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MEMORIAL DAY is another one of those wonderful Monday holidays 

that gives many of us a three-day weekend in which to relax. 

Hopefully, we will also take some time to reflect on the hardship 

and sacrifices of those we honor on that day.

This most somber of holidays began in 

Waterloo, N.Y., on May 30, 1866, and was 

originally called Decoration Day as the custom 

was to decorate the tombs of fallen Union 

soldiers from the Civil War. Interestingly, the 

idea came from observing how the South took 

time to honor its war dead. This day has been 

observed in Waterloo every year since its origin 

and gradually spread throughout the nation. 

Later in the 19th century the term Memorial 

Day began to be used in some areas but wasn’t in common use until 

after World War II. Congress finally adopted May 30 as Memorial 

Day in 1967, for the first time making it a legal, national holiday, and 

the next year changed the observance to the last Monday in May to 

give federal employees the now-cherished, three-day weekend.

Unfortunately, it seems that many people have forgotten the 

true reason for this observance. Perhaps part of the reason is that 

war and its deadly consequences are something many of us don’t 

wish to think about. And maybe we just can’t relate because so few 

of us have ever been in a situation where our lives were truly on 

the line, fighting for the freedom of so many others.

The closest I can come as a non-combat veteran is to reflect on my 

experiences as a draftee and think back to those days during the Vietnam 

War when the threat was so real for so many of my generation. I think of 

myself as being blessed in that I never left the country during my service

in the armed forces. Yet, I experienced the anxiety of worrying — because 

the potential was there that I could have been sent to war at any time. I

had friends who served and friends who died, so this worry was very real.

I also spent many months communicating with my wife and 

year-old son via cassette tapes in a pre-Internet world when long 

distance telephone was outrageously expensive. We would record 

conversations to mail back and forth as often as we found the time 

and could afford. That was, after all, much warmer than reading and 

writing letters. I actually got to hear my son’s babbles and cries a 

couple of times a week. But it still hurt to know that when he went 

to bed at night, he kissed my picture and said good night to my 

image rather than having me there for him.

I was one of the lucky ones — I came home unharmed. In our 

history there have been many who have not been so fortunate. They 

have made the ultimate sacrifice for the rest of us; and there are many 

children who have grown up without a father, or a mother, as a result.

 So, this year, stop and think about what Memorial Day means, 

and then decide how you want to remember these fallen heroes. 
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S THE SUMMER gathers steam 
around here, there are nights 
beneath the trees where you greet 

old friends and meet new ones, share 
a picnic on a blanket, and turn an ear to 
the sound of violins and brass — while 
keeping an eye on any clouds threaten-
ing to obscure the setting sun.

In July of this season, the Kala-
mazoo Symphony Orchestra takes over 
the region’s open-air stages and band-
shells — on the islands of Plainwell, at 
the converging waters in Three Rivers, 
within an oasis of green in Portage, 
along the shores of Augusta’s Sherman 
Lake, within the rolling hills of Parch-
ment’s Kindleberger Park, and amidst the 
green patch accented by trees, fountains, 
church spires and imposing buildings of 
downtown Kalamazoo.

Jane Rooks Ross, KSO’s develop-
ment director, describes the atmosphere 

of the concerts in the park as not just 
that of a summer breeze, but of a gentle 
wind that blows across generations and 
social barriers for the audiences. 

“There are family, friends. You’ll see 
little kids who are dancing to the music, 
spinning in circles — and grandparents,” 
Jane said. “I love that aspect about it. 
You’ll see people of all ages. You also see 
all economic backgrounds. It’s very com-
munity oriented.”

And as the orchestra takes its per-
formances on the road to the six open-air 
sites, “It becomes a community-building 
event as well. So that diversity in the 
audience is really delightful to see, in the 
sense of creating community.”

Jane could not say how long the 
orchestra has performed in the parks 
during the summer, but she did read of 
one of the first park concerts being given 
in Three Rivers in the 1930s. “It’s some-

thing that’s been part of the symphony 
for a long, long time.”

Jane has been with the KSO admin-
istration since 1995. “What does that 
make it — 13 years? Wow, almost 13 
years.”

But her connection with the orches-
tras goes back farther. She is married 
to Barry Ross, former concertmaster 
and current assistant conductor of the 
symphony. 

“This is my 36th year in Kalama-
zoo,” Barry said in an interview at the 
Rosses’ home near Kalamazoo College, 
where he first took the positions of pro-
fessor of music and concertmaster at the 
Kalamazoo Symphony.

