and I feel
the sad wind rising

through your throat. Some child
of yours is lost. If I were your 
psychiatrist, I’d listen,

nod, prescribe. Instead,
I take your breath, shape it, let it find
a passage down this wooden

shaft, curl out around the ankles
of the clarinet. The horns
have forged a monumental

fountain on the stage and now
the strings supply the water,
surging up, looping, falling in

great sobs. The audience is weeping,
but you and I have doubts.
We wind our fiber through

the latticework of their grand art,
hoping someone may hear
the muscled twist

of grief that’s seasoned
in a narrow tube, the hollow
music of a long-held breath.

By Conrad Hilberry

This poem was published in Conrad’s latest chapbook, “The Fingernail of Luck.” 
He was kind enough to share it with Encore readers, who should enjoy what the 
oboe has to say here. Conrad is an Emeritus Professor of English at Kalamazoo 
College and prominent in the world of poetry.

space with his scenes and the other 
watercolor artists he admires. Par-
ticularly unusual is the effect different 
lighting has on a print of a watercolor 
by Sargent, which is a prominent fea-
ture in the Byce’s kitchen. Depicting 
an island cottage, it changes colors, 
shadows and moods dramatically when 
the light changes. Both Richard and 
Vonnie adore that piece of art because it 
reminds them of their vacations in the 
Tropics. 

Several Byce watercolor paintings 
are included in the semipermanent 
collection of the mixed-media Saniwax 
Gallery two floors below. Richard shares 
the Park Trades studio space with his 
grandson, Jeffrey Winkelmann ever-
green, a printmaking instructor in the 
kirk Newman Art School at the kIA.

“We don’t get in each other’s way,” 
Byce notes. “Jeff may need to take over 
more space for several weeks at a time 
when he’s in the midst of a large screen 
printing project, but we manage to 
work it out.” evergreen also teaches 
graphic design courses at kalamazoo 
Valley Community College. Interest-
ingly enough, he began working toward 
a degree in architectural engineering in 
college, but switched his major to art.

“My grandfather taught me how 
to do perspective,” evergreen says. 
“even when I was a young child, he was 
always using drawings to explain things 
to me.” His 10-month-old son, Richard’s 
great-grandson, was given “Byce” as his 
first name and can often be found tod-
dling underfoot at the studio as the two 
men work. It, of course, remains to be 
seen whether “little Byce” has inherited 
the artistic talents of his forebears.

even without knowing his back-
ground or reading the “artist profile” 
often displayed along with his works, 
viewing Richard Byce’s paintings pro-
vides a glimpse of underlying strength. 
His artwork retains the solid structure 
required to build a bridge or a skyscrap-
er, along with the inner steel of a man 
who can face life’s toughest challenges, 
yet still embrace beauty. 

Byce
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VeRY DAY, regardless of the 
season, delivering mail begins 
with sorting — or “casing.” 
For Geno Hinton, casing 
means standing in a three-

sided cubicle, his “casing station,” which 
contains �44 slots, each one representing 
one mailbox on his route in the edison 
Neighborhood. Geno places each piece of 
mail into its proper slot and then, in the 
order he will deliver it, gathers together 
those same letters, magazines and fly-
ers. Using large rubber bands, he then 
groups the mail according to “loops,” of 
which he has 1�. each represents a series 
of deliveries he will make while walking 
or driving his mail truck, an aluminum, 
nonrustable “long-life vehicle” (LLV). 

As he advances through this daily 
ritual, Geno engages in conversational 
banter with his supervisor, Chad elyea, 
and some of the other 6� regular and 
20 relief mail carriers whose collective 

voices echo through the vast, tiled, cas-
ing room at the Miller Road Post Office. 
The employees reflect a classic example 
of diversity hiring, due to a policy of 
including a wide range of reading skills, 
education, and personality. 

After loading three trays of mail 
into the driver’s compartment of his LLV, 
and a tote for the edison environmental 
Science Academy into the back, Geno 
aims a hand-held scanner at a barcode 
sticker on the edge of the post office 
loading platform. This procedure tells 
the U.S. Postal Service where Geno’s mail 
is at that time and facilitates the tracking 
system.

Geno’s first stop is at the edison 
Neighborhood Association near the 
corner of Portage Road and Washington 
Street. He parks at the corner of Division 
and March, the first of his eight “loop 
stops.” At the first mailbox, he scans an-
other barcode attached inside. There are 

Story and Photos by 
Robert M. Weir

    Walking in a
Mailman’s Shoes

Geno Hinton,
U.S. Postal Service
mail carrier

Geno Hinton is a mailman. He 

delivers mail amidst mailbox 

lids that squeak and clank, 

barking dogs, train whistles, 

and frequent automobiles.

He hears snow crunching

underfoot in winter, falling rain 

in spring, voices of children

and adults in summer, and 

leaves rustling in the fall.

Here is his story.

E
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eight such scan points on his route. 
While on a loop, Gino holds letters 

in his left hand and opens mailboxes 
with his right. Slung over his shoulder is 
a mailbag in which he carries packages, 
oversize envelopes, and outgoing mail 
he’s removed from customer mailboxes. 
His normal work day is 8.� hours, 
including lunch. He uses five of those 
hours for delivery, after which he returns 
to Miller Road to case more mail for the 
next day. 

Unlike pedestrians who simply 
stroll along a sidewalk, Geno walks to 
the front of every house and climbs steps 
to porches, a predominant feature of the 
edison Neighborhood architecture. “It’s 
a workout,” he says in a manner that 
shows he enjoys the exercise that keeps 
him in excellent physical condition. At 
age 44, he looks a decade younger than 
that.