The concertmaster is the first chair 
in the violins. “I served as a conduit to 
the musicians, primarily the string play-
ers ... to help realize the musical goals” 
of the conductor. He has retired from 

Photo: Courtesy KSO

By Tom Chmielewski

Barry Ross and Jane Rooks-Ross shed 
some light on the summer concerts.
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that position but continues as assistant 
conductor.

Jane and Barry met in the late 1980s 
and married soon after.

“We’re coming up on our 20th anni-
versary,” Barry said. “On the night of the 
summer park concert” in Plainwell.

“See, it does all tie together,” Jane 
quickly added.

As for how the couple will celebrate, 
Barry began, “What we do actually ... ”

“Well, let’s not go into that,” Jane 
gently interrupted.

They would do that often as they 
sat on their couch during the interview, 
completing each other’s thoughts, adding 
dates and locations when the other for-
got, and seemingly enjoying the chance 
to perform together, albeit with words 
and not music. Together they shared 
their thoughts about the KSO summer 
concerts and what the performances 
mean to the host communities.

“These are free to anybody,” Jane 
said. “Some orchestras do a wonderful 
job of doing a ticketed summer series, 
but this is different. This is open to 
everyone in the community. You take 
Bronson Park, even. Everybody can roam 
in. It’s not in a venue where you have 
entrance and exit points that are gated in 
some fashion.”

And because anybody can roam in, 
the audience regularly includes members 
there by happenstance. Most people 
may be there very purposely, bringing 
their lawn chairs and blankets to hear 
an evening of music. “But then you’ll 
see someone ride by on a bicycle, turn 
around and come on back,” she said. 
“Then you know, there’s someone who 
just came upon it.”

And while the concerts attract 
people from all walks of life, those who 
walk in aren’t always people.

“Once we had an uninvited guest on 
stage,” Barry said. “It was a dog. It was 
in” — and he hesitates — “Plainwell?”

“Three Rivers,” Jane puts in, and 
Barry continues.

“He wandered up the steps,” con-
tinued Barry. “It was between numbers. 

He came right over to me, and I leaned 
down to sort of usher him off the stage, 
and just as he licked my nose, the pho-
tographer snapped the picture,” which 
appeared in the newspaper the next day.

These performances bring the 
symphony out of the rarefied atmosphere 
of the more formal concerts in Miller 
Auditorium, and down to a more human, 
neighborly level. “These concerts do a 
great deal of community expanding for 
us, community building in the broader 
sense.” Barry said. “I just got a phone call 
today from one of the people who helps 
to set up the concert at Sherman Lake (at 
the YMCA camp). He was thrilled that 
we were going to be returning to Sher-
man Lake this summer.”

The caller was particularly thrilled 
with the Symphony’s office support in 
helping the community find a way to 
fund the concert at the campsite.

“If you’re going to present a con-
cert without cost, and it’s a professional 
orchestra, with people who make their 
living by making music, then you have 
to find a way to make that possible,” Jane 
said. “That’s where the grant writing 
comes in, going to donors, going to busi-
nesses.”

The logistics of taking the orchestra 
on the road can be a monumental task. 
“It’s the full orchestra,” Barry said. “Be-
tween 60 and 65 musicians.”

“It’s a big effort, carting everything 
out there,” Jane said. “And every venue is 
different, so you can’t take a cookie cut-
ter approach.”

Yet, Jane said working with the com-
munities to pull off these concerts is a 
wonderful experience. “You’re working 
with community leaders, and bringing 
the resources of the community and the 

volunteers of the community together,” 
she said. “It’s a real team effort to make 
it occur.”

Performing outside, Barry admits, 
has it’s own set of challenges for 
the musicians.

“This orchestra is quite flexible, 
and we do quite a lot of adapting,” 
he said. “Some of our concerts are in 
Miller, some in Chenery, smaller ones 
in Dalton. In our tour concerts, we go to 
high school auditoriums. When it comes 
to playing outdoors, though, there are 
significant other problems, very often 
weather related.”

The weather may be fine for the 
audience, but the humidity affects the 
sounds of the instruments. The orchestra 
also has to adjust to the acoustics of the 
open-air stages, different at each venue.

“We’re playing through an electron-
ic sound system,” Barry said. “The sound 
is very, very different from what an en-
closed concert hall would sound like.”

Warm weather, humidity, the natu-
ral noises of the outdoors, or the sounds 
of nearby traffic all have an impact. “We 
have to react very quickly to the dif-
ferences. We still have to make perfect 
ensembles. We still have to play in tune, 
even though the sounds may come to 
us with a very different resonance and 
volume than in the rehearsal.”

As a result, the music the orches-
tra selects to play can be different from 
what’s offered in a concert hall.

“I think we’re very careful about 
programming,” Barry said. The orchestra 
avoids very delicate, small music with a 
lighter tone. “We don’t use a lot of music 
from the classic period because of its del-
icate nature. For those park concerts, we 
usually take a full brass section because 
we love to have that and the percussion 
available.”

The audience is also very different 
from who shows up at a concert hall, and 
the programming reflects that as well. 
Barry explained: “We usually pick music 
for the summer park that’s going to ap-
peal to a broad age grouping of children 

Even canines enjoy a summer concert in the park.
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Arts

up to grandparents. We know that we’re 
playing for an audience that perhaps 
doesn’t regularly attend our subscription 
concerts. And of course one of our goals 
is to encourage them to do so.”

The music may be familiar clas-

sics, and not exceptionally long. “Our 
audience can go home feeling they really 
heard a wonderful cross section of mu-
sic, some classical, some more popular, 
some more American sounding, perhaps 
with a vocalist or vocal group,” he said.

But none of that stops the perfor-
mances from being memorable, even for 
the performers.

“I would say that two stood out for 
me, both when I was conducting,” Barry 
said. “One was at the Gilmore Car Mu-

If you ask two of the key players of 
the Kalamazoo Institute of Arts June 
art fair what has most contributed to 

the long-time event’s success, they would 
tell you in unison: “Team work!” David 
Barron, assistant director of facilities, 
and Angelnette Thomas, development 
assistant, literally light up at the very 
mention of the event.

With a quickness to answer art-fair 
questions that reflects David’s enthusi-
astic approach to the many behind-the-
scenes tasks he orchestrates, he makes it 
obvious that art-fair day will again be a 
success. He praises Angelnette’s contri-
butions as she praises his and that of his 
staff. In David’s words, “They all just sort 

of fit together like a puzzle.”
No doubt the thousands of people 

who attend the annual event don’t give 
much thought to what these dedicated 
employees and a myriad of others do.

But neither David nor Angelnette 
will take proper credit — and they are 
quick to admit that without the hun-
dreds of volunteers, the fair could never 
happen. David quickly rattles off the 
committees that require chairpersons 
— volunteers who meet several months 
in advance to ensure a smooth opera-
tion: popcorn chairs, balloon chairs, 
button-making chairs, parking chairs, 
face-painting chairs, children’s art-yard 
chairs, artist snack-booth chairs, T-shirt 
chairs, and the list goes on.

He laughs at the thought of a trash 
pick-up chair. But, no, that is done by 
him and his staff. Reflecting on one of 
the last jobs of the day, he says: “We go 
through the park like we are looking 
for evidence. We form a human line to 
police the grounds at the end.”

Both David and Angelnette agree 
that attendees “are pretty tidy” and keep 
the grounds clean, with official help 
from David’s crew throughout the day. 
And while at least one lost child a year 
needs to be attended to, or a lost wallet 
or cell phone must be “picked up” for 
return to its rightful owner, there is little 
to do with regard to careless refuse.

Angelnette, who wears many hats 
at the KIA, one of which is concession 
coordinator for the art fair, ensures 
that fair day will go well because she 
prepares months in advance, start-
ing with visiting churches and other 
establishments that rim the fair loca-

tion, Bronson Park, to gain the required 
consent for the KIA to sell refresh-
ments. Then she sets about arranging 
for the specific vendors, who, this year, 
represent healthier fare as a result of re-
quests from attendees. She and the rest 
of the art-fair committee have settled on 
some changes — such options as Panera 
Bread, Starbuck’s, Coldstone Creamery, 
Papa’s Sausage, and Ample Pantry. An-
gelnette believes they will be good for 
the public and good for the KIA, which 
gets a percentage of everything sold, to 
be put back into KIA programs.

Angelnette’s prep work before 
art-fair day leads to arrival at 6:30 a.m. 
on the Saturday, this year June 7. She 
spends her day regularly visiting the 
concessions to be sure their needs and 
those of the customers are being met. 
She’ll admit her day is less chaotic and 
shorter than David’s, who seems to 
thrive on the adrenaline rush of rising 
before 5 a.m., arriving at the park before 
6, and not leaving until about 8:30 p.m. 
Sure he’s done lots of organizing and 
communicating with others beforehand, 
but now “it’s about putting out fires be-
fore they actually happen,” he says.