Geno has been walking this route 
— six miles each day — since 2001. He 
started his postal service career in 1986 
in Chicago, his boyhood home, and 
transferred to kalamazoo a year later. 
early routes as a relief carrier were in a 
variety of locations in kalamazoo and 
Portage.

Geno estimates that he has 
walked nearly 20,000 miles 
in his career. He goes through 

two pair of shoes a year and praises 
good socks and slip-on boots. “The key 
to staying comfortable in the winter is 
making sure your feet stay dry and your 
fingers stay warm,” he says. Asked how 
it feels to carry mail in wet shoes, he 
responds with dramatic humor: “Oh, it’s 
sooooooo bad. The toes start to freeze 
up. The corns start to hurt. The bunions 
get bigger — and the gout ... oh, the gout. 
Don’t get me goin’ about the gout.”

Geno says a carrier can learn a route 
in less than a week. “Once you learn 
people’s names, it gets easier,” he says. 
He no longer must look at addresses 
—only names. “I know my route by 
heart. My mind is on auto pilot. It knows 
what to do.” 

Using a barcode reader, Geno scans one of eight barcodes along his route. This electronic mechanism 
helps the postal service track Geno’s progress along the route, including the time of mail delivery.

U.S. Postal Service mail carrier Geno Hinton starts his workday on the sorting floor at the Miller Road 
Post Office. Each day he first files the mail in a separate slot for each of the 544 addresses on his route. 
Then he pulls the mail and rubber bands it together according to groups of addresses that represent 
delivery loops.
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The hard part about learning a route 
is finding mailboxes, which can be on 
the back or the side of a house, hidden 
behind a bush or a porch post, or in a 
mail slot in the door. Some are painted 
the same color as the house. “A new mail 
carrier can spend a couple of minutes 
looking for a box,” Geno says. 

On this morning after a light snow-
fall, steps are slippery. “That’s one of the 
hazards of being a mail carrier,” Geno 
points out. Other hazards include rotted 
porch steps, sloping concrete, wet and 
slippery leaves, and ice. “If I come across 
an unsafe porch or steps, I won’t deliver,” 
Geno says. “I let people know why 
they’re not getting their mail, and they’re 
cool about it.”

Often, Geno says, people with 
unsafe porches don’t have the money to 
fix them — or they have a landlord who 
hasn’t taken care of the property. “One 
of the biggest problems in the inner city 
is people who own property but don’t 

reside in the city,” Geno says. “I think 
the city should give landlords incentives 
to move into the city.” 

Geno describes the edison Neigh-
borhood as being “in transition.” He 
says, “People are coming from different 
parts of the United States to live here. 
People from Mississippi and Georgia. 
People from Paw Paw. People from other 
parts of Michigan. I’m sure the kalama-
zoo Promise has something to do with 
that.”

Geno, himself, has lived in the 
edison Neighborhood for 18 years. His 
residence on James Street is a classic ex-
ample of a homeowner who takes pride 
in his handsomely painted house and 
ample yard. 

Dogs are another hazard of mail 
delivery. ken kimmel, the mail 
carrier whose casing station 

is next to Geno’s, was attacked by a pit 
bull in March 2006 and suffered deep 
puncture wounds to his hands that 
required 1� stitches. He is now among 
many postal workers who are trying to 
get the kalamazoo City Commission to 
pass ordinances against pit-bull owner-
ship within the city. 

“Dogs are very territorial,” Geno 
explains. “As soon as they see a mail 
carrier or a meter reader, they go berserk 
because, to them, you’re invading their 

Hinton

Geno pauses on Lake Street within sight of the St. Joseph Catholic Church to take a phone call. The 
Postal Service allows mail carriers to make and receive calls while on duty.
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territory. That’s something people don’t 
understand when we ask them to put 
their dog away. They say, ‘Oh, he won’t 
bite.’ Yes, he will. He surely will.”

As if a case in point, the moment 
Geno lifts a squeaky mailbox lid located 
on a porch, a dog inside bares his teeth 
and scratches his claws at the window 
adjacent to Geno’s elbow. “They have 
dogdar — that’s dog radar. Dogdar,” he 
explains.

A few houses later, Geno encounters 
another dog, roaming free and collar-
less. It has pit-bull characteristics but 
doesn’t look like a purebred. Geno pulls 
his can of dog mace from its holster and 
switches his mailbag from one shoulder 
to the other, keeping it between him and 
the dog. “It’s been in a fight,” he ob-
serves. “Look at the teeth marks around 
its nose.” 

Four blocks later, the dog is still 
nearby, sometimes running ahead, some-
times growling at other dogs behind a 
fence, then catching up, racing close to 
Geno’s legs. At one house, Geno climbs 
onto the porch and knocks at the door. 
“Mailman. Special delivery.” When he 
hears someone inside, he says, “Don’t 
open the door. There’s a dog out here. 
Open it a crack.” The dog is standing 
within inches of Geno’s feet as he slips 
the letter through the slightly open door.

Geno mentions that he entered the 
animal control telephone number into 
his cell phone, which he carries as a mat-
ter of choice. He expresses special con-
cern for children getting off a school bus 
because, weighing perhaps �0 pounds 
and with a stout body, the dog is strong 
enough to knock a child to the ground.

Having completed four loops, Geno 
returns to his vehicle, which — it is now 
apparent — is parked at a center point. 
From it he walked one block west, then 
south, then east, and finally north in 
both directions. The equivalent of eight 
blocks in less than 30 minutes. 

For the next half hour, Geno drives 
his LLV, making “mounted” deliveries 
along Lake Street as far east as Julianna’s 
restaurant at the I-94 business loop, on 
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Frances Court and Fulford Avenue, then 
in a crisscrossed pattern on Shake-
speare, Stockbridge, Clinton, Schuster 
and egleston. Geno does not have a 
radio or music player in his vehicle, and 
he chooses not to use an iPod. “While 
delivering mail, I want to be able to hear 
something,” he says. At one point, the 
“something” he hears is a customer who 
hails him from a half block away and 
runs from her house in robe and slippers 
to hand him an outgoing letter. 