First there is the coffee pot, which 
he plugs in to provide the promised hot 
refreshment and free donut to the artists 
as they arrive. After that his day is deal-
ing with the logistics of tables, chairs, 
easels, and trash receptacles, runs for 
change, pleas from his walkie-talkie, 
fencing to be placed and eventually “un-
placed” around the children’s art yard. 
There are power cords and tablecloths 
and helium tanks and signage and park-
ing barricades — and management of the 

KIA Spells TEAMWORK By Penny Briscoe

Angelnette Thomas and David Barron of the KIA. 
This year the art fair fun begins the evening 
before. Artists will be in the park during the Art 
Hop and the KIA will be open as an Art Hop stop.
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We Built That.
Kalamazoo Transportation Center
Kalamazoo, Michigan

Bad things can happen to good people.
We’re here when you need us.

seum. It was a Fourth of July concert. We 
had a chorus. Fireworks were going off 
during the 1812 overture — a beautiful 
night.”

The other standout performance 
for Barry was “just a few years ago when 

Kalamazoo Probation Enhancement 
Program volunteers. Look quickly! 
You might get a glimpse of him whiz-
zing around in a golf cart or maneu-
vering in the driver’s seat of the rented 
Ryder truck. Is it any wonder that his 
early-morning run to Meijer for 20 
bags of ice might provide him with a 
little relief from it all?

But he loves it and says so, and so 
does Angelnette. “The sun takes it out 
of you if it’s a warm day,” David says. 
“We always look at it as boot camp.” 
Then, he laughs.

“Rain or shine, the fair goes on,” 
says Angelnette. She chuckles softly 
at a child who was misplaced one 
year, and who responded to the “Are 
you lost?” question with: “I’m not 
lost. My mommy is lost.” And thanks 
to folks like David and Angelnette, 
mommies (and daddies) can get lost 
— in the downtown treasures at the 
KIA Art Fair.

Face painting is popular at the KIA Art Fair.
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Arts

Raymond (KSO’s Maestro Harvey) asked 
me to conduct because he was teaching 
at the opera program at Indiana Univer-
sity, and I got to work with a wonderful 
blues and gospel violinist by the name of 
Roland Sunkins.”

Barry called the musical arrange-
ment for that night wonderful and cli-
maxing when “Roland and I did dueling 
fiddles. We were both electrified. It was 
an electrifying performance.”

Jane said the performance that 
stands out in her mind was one where 
Harvey had put together a program about 
the weather. “We had a wonderful singer, 
Kathy Wagner; she was just terrific. Ev-
ery concert was a lovely night, and went 
well, except for one, where she got to the 
song — “Don’t Rain on My Parade?”

“‘Stormy Weather,’” Barry said to 
help Jane’s memory.

“‘Stormy Weather.’ And all of a sud-
den it starts raining,” she finished.

But getting caught in a downpour 
doesn’t happen as often these days. 
“We’re lucky now,” Jane said. “There’s so 
much technology for tracking the weath-
er. You’re watching the weather map, and 

12



Bringing someone into your home to care for a loved 
one is a major decision. But we can make it easy. 
Our Home Care Specialists must undergo criminal 
background checks and drug screening, plus meet our 
competency requirements. And, we are accredited by 
the Community Health Accreditation Program, so you 
know you can trust and rely on the person taking care 
of you or your loved one. We offer 24-hour availability 
to help with transportation, meal preparation, bathing, 
dressing, housekeeping ... all aspects of compassionate 
care from Kalamazoo’s oldest and most experienced 
home health provider.

For more information call    
 1-800-772-3344 or visit us at
www.homecare.borgess.com

We offer Lifeline® Emergency Response System – trusted by more doctors, hospitals 
and professional caregivers to help provide protection and peace of mind.

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

Downtown Holland · 212 S. River Ave., Holland · (616) 395-5554
Open Mon.–Sat. 10:00–5:30    www.harbourbayfurniture.com

Wine Chest

there are storms going right around you. 
In any other time, you would have had to 
call off the concert. You would be afraid 
of the safety for both the orchestra and 
the audience.” 

But now with a laptop computer and 
an Internet connection, they know why 
“there’re no stars up in the sky.” KSO 
staff check the radar and can be confi-
dent that a storm will pass them by.

If it isn’t going to pass by, there are 
rain sites or rain dates for the venues. 
And in case a rainstorm does catch them 
by surprise, the musicians have plastic 
bags under their music stands to protect 
their instruments.

“Often, I’ll take my second best 
violin,” Barry admitted.

But the impact of the summer con-
certs lasts well beyond the season 
as the KSO develops relationships 

with these communities. The symphony 
has established a rural community 
partnership with nine communities in 
eight counties throughout the year. The 
partnerships include a KSO community 
concert that involves the local high 
school band and choir performing with 
the KSO, and workshops that Barry gives 
for the students.