Geno makes deliveries to curbside 
mailboxes in as few as three seconds, 
but “jump” deliveries, in which he gets 
out of his vehicle and walks to a mailbox 
attached to a house, require 1� to 20 
seconds. At each jump, Geno shuts off 
the vehicle’s engine and closes the door; 
and, if leaving the vehicle out of sight, 
locks it.

Laughing, he explains: “every mail 
carrier has at least three funny sto-
ries. Here’s one of mine. One day I was 

delivering near Bronson Hospital, and I 
had to do jumps. I used to buy a PayDay 
candy bar at the hospital, and I would 

eat it on my route. One day I got out, 
left my door open, and went to make a 
delivery. Coming back, I saw a squirrel 
run out of my vehicle. That squirrel took 
my PayDay! I’m not kidding. It took my 
candy bar. Needless to say, I closed my 
door from then on.” 

About shutting off the engine, Geno 
says that LLVs left idling sometimes shift 
into gear. One day, parked on Monroe 
Street at Academy, he left his vehicle 
running; it shifted into reverse and 
started rolling down the hill. A pedes-
trian called to Geno, who turned and 
took chase. “I ran. I mean, I was bookin’. 
And I was able to jump in and turn the 
wheel before it ran into a house. It must 
have been no more than a foot from the 
house.”

In contrast to these hazards, Geno 
enjoys the people on his route, and 
they enjoy him. Gail Vanoosterum, 

secretary at the edison environmental 
Science Academy, describes her encoun-
ters with Geno: “He comes in every day 
with a bright, beautiful smile, and he 
delivers our mail on time. He’s a joy. He 
really is. We look forward to seeing him.” 

Back outside, Geno pauses on the 
sidewalk. “I think that’s one of the 

Hinton

Maria Gonzalez, Dancy Arispe and their dog, Kody, enjoy chatting with Geno as he delivers their mail. 
Ever affable, Geno says, “One of the cool things about delivering mail is you get to talk to the people.”
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advantages of carrying mail — you get to talk to people,” 
he says. “And people want to have fun.” He laughs from the 
memory of previous routes that took him into downtown 
businesses. “Those folks 
were a lot of fun,” he adds. 

The amount of interac-
tion with customers in a 
residential neighborhood 
seems to depend on the time 
of year. “In the summer, 
you’re going to see people 
all the time. But right now, 
kids are in school, people 
are at work,” says Geno. 
Sometimes older residents 
wait for their mailman, as 
though he were entertain-
ment. He conjurs up one of 
those faces: “Yeeeaaah, boy. 
Woo, yes, yes. There was a 
gentleman on the route. He 
passed away early this year. 
A real cool guy. I used to have a lot of fun with him. I shave 
my head, and he would ask me what type of conditioner I 
use. I miss that guy.”

After delivering mail to the Boys and Girls Club of 
Greater kalamazoo, Geno proclaims: “Now we can go get our 
grub on. I’m hungry.”

In Julianna’s restaurant, the conversation turns serious. 
Geno tells of being bitten by a dog and of an attack         
on him by three high-school youths while he was carrying 

One day I got out, 

left my door open, 

and went to make 

a delivery. Coming 

back, I saw a

squirrel run out

of my vehicle.

That squirrel took 

my PayDay!

Geno Hinton delivers the U.S. mail.
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mail. “One sucker-punched me, and I 
punched him back. Then they all jumped 
me,” Geno relates. He says other mail 
carriers thought he would bid off the 
route, but Geno didn’t do that —and 
shortly after the incident, he encountered 
one of the youths.

“I think he thought I was going to 
hit him, but I put my hand out to shake 
his hand,” Geno says. “He was young 
and stupid. If I would have gotten pun-
ished for all the things I did when I was 
young and stupid, I wouldn’t be here.” Of 
another one of the attackers, Geno says: 
“In court, in front of the judge, I told 
him, ‘I ain’t mad at you.’ I knew he was 
into rappin’, and I produce music. I said, 
‘Listen, if you ever get yourself together, I 
can help you in the studio.’”

Noting that forgiveness is a power-
ful tool, Geno raises the question: “How 
would I want somebody to treat my 
children?” Quickly, Geno adds that he 
learned the lesson of forgiveness from 

his mother. “She’s my best friend. She’s 
my home girl. When I was growing 
up, she said, ‘Geno, you can talk to me 

Hinton

Saying it is a great investment for him, Geno 
is the proud owner of a home in the Edison 
Neighborhood near his mail route.
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about any thing, any where, any way you 
choose.’ I could argue with my mother. 
She was cool with that, as long as I didn’t 
walk away angry.”

Geno continues to explain that his 
mother and father had separated but 
reunited when his father’s health deterio-
rated. “My mother, she’s a nurse — and 
this is how big my mother is — she 
took care of him. If my mother can take 
care of my father the way she did, then I 
can shake the hands of those guys who 
jumped me. And you know what? A lot 
of times we complain about things that 
are really no big deal. Sometimes, I just 
start smiling. Life is good. It really is.” 

Geno says he often thinks about 
social issues and problems 
while walking his route. “That’s 

a cool thing about this job. I can do a lot 
of my problem solving while I’m working 

and exercising.
“I try to solve 

what I can in my 
neck of the woods,” 
he says. “I ran for 
city commission in 
the last election. If 
I had won, I would 
have taken care of 
housing — because 
I understand how 
much housing can 
affect how people 
feel about them-
selves.” 

Although these 
types of thoughts 
occupy his mind, 
Geno says he mainly 
thinks about his kids 
and his music, in that 
order. Geno’s three 
children are Skyler, 
1�, who attends Loy 
Norrix High School, 
Spencer, 12, at 
Maple Street Magnet 
School, and Avery, 
10, at Washington 
elementary.
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Geno’s music ponderings often 
center around his band, “Funk 211.” 
The four musicians — Willie Phipps on 
keyboard, Will Johnson on rhythm gui-
tar, Mike Curtis on drums, and Geno on 
bass — specialize in R&B funk, which is 
a popular combination of jazz, blues and 
soul, and hip-hop. It is a form of heavy-
beat music known as rap.

Geno considers himself fortunate to 
play with this band. “They are great mu-
sicians, and that makes me step up,” he 
says. One thing I’ve learned: If you want 
to get better, associate yourself with 
people who do things better than you.” 

Geno acknowledges that on his mail 
route a nongovernment employee has 
never walked with him before, but some-
times the Postal Service sends personnel 
to evaluate his route. “If you’re a good 
carrier and finish quickly, sometimes 
they add to your route,” he notes.

Autumn, according to Geno, is his 
favorite season. “Summer, it gets too hot. 

Winter, it’s too cold. In the spring, we get 
rain.” No, he doesn’t carry an umbrella: 
“It’s almost impossible. Not enough 
hands.”

Christmas is, naturally, the busiest 
time of the year. “It starts 
right after Thanksgiving, 
and it doesn’t stop until 
the end of February,” he 
says. “When Christmas 
goes by, you got all your 
New Year sales. Then 
you got your Presidents 
Day sales. Then you got 
Valentines Day; people 
will be pouring out their love then,” he 
adds with a smile.

Geno’s last loop takes him to houses 
on the north side of Washington Street, 
across the road from the edison Neigh-
borhood Association, where he made his 
first jump of the day. “That’s a business,” 
he points out, “and I get the businesses 
done right away.”

Beginning his walk on the last 

block, Geno says: “Four more houses 
to go.” His stride is free and easy, as 
brisk as when he started the day. Of his 
thoughts about having a writer walk 
with him to record his day, Geno says: 

“The only thing — I was 
hoping that I didn’t mis-
deliver somebody’s mail. 
If I did and you wrote 
about it, I could see a 
whole bunch of guys 
going: ‘Bad, Geno. You 
got busted.’ And I’d just 
lie and say: ‘Yeah, I did 
that on purpose just to 

accommodate him.’”
Geno drops mail into the last mail-

box and begins to walk away. Asked if he 
was supposed to scan the barcode on the 
box, Geno says: “Ah, you caught me. I’ve 
been perfect all day, and I blew the last 
one. Well, that’s because you were talk-
ing and ruining my concentration.”

He laughs as he scans the barcode. 
“Okay. That’s it.”  

Hinton

Gail Vanoosterum, a secretary at the Edison Environmental Science Academy, appreciates Geno’s 
“bright, beautiful smile” and his “on-time delivery every day.”

I think that’s one of 

the advantages of 

carrying mail — you 

get to talk to people.
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KSO PRINCIPAL bassoonist Bill Wheeler 
has been cozying up regularly to eight 
feet of tubing ever since seventh grade. 
His current instrument is a 1913 model 
he bought in 198�. “I have not played 
on an instrument I would rather have 
than this one,” he proclaims. 

Made of hard maple, with a bulge 
near the upper end, and crowned with 
an ivory top-ring, it came from Germa-
ny, having been crafted by the famous 
Heckel company. It produces “the 
sound I like,” Bill says, explaining that 
older bassoons have a thinner wall than 
modern ones built with more volume 
for larger orchestras.

The length of the bassoon creates 
an awkwardness for playing it; but Bill, 
who has a Bachelor of Arts in Music 
from Michigan State University and 
2�-year kSO tenure, hasn’t let that get 
in his way. Attracted to this longest 
of woodwinds because of its unique-
ness and distinctive sound, Bill can 
do without the reed making, which he 
refers to as “the crabgrass in the lawn of 
bassoon players.” He started making his 
own in college, but even before then he 
recognized the need for a “really good 

one” and always tried to use a favorite 
as long as he could, to the despair of his 
teachers who said, “Are you still playing 
on that old thing?”

The bland-colored pieces of 
“arundo donax” cane (from the grass 
family) for the reed’s two sides must be 
carefully cut, split, shaved, folded and 
shaped until the ends that vibrate are a 
mere .1 or .2 mm thick. Bill doesn’t start 
with a round piece of cane but buys it 
when it is ready to be folded in half. 
Calling those early steps “tedious,” he 
says: “Then the work really starts — I 
do the folding and the tying, and then I 
start working on it with knives and files 
and sandpaper. Some of them you have 
to work to get them to vibrate at all, and 
sometimes it pays off.” Bill ties his reeds 
with embroidery floss — bright green, 
fuchsia, gold, orange, purple. “If I make 
a half dozen at a time, I’ll wrap each 
one in a different color to help tell them 
apart,” he says.

Cousin to the snake-charming 
shawm, the bagpipes, and the oboe, the 
bassoon was first conceived in about 
16�0, the longest instrument of the fam-
ily — and is uniquely folded almost in 

half. Philosophizing that each instru-
ment has its challenges, Bill doesn’t 
think the bassoon, which plays in the 
tenor range and below, requiring play-
ing in three clefs, is any harder than 
other instruments. He acknowledges 
that playing it has been only his half-
time job, so he must practice efficiently. 
He works full time 
as a systems ad-
ministrator for the 
library at MSU.