“We have developed activities that 
are happening year-long in the schools,” 
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Bob Taylor, KSO Music Librarian, enjoys a moment 
in the park with some special youngsters.
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GRILLED PRIME SIRLOIN.

FILET MIGNON.

PRIME NEW YORK STRIP.

GRILLED BONE-IN PRIME RIBEYE.

GRILLED PRIME PORTERHOUSE.

GRILLED PRIME VEAL CHOP.

GRILLED PRIME LAMB PORTERHOUSE CHOPS.

100 West Michigan Avenue 
269/ 343 4444 

webstersrestaurant.com
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1050 E. Michigan Ave. • Kalamazoo, MI 49048 
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E-mail: mccloskeym@msn.com

McCloskey & Company
CUSTOM BUILDERS, L.L.C.

BEFORE

Extraordinary …

Transformations.
AFTER

Jane said. “Everything from going out 
with an instrument petting zoo to these 
communities, and young kids getting to 
try these instruments. We also invite el-
ementary students to come to our youth 
concerts, and invite them to learn about 
the music ahead of time. Then they come 
to hear the Kalamazoo Symphony play 
the music in an auditorium, the music 
they’ve studied and come to know.”

The partnership program earned 
national recognition for the KSO early 
this year when it received the Arts Pre-
senters/MetLife Award for Arts Access in 
Underserved Communities. KSO Execu-
tive Director Stacy Ridenour accepted 
the award at New York’s Lincoln Center 
as part of the Association for Perform-
ing Arts Presenters Conference. Award 
presenters cited KSO’s “innovative ap-
proach and strong community partner-
ships evidenced in the rural community 
partnerships program.”

And the approach by the KSO does 
have an impact, Jane said. She cited an 
instance of a young man who attended 
one of the concerts in a high school 
auditorium. “The feature artist was 
Rich Ridenour, and he played a piece by    
Gershwin.” The student later admitted he 
was lagging in his enthusiasm for piano 
until he heard that concert. But after 
the concert, he talked to his mother and 
told her, “I’m going to play that piece, 
and I’m going to play with an orchestra,” 
according to Jane. “She actually had him 
take lessons with Rich Ridenouer, and he 
made really good progress.”

In January he auditioned to be one 
of the youth soloists with the KSO, and 
in March she said he played Gershwin 
with the Kalamazoo Symphony, four 
years after hearing that concert in a high 
school auditorium. “So yes, I did see an 
impact,” she said.

Barry said the partnership program, 
the tours, the summer concerts, all of it 
can be an exhilarating experience for the 
musicians as well.

“It’s a wonderful thing,” he said. “In 
the course of a year, the string quartet 
might go to Three Rivers High School. 

Arts
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The petting zoo may go in; there would 
be a summer concert in Three Rivers. In 
the fall the symphony would go on tour, 
and go to Three Rivers, joining with the 
high school band and choir ... We have a 
presence that goes beyond the summer 
concert, but the germ, the origination of 
it, happens because of our identity with 
the community summer concerts.”

“I think that the impact of all those 
different things together builds a really 
deep relationship,” Jane added, “and have 
a significant impact on the individual 
community.”

Whatever deeper impact the KSO 
and its programs may have with com-
munities, the summer concerts are still, 
at their core, an informal gathering of 
friends to hear music on a balmy evening.

“I often notice the musicians 
have friends in the crowd,” Barry said. 
“They’re greeting people, there’s a lot of 
socializing going on that can’t really hap-
pen in Miller Auditorium. Musicians will 
often bring their families to these events. 
There’s an atmosphere of friendliness 
and sharing that goes on.”

Jane agreed. “When you have a 
night where, you know, it’s a lovely gath-
ering, and the temperature’s nice and the 
sun’s going down, and the orchestra’s 
playing, and there are people around, 
families on blankets, other people are 
just sitting on the grass or bring their 
chairs and their beverages, it’s a wonder-
ful feeling. It’s outdoors. It’s summer. It’s 
Michigan at its best.” 

The KSO Chase Summer Park Concert 
series schedule is as follows:

YMCA, Augusta (rain date: July 10)

Kalamazoo

Park, Parchment

Plainwell

Three Rivers

Bandshell, Portage

Celebrate a World-wide Tradition
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In its second year locally, Fête 
de la Musique has been a world-
wide celebration of music on 
June 21, the summer solstice, 
since it began in France in 
the 1980s. According to Kara 
Wittenberg, communications 
director for the Arts Council of 
Greater Kalamazoo, the spirit 
of the event is the celebration 
of the first day of summer. 
This free event provides an 
opportunity for any musician, 
amateur or professional, to 
perform with no judgment or 
critique. Initiated in Kalamazoo 
by Fontana Chamber Arts in 
2007 as one of only five U.S. 
cities to participate, including 
San Francisco and New York 
City, it is jointly sponsored this 
year by Fontana and the Arts 
Council. Musicians and listeners 
for miles around will, like last 
year, converge on Kalamazoo for 
the pure pleasure of enjoying 
music in both outside and inside 
venues. Over 340 cities in 110 
countries participated last year. 
Groups involved in Kalamazoo 
last year included Dunuya Drum 
Circle, shown at left in front 
of Burnham and Flower on the 
Kalamazoo Mall.
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T ALL BEGAN with a pileated wood-
pecker, the first bird on what would 
become Richard Keith’s Life List.

At the time, over 30 years ago, Rich’s 
foremost thought was not on birds, but 
on healing the leg injuries he sustained 
in a motorcycle accident on S Avenue, 
the Vicksburg road he’s lived on all of his 
life and the border to over 80 acres that 
have been in his family for five genera-
tions. His doctor suggested walking to 

assist his recovery, and Rich figured if 
he was going to go walking, he might as 
well walk his family’s land.

Since the years during which his 
grandfather, Max Braden, grew corn and 
wheat, the land had slowly reverted back 
to its natural state, scrub brush, and then 
woodland, a condition that Rich didn’t 
realize at the time was auspicious for 
bird habitat. As Rich walked, he saw a 
large bird being chased by a crow. Want-

ing to find out what it was, he went to 
the library to identify it.

He discovered that it was the 
pileated woodpecker. It makes its nest in 
square tree cavities, and its pecking can 
be heard from a long distance. “I won-
dered what else was out there,” he said.

Pretty soon, Rich was armed with 
binoculars and “Peterson’s Guide to 
North American Birds.” And because 

After checking the 30 mist nets on their 
property known as the Pittsfield Banding 
Station, Richard and Brenda Keith arrive at 
the banding shack with bagged birds.

In November 2007, Brenda Keith took a turn at holding the first pileated woodpecker caught on their property 
for banding. Thirty years earlier, the sighting of a pileated on his property inspired Rich to embark on his 
banding journey. 

(Continued on page 18)
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ARLY ON AN October morning, 
Rich and Brenda Keith begin 
the rounds of drawing down 

the 30 nets that span the trail on their 
43 acres in Vicksburg, one of only two 
bird banding sites in the Kalamazoo 
area. Brenda walks briskly, while Rich 
peddles in the opposite direction on his 
bike, which he prefers to ride due to a 
chronic back injury. 

The ground is dew-covered and the 
early sun hasn’t yet made a difference 
in the temperature as the two start the 
day. Volunteers will join them later, but 
for now they work alone, so accustomed 
to their tasks that they exchange few 
words.

Brenda and Rich unroll the mist nets, 
which are made of very fine nylon so thin 
that birds cannot see them. The nets will 
stay open for the next six hours, with 
continual banding during the period. Af-
ter they are set up, they are immediately 
checked. No birds in the first net. In the 
second, Brenda spots and quickly removes 
a gray catbird, which is the most common 
bird the Keiths band on their property. It 
squawks a little, but quiets as soon as she 
pockets it in her bag.

By the third net, volunteer Pam 
Woodruff has arrived. She immediately 
removes a magnolia warbler, a small, 
beautiful bird with yellow markings, and 
drops it in her bag.

Removing the birds from the nets 
takes practice and patience, Woodruff 
said. “Everyone is nervous at first.”

The challenges are “mosquitoes, 
bird bites and getting pooped on,” Brenda 
added. “It’s not all fun and games.”

The Keiths’ Vicksburg property is 

mostly woodland, which is good stopover 
habitat for migrating birds that often 
come from Canada on their way south. 
Last year the Keiths and their incredible 
staff of volunteers, many of whom par-
ticipate year after year, banded over 5,000 
birds on their property, and recaptured 
8,000 banded birds. 

 “Our volunteers are really special,” 
said Rich. “They’re like an extended 
family.” And new volunteers are always 

(Continued on page 20)

Brenda Keith, one of only 80 hummingbird 
banders nationwide, holds a ruby-throated 
hummingbird.

Ready to band, Richard Keith returns to base with bags of 
birds from some of the 30 nets on his property. Inset photo: 
Richard holds up a recently banded common yellowthroat, 
which is a species of warbler.