The father 
of two musician 
daughters, one 
now earning a 
master’s in piano 
accompaniment, 
Bill is a long-
time commuter 
from Lansing 
who remembers 
his first trip to 
kalamazoo. Just 
off the I-94 business loop, a local golfer 
sliced a shot from the Red Arrow golf 
course, and it landed four feet in front 
of the car.

“Welcome to kalamazoo.”

The Unique bassoon

William Wheeler, Principal Bassoon

By Editor Penny Briscoe

�1D E C E M B E R  2 0 0 6  •  E N C O R E 



T’S A BUSY SATURDAY at Grateful 
Acres Animal Sanctuary and Petting 
Farm in Otsego. The Petting Farm, 
which opened in May 200� to help 

support the sanctuary, is on its third car-
load of visitors, and Shannon Sheridan, 
owner and operator, gives tours. She also 
supervises two young volunteers who 
are raking the pasture. Occasionally, she 
finds the need to chase down an escaped 
goat or an egg-laying hen.

Ponies, ducks, chickens, turkeys, 
goats, a peahen and a shy, pot-bellied 
pig all share the same pasture as visitors 
mill around them, watching and petting. 
A tom turkey, tail feathers a-plume, 
shimmers and rustles as he puffs out his 
chest, wandering the pasture like a hot 
air balloon.

Grateful Acres, home to over 100 
animals, is a last-stop resort for farm 

creatures that have lived out their work-
ing lives, that are no longer wanted, or 
that have endured cruelty or neglect. 
The peahen and the ducks, for instance, 
are part of a recent batch that arrived 
last summer from the Detroit Humane 
Society.

Sheridan accepts animals from near 
and far into her care-for-life sanctuary, 
from places such as animal control, and 
including “owner surrenders” and a few 
dramatic rescues from the Shipshewana 
slaughterhouse — as in the case of 
Winona, a sick and injured young horse 
that was rehabilitated and then happily 
adopted out (see sidebar). 

The Petting Farm is not your typical 
“roadside zoo,” says Sheridan, an animal 
rights’ advocate who opened Grateful 

Acres in 1993. All of the animals that 
come to her have a story, and many have 
disabilities, like Buttercup, a blind pony, 
and Carmen, a three-legged dog. Others, 
like the 40 rabbits who were flown to 
Grateful Acres by a Utah-based rescue 
last month, are simply not suitable as 
pets because of social maladjustment or 
temperament issues. 

“Grateful Acres is a safe place even 
for anti-social or cranky animals,” she 
says. 

“I don’t breed these animals so they 
can have babies. Our focus here is on 
animals that have special needs,” she 
explains. 

“Sometimes the ugly animals are the 
most friendly,” she adds. “An animal who 
is blind can have a happy life. You don’t 

For the Love
of Animals

I

A 13-acre farm, 
nestled within 
the Otsego
countryside, is
the realization of
a life-long dream 
for Shannon
Sheridan,
who discovered 
her passion
for animals
when she was
5 years old.

Story and Photos by Theresa Coty O’Neil

Shannon Sheridan feeds grain 
to a petting-farm pony as one 
of her many daily farm chores. 
Many of her visitors are sum-
mer vacationers heading to 
their lake destinations.
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come here to see show horses. You come 
to see special horses.” 

The 13-acre farm, nestled within the 
Otsego countryside, is the realization of 
a life-long dream. It is also part of a natu-
ral progression in her life from animal 
lover to animal activist to animal care-
taker. That journey has included many 
pivotal moments, including being among 
those who started both the kalamazoo 
Animal Liberation League, an animal 
rights group that protested local misuse 
of animals, and the kalamazoo Animal 
Rescue, which continues to have a great 
impact on the area in finding homes for 
abandoned pets.

Sheridan, who as a child shared 
an apartment in the Detroit suburb of 
Troy with her mother, Martha Lentz, 

Shannon feeds milk to a veal calf that she 
bought from a farm in an attempted rescue. 
The calf pictured didn’t survive, but others 
she has rescued have returned to health. Veal 
calves often have health issues due to early 
weaning and separation from their mothers.

Three-year-old Lexie Danzig, a farm visitor, takes a look at an egg Shannon Sheridan has just discov-
ered. Shannon encourages visitors to participate in animal care by performing such tasks as brushing 
the pony. As a 501(c)(3) nonprofit corporation, Shannon is able to encourage tax deductible donations 
for the animals’ care.

Buttercup, a blind Apaloosa and former show horse, pals with Gordon, a potbellied pig named after 
Otsego Police Chief Gordon Konkle. He caught the pig when it was running loose in the city and took it 
to Grateful Acres.
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Grateful Acres

and younger sister, Heidi, always loved 
animals, but she had little opportunity to 
spend time with them.

“My mother was allergic to all types 
of animals, so all I got were the little bits 
of wildlife you can find in an apartment 
complex. Toads were always exciting,” 
she explains. ”I felt very deprived. I 
craved animal interaction and continu-
ally brought home stray cats — and baby 
snakes and crayfish from a nearby creek. 
Finding a nest of pink baby mice was one 
of my happiest childhood memories.”

One weekend when Sheridan was �, 
perhaps buoyed by her passion for ani-
mals, her mother packed her and sister 
Heidi into their baby-blue Ford Pinto 
and headed to a Northern Michigan farm 
owned by a friend, Carol O’Connor.

Immediately Sheridan was trans-
ported into animal heaven. “There wasn’t 
just one kitten; there was a whole barn 
full,” she said. “Chickens! Ponies! Frogs 
in the ditch! All the things you find in 

the country. I was absolutely enchanted.
“I never felt as at home or more 

connected than I did that weekend,” she 
recalled. “And I knew when I grew up I 
wanted a farm.”