Photos: Theresa Coty O’Neil
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Rich doesn’t do anything halfway, that 
was just the beginning.

Meanwhile, and unbeknownst to 
him but less than 10 miles away, Rich’s 
true love was selling birdfeeders at 
Wedel’s Nursery where Rich often visited 
to drop off ground-mole traps for Nash 
Products, Inc., the business Rich bought 
from his great-uncle’s estate. 

As fate would have it, they eventu-
ally met and found they had a lot in 
common, most especially an affinity for 
nature.

“I always have liked critters,” 
Brenda said. “When I was a young girl, I 
loved playing with earthworms. And my 
parents always fed birds. I was always in-
terested in the feeder birds, but I thought 
that was all there was.”

Until she met Rich, that is.
“He showed me his bird book, and I 

thought, ‘Wow!’ The interest was there, 
and it didn’t take much to push me over 
the edge.”

While Rich was introducing Brenda 
to birding, she was sharing with him her 
fascination with plants and wildflowers 
from the knowledge she had gained dur-
ing her employment at Wedel’s.

“I was teaching her to look up, and 
she was teaching me to look down,” Rich 
said.

Twenty years later, the Keiths are 
some of the area’s most-involved and 
impressive bird banders, having made 
major data contributions to birding 
research, including the monitoring of 
avian influenza and the pathogen for 
Lyme disease. Brenda’s own personal 
calling has led her to become the area’s 
first hummingbird bander, a type of 
banding that requires the precision of a 
jeweler.

Local nature writer and former 
bander Emma Bickham Pitcher calls 
their work “fabulous.”

“We never know enough about 
birds’ habits — where they nest, their 
migration routes,” she said. “With the 
help of volunteers like the Keiths, we 

know more about both local and migra-
tory birds.”

By the time the Keiths met in 1983, 
Rich had already participated in bird 
counts through the Nature Center. 
The annual national counts take place 
around Christmas and during the spring 
migration in May to provide a census 
of birds in the Western Hemisphere. 
The purpose of the counts is to provide 
population data for use in science, espe-
cially conservation biology, though many 
volunteer birders participate for recre-
ation (nowadays referred to as “citizen 
science”). 

After they first married, the couple 
used their birding passion, and their 
informal “life lists” of sighted birds, as a 

Keith

(Continued from page 16)

The Kalamazoo Nature Center’s expert birding team prepares to head to the Berrien County Birdathon 
on May 17, 2007. Birdathon members include (back from left) John Brenneman, Brian Nelson and 
(front) Rich and Brenda Keith
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“good excuse for travel,” Rich said. The 
first few winters were spent in warmer 
climates, but in 1987 they sold Brenda’s 
car and cashed in Rich’s life insurance 
policy to take a three-month driving trip 
to Alaska. When they returned, a little 
poorer and more worldly, they began to 
take a closer look at their local environs 
to feed their bird habit. 

In the late 1980s, the Keiths began 
serving as volunteers in bird banding at 
the Kalamazoo Nature Center (KNC). 
This program was started in the mid-
1970s by Raymond J. Adams, Jr. Rich 
loved it from the beginning, but it took 
Brenda a little while to get the hang of 
getting birds out of nets. Once the pro-
cess was mastered, she, along with Rich, 
could not be stopped.

“One of us became obsessed,” 
Brenda said.

As their expertise grew, so did their 
interest. In 1989, the Keiths attended 
a Michigan Bird Banders Association 
conference in Lansing. A bird bander 
from Rogers City, Bill Grigg, was piloting 
a program called Monitoring Avian Pro-
ductivity and Survivorship (MAPS), the 
intention of which was to monitor the 
dynamics of over 120 species of North-
American landbirds in order to help 
conservation efforts. 

The Keiths asked Ray Adams, KNC 
Research Director, if they could par-
ticipate in MAPS and begin banding on 
their property as one of the 500 MAPS 
stations in North America, two-thirds of 
which are private and one-third of which 
are funded by the Institute for Bird Popu-
lation studies.

“Ray thought it was a good idea, but 
he didn’t think we’d catch enough birds 
to make it worth our while,” said Rich, 
adding with a gleeful laugh: “I’ve never 
let him live that down.”

In 1990, the Keiths began banding 
on their own property, and on November 
3, 2007, they caught a pileated wood-
pecker.

“It was kind of poignant being the 
first one we banded on the property,” 
Rich said.