Move forward 14 years. Sheri-
dan’s mother was now living 
in kalamazoo, and Sheridan 

had followed her. While in a doctor’s 
waiting room, her mother came across 
an animal advocacy magazine called 
“Animal’s Voice,” which she passed on to 
Sheridan. “Once again I had that feeling 
that these are my people,” she says, “and 
it put me on my next path.” 

Gathering in 1988, Sheridan, along 
with animal rights activist Gary Vella, 
decided to start the kalamazoo Animal 
Liberation League. For many years the 
group actively protested The Upjohn 
Company’s animal testing lab, Inter-
national Research and Development 
Corporation in Mattawan, a deer-cull-

A fundraising campaign to 
build a desperately needed 
new barn at Grateful Acres 

began in 2000, but achieving the goal 
took a decidedly remarkable turn just 
when the effort seemed futile.

The design that would meet the 
farm’s needs came with a price tag of 
$�0,000, not including the labor or 
foundation. “I met several times with 
a draftsman, and we designed a gam-
ble-roofed, two-story, 60-by-38-foot 
barn,” writes Shannon Sheridan on 
her Web site, www.gratefulacres.org. 
“We begged for donations. We ap-
plied for grants. We sought contrac-
tors who might contribute materials 
and labor. We sold memorial bricks. 
We begged some more. But despite 
the generosity of sanctuary support-
ers, we were never able to get much 
past the $20,000 mark.”

Neighbor John Shelton was, 
about this same time, building 
exactly the same structure to use 
as a hobby shop for his vintage car 
restoration work. John’s barn was 
actually structurally superior to the 
one scheduled for Grateful Acres 
because, according to Shannon, John 
came from Louisiana and didn’t quite 
believe that hurricanes don’t strike 

A Roof for
the Animals
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Michigan. “He built his barn to 
withstand just about anything nature 
could dish out.”

By the early winter of 2000-
2001, despite great efforts, Shannon 
went back to the architect to report 
that they would have to make do 
with a $1�,000, scaled-down version 
of their dream barn, a small, one-
story pole barn.

Then in January of 2001, John 
Shelton died suddenly, an unex-
pected blow for his wife, Glenda, and 
a sad occurrence for the Sheridans, 
who had become good friends to the 
Sheltons. “We visited and helped 
Glenda as much as we could over the 
rest of that long winter,” remembers 
Shannon.

The miracle for Grateful Acres 
occurred in early spring when 
Glenda informed the Sheridans that 
they could have the barn, which she 
had no need for with John gone. By 
the first week of June, that dream 
barn was providing shelter to the 
many rescued animals that live on 
the Sheridan farm.

“Life is good for the people and 
animals at Grateful Acres, Shannon 
says, “and we are reminded of that 
fact every time we step outside.”
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Grateful Acres

Saving Winona: One Horse’s Story

ing program at the kalamazoo Nature 
Center, and any rodeo or circus — “all 
the bad guys” that came to town.

“It was a serious group,” said 
Sheridan of the League that no longer 
exists. While she was picketing, writing 
prolific letters to the kalamazoo Gazette, 
and campaigning, she began receiving 
more and more calls from people who 
didn’t know what to do with abandoned 
or homeless animals, other than to take 

them to the local animal control facility. 
“So the need for adoption and rescue ser-
vices became apparent,” said Sheridan.

In 1991 she decided, with friend 
Jeanne Bolhuis, to branch off and form 
the kalamazoo Animal Rescue Group. 
Then, in the process of working with 
that group, Sheridan learned there were 
a lot of animals out there that were “fall-
ing through the cracks,” pot-bellied pigs, 
for instance, a popular pet in the ’80s, or 

ducks and rabbits purchased as easter 
pets that were no longer wanted. 

“I always felt like I had a clear indi-
cation of what I was going to do next,” 
she says. 

So Sheridan, her then-husband Jon 
Steinhauser, and her two sons, Theron 
and Marlin, began looking for a rural 
place to live with the plan of providing 
homes for needy farm animals. “At one 
point in kalamazoo, I had a peacock in 

On Good Friday, 2002, Shannon 
Sheridan made her second-ever 
trip to Shipshewana’s livestock 

auction with a friend, Sue Hill, who was 
looking for a good companion for her 
horse, Captain.

On her first trip to “Shipsy” two 
years earlier, Sheridan had rescued Lio, 
a young Belgian, who was now a “gor-
geous, thriving animal.” 

Shipshewana’s livestock auctions 
are not popular in animal rights circles. 
The horses are sold for meat used for pet 
food— or sold overseas as a delicacy for 
people, according to Sheridan. And this 
was a Good Friday auction, normally the 
biggest of the year.

The two women spied a pretty, bay 
pony that looked “reasonably healthy 
and sane,” and they won her when 
the bidding stopped at $120. Satisfied 
with their purchase, Sheridan and Hill 
roamed the auction grounds, taking in 
the pitiful plight of many horses bound 
for the slaughterhouse.

As the two women were talking, 
a man with a toddler perched on his 
shoulders interrupted them to say there 
was a horse they should see. He led the 
way to the center aisle of the auction 
barn where a crowd gathered around a 
small, sickly horse. “There were looks of 
disgust on their faces,” Sheridan wrote in 
an account on her Web site. “I began to 
feel apprehensive.”

Inching closer, Sheridan saw a “frail, 

black, wisp of a horse.” “She was absolute-
ly filthy dirty, with giant clumps of cow 
manure hanging from her patchy, shaggy, 
winter coat,” Sheridan wrote. “When I 
touched her back, every bump on her 
spine, every rib protruded ... then we saw 
her leg, and gasped. The lower (back) 
left leg was a hugely swollen, blackened, 
stinking, festering cesspool of a wound.”

The cut, probably from barbed 
wire, was so deep it showed bone. The 
horse, whose eyes were half open, 

looked completely resigned to her fate. 
Sheridan learned from the man who 
summoned her that the horse had been 
bought for $20 and was headed for the 
slaughterhouse.

With some previous experience 
healing a horse’s wounds with dress-
ings of honey, Sheridan, moved by the 
scene and instantly determined, decided 
to take a chance. She hunted down the 
horse’s purchaser and offered him $40. 
He refused to take less than $��, so the 

While Winona was adopted and now has a home of her own, Grateful Acres still has 14 horses that 
enjoy a good life on the farm that includes 100 animals.
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We’ll make your home
uniquely your own…

my basement; I had an owl on my back 
porch,” says Sheridan, who also had an 
ever-growing family of homeless dogs 
and cats.

When they saw the farm on 102nd 
Avenue, the family knew this was the 
place to begin a sanctuary. “The first 
thing I saw when we were shown the 
house was a tropical fish tank that had 
been left behind by the previous family,” 
she said. “The fish had been left without 

deal for that amount was sealed.
Winona, the pitiful, little black 

horse, returned with Sheridan to 
Grateful Acres and “began her long 
recovery.” She was given a clean, 
private stall with plenty of hay and 
fresh water, as well as antibiotics. Her 
wound was cleaned, dressed with 
honey, and wrapped.

“It was several days before we 
felt she had all four feet on this side 
of death’s door,” Sheridan wrote. But 
within a week, Winona began to 
rebound. Her mangy fur was shed and 
replaced with a “sleek, shiny black 
coat.” She began filling out and show-
ing a “spunky sweetness” as she played 
with the other horses in the pasture.

Her journey to recovery was no-
ticed by a young man who frequently 
drove by the sanctuary. He expressed 
interest in her to Sheridan, and an 
adoption was arranged. Now Winona, 
once at death’s door, is a happy, well-
loved horse and companion to an-
other young pony on an 80-acre farm. 
There she is free to roam and play.

“You always feel great about your 
successes, but you’re always thinking 
about the millions who won’t ever get 
saved,” said Sheridan. “But it’s addic-
tive; yet, once you’re full — or broke 
— you can’t keep bringing home new 
animals. I guess I try to live by the 
starfish philosophy, you know. ‘It 
makes a difference to this one.’” 
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Authorized Dealer

Our People and Service Make the Difference.

7170 Beatrice Drive
Kalamazoo MI 49009
www.cornerstoneos.com

Kalamazoo: (269) 321-9442
Battle Creek: (269) 441-9442
Toll Free: (877) 321-9442

COPY• PRINT
SCAN• FAX
COLOR
ARCHIVE

Smart Multifunction Systems that. . .

Locally Owned, Operated
& Committed!

Call

323-9333
& ask how.

Visit
PortagePrinting.com

to SEE HOW.

Your stickers should

LOOK BETTER
than theirs.

1116 West Centre Avenue • Portage, MI 49024

Grateful Acres

food or heat. So, in a way, our first 
sanctuary residents were here before 
we were.”

That was 1993, and immediate-
ly after moving in, Sheridan 
accepted a pot-bellied pig 

named Lil’ Pig, followed by a second 
Vietnamese pot-bellied pig soon after, 
and then a “regular pink pig” from an 
out-of-state rescue group. That pig, 
which was named Rosa, spent nine 
years at Grateful Acres and grew to 
over �00 pounds. “She was a mascot, 
of sorts,” Sheridan remembers.

From the beginning, Sheridan, 
while always wanting to live on a 
farm, knew next to nothing about 
what it required. “I was winging it 
and learning from my neighbors,” she 
says. “I had a lot more enthusiasm 
than I had experience.”

When they first acquired Rosa, 
they pastured her outside in the yard. 
“She went zooming down the road,” 

Petting farm visitor Katie Cushman and her 
6-year-old daughter, Jenna, hold a tortoise, one 
of the farm’s few exotics, on an early fall trip 
to Grateful Acres. Destinie Shingledecker, 11, 
another visitor, was accompanying them.
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Great Lakes Vein Center
Great Lakes Cardiovascular Thoracic Surgery

George J. Mack DO, FACOS
7901 Twelfth St., Suite 201

Portage, MI 49024

Call Now For FREE Initial Vein Consultation.

(269)372-8687
www.greatlakesveincenter.com

NUTS & CONFECTIONS

S. Westnedge at Howard • 383-1188

ORDER NOW FOR THE HOLIDAYS

ENHANCING
YOUR
CORPORATE
IMAGE

349-6805
CLIENT: Western Michigan University

USE: Publications & Web

Sheridan recalls. When a helpful neighbor 
was told the pig was a pet, he responded 
with disbelief — and then laughter. “You 
can’t have a pet pig!” he tried to explain.

“We had to earn our credibility 
in the community,” Sheridan recalls, 
explaining that they often kept different 
animals — pigs, sheep and cows — in 
the same pasture. “We didn’t ruffle feath-
ers, but we raised eyebrows.”

After the pig situation, she says of 
their farm life: “It just really took off.

“We were always busy, always full. 
And as the years passed, neighbors 
stopped by and asked questions — and 
even brought animals to us. So I feel 
we’re respected, we’re part of the com-
munity. even though we’re different and 
not your typical farm.”

Sheridan, who buys and sells an-
tiques and works as a crossing guard at 
Dix Street elementary School in Otsego, 
depends primarily on donor support to 
feed and house the animals. 

“We’re always scraping pennies, 
the house payment is late, we’re buying 
the grain one bag at a time.” But even 

Sitting at the back of the farm’s antique caboose 
during petting farm hours, Shannon takes a quick 
break with Val Dietrichs, who helps out at Grate-
ful Acres on the weekends.
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Ice
that will melt 
her heart …

Natural fancy colored
diamonds, the rarest of all.
Exclusively at Morrison Jewelers.

Holiday Hours:
• Tuesday – saturday: 10 am to 6 pm 

• Wednesdays until 8 pm
• Monday, dec. 18 – Friday, dec. 22:

10 am to 8  pm
• saturday, dec. 23 from 10 am to 6 pm

Downtown Kalamazoo

Grateful Acres

so, Sheridan cannot be dissuaded from 
doing what she loves. She calls the place 
Grateful Acres because she doesn’t want 
to forget her gratitude for realizing a 
dream.

“This was what I wanted since my 
first (farm) visit as a �-year-old. I had my 
farm. I got to raise my kids on a farm.

“I never expected to get it. I never 
wanted to lose sight of the fact that I 
ended up in this wonderful place. I was 
grateful to be here, and I know I’m only 
here because this is where God put me.”

As far as credibility with the neigh-
bors goes, just this past summer Sheri-
dan, who was divorced in 2002, married 
Curt Sheridan, a life-long horseman and 
farmer from just down the road. 

A tiny fleck of gold in Sheridan’s left 
eye is visible to keen observers if they 
look closely — it’s not a trick of the light. 
When Sheridan was a child, a friend 
of her mother’s noticed the diamond-
shaped speck and told Sheridan that “it 
made her special,” and that she would 
“do important work.” That friend was the 
same woman who owned the first farm 
Sheridan visited when she first envi-
sioned her life’s work.

Sheridan now sees sharing her farm 
with the public through the petting zoo 
as an extension of that early dream. She 
shows her visitors as much as she can, 
and attends to their questions. “I really 
think it’s about planting seeds,” she says. 
“The littlest thing that could be so incon-
sequential can grow to be monumental 
to someone else.”

A tom turkey, permanently a-plume, rustles 
harmlessly around the petting pasture. The 
petting farm’s two turkeys came from someone 
who knocked on Shannon’s door and asked if 
the farm had room for them.
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I can never find the remotes, the cell phone or 
my glasses in the morning.

©
 2

00
6

The sassafras tree has two- or three-lobed (mitten-like) 
bright-green leaves that turn yellow to pink to red in the fall. 
Traditionally used to make a fragrant, invigorating tea and to 
flavor root beer, the bark of this tree also produces an orange 
dye. The roots yield an aromatic oil and were once used in 
patent medicines due to the belief, now proven false, that they 
had great healing powers. This small 
tree can flower after only 10 years 
and in May produces tiny, 
inconspicuous, greenish-yellow 
flowers. In September and 
October, the berry-like fruit is 
enjoyed by wild turkeys, squirrels, 
foxes and bobwhites. Although the 
bark of this tree is sometimes available 
in health food and gourmet stores, exercise 
extreme caution because it contains safrole, a 
carcinogenic compound banned in both the 
United States and Canada.

Answer!

Out on a Limb

(question on p. 10)

 INDeX TO ADVeRTISeRS
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Guess
WHO

Bob ezelle has helped shape a lot of young 

people’s lives since becoming affiliated with the Boys & Girls 

Club of Greater kalamazoo in 19�4, two years after graduating 

from Western Michigan University where he was a Bronco run-

ning back.

As executive director for nearly 20 years, ezelle knows what 

some youngsters who come to the club are experiencing because 

he’s “been there and done that” through his own disadvantaged 

background and upbringing. He had only a series of foster homes 

and a Grand Rapids-area orphanage with a hands-on policy when 

it came to discipline. Just before the arrival of his teen years and 

on a career path that seemed to have him ticketed for a lifetime of 

incarceration, ezelle found himself at the former Lakeside Home 

for Boys and Girls where he was labeled as tough and incorrigible. 

That’s where compassion and mentoring began his metamorpho-

sis into an elegant, gentle, athletic and art-loving butterfly.

That’s the message and the methods he has been employing 

at the Boys & Girls Club for more than 30 years, a practicum that 

merited use in a national campaign for the national United Way.

When he’s not lifting weights, an interest he acquired as a 

wrestler at Loy Norrix High School, he hones his golf game. But 

neither gets in the way of family activities with Cynthia, his wife 

of 30 years, children Heather and David, and two grandchildren.

Selected as the Boys and Girls Club of America executive of 

the Year and his alma mater’s “Man of the Year,” ezelle has also 

served on the governing board of the agency that gave his life 

guidance and meaning, Lakeside Home for Boys and Girls, and of 

the Greater kalamazoo United Way. He’s also served on a variety 

of committees and advisory groups at Western.

Answer To

Bob Ezelle

Costume and makeup by Tony Gerard of Timid Rabbit Costume Shop.
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The Kalamazoo Community Foundation’s 2006 Guide to Giving can
help make your charitable dreams for our community come true.
Learn how you can make a difference and benefit from the Michigan
Community Foundation Tax Credit. Here are three simple ideas:

� Give to a Spirit of Community Fund if you are interested in helping 
the Community Foundation address it’s community priorities.

� Provide lasting support for your favorite nonprofit agencies
by giving to one or more of the many charitable endowed funds these 
organizations have established at the Community Foundation.

� Establish a named charitable fund at the Community 
Foundation during your lifetime so you and your family may 
participate in giving and see the benefits to the community.

For more information or to receive your copy of the 2006 Guide to Giving,
call (269) 381-4416 or visit our Web site at www.kalfound.org.

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 want to make a difference.”

Give to the Community Foundation’s
Spirit of Community Funds 

� Community Engagement 
and Youth Development Fund

� Economic and Community 
Development Fund

� Education and Learning Fund

� Environment Fund

� Health Fund

� Housing Fund

� Individuals and Families Fund

� Spirit of Community Fund



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