The Keiths now band close to a 
1,000 birds during breeding season, 
which runs from May 31 to August 8. 
They also band in the fall, capturing 
3,000 to 5,000 birds during migration 
each year, many of which are recaptured 
because this area is a stop-over site on 
their migration route. Of the 75,000 
birds banded on the property, some 
have been quite noteworthy. Molting 
Tennessee warblers have been captured 
during each summer, even though the 

bird books say they are not here at that 
time. A yellow palm warbler captured in 
1991 was the first of this species docu-
mented in Michigan. A Virginia’s warbler 
captured in 2006 was only the second re-
corded in the state. While many warblers 
are captured (Rich’s favorite family of 
birds), the most commonly captured spe-
cies, summer and fall, is the gray catbird.

Brenda was hired in 1989 by the 
KNC as a research biologist, entering 
all the banding data there as well as 
continuing to band on KNC property. 
Rich was appointed as the bird banding 
coordinator, overseeing the operation 
at both KNC and Pitsfield. Eventually, 
Brenda switched all her banding time to 
her home base. Even in banding season, 
Brenda takes days off, but Rich likes to 
joke, he can’t take a day off because he’s 
a volunteer. Fortunately, his job as co-
owner of Nash Products gives him the 
opportunity to set his own schedule.

“For us, one of the most exciting 
aspects of banding is the birds,” Rich 
said. Brenda adds that she’s excited about 
being part of collecting research for such 
a large database, as well as being able 
to help out independent researchers be-
cause she already has “bird in hand” (for 
more on banding, see sidebar).

Entering the Keiths’ home is like 
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entering a bird sanctuary, even in mid-
winter. Through a large picture window, 
several wild turkeys can be seen gather-
ing like a board of discontented bird 
directors, while a few crows and a red-
tailed hawk take turns on a deer carcass 
Rich picked up on the road. “We try to 
feed as many birds as possible,” he said, 
with Brenda adding: “I don’t mind if it’s 
back here while things are cold.”)

A conglomeration of feeder birds, 
mostly northern cardinals, house 
finches, American tree sparrows, black-
capped chickadees, white-breasted 
nuthatches, and slate-colored juncos, 
are like a moving tapestry out of their 
dining room window. Their chitterings 
and chirpings are heard inside due  
to a sound system they have called 
Nature’s Window. In short, their home 
feels alive.

Birding keeps the Keiths busy year 
round, between the annual counts, the 
banding and all the paperwork that goes 
along with it.

On the horizon in May is the annual 
Bird-a-thon that they eagerly anticipate 
each year, as well as summer banding 
and the second annual Hummingbird 
Fest near Colon in August (see sidebar). 
There will probably be more opportuni-
ties for research, and Brenda would like 
to find more Hummer Hosts, people 
willing to let her come and band their 
hummingbirds. And they continue to 
learn their bird songs so that they can 
identify species more quickly.

“It was kind of exhilarating to me 
to have somebody interested in nature,” 
Brenda reflected on the origins of the 
couple’s journey together. “We learned a 
lot together those first few years.” 

Rich added, “I think we still are.” 

needed. “Almost any skill level could be 
of help,” he said.

Bird banding is a technique for 
studying the movement, survival and 
behavior of birds. The North Ameri-
can Bird Banding Program, which 
began in 1923, is jointly administered 
by the United States Department of 
the Interior and the Canadian Wildlife 
Service. In Kalamazoo County there 
are three trails, two at the Kalamazoo 
Nature Center and one at the Keiths’, 
which they refer to as Pitsfield (be-
cause the area once had a gravel pit 
and was also former fields). Banding 
takes place at Pitsfield during the 
summer breeding months for MAPS 
and then again during fall migration, 
which runs from late August through 
mid-November. The KNC trails are 
run during fall migration, starting in 
late July through mid-November.

Banding also aids medical and sci-
entific research. Because the banders 
have “bird in hand,” Brenda explained, 
they are in a unique position to help 
researchers with tick and blood 
samples that track diseases, such as 
equine encephalitis, West Nile virus 
and Lyme disease.

People often think the birds are un-
comfortable with the band, but Brenda 
compares it to wearing a watch. “They 
forget they have it on.” 

Brenda and Pam return to the 
banding shack with several bags of 
birds. Rich has already arrived and 
donned his special magnifying glasses, 
equipment that is called an Opti-visor. 
The three set up quickly, and prepare for 
the banding. 

Rich begins by attaching with 
special banding pliers to the leg of a bird 
a uniquely numbered aluminum band 
supplied by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service. He then measures the wing, 
ages and sexes the bird to the best of his 
ability. In the fall, the feathers on the top 
of the head are slightly moistened and 
parted to enable the bander to check the 
skull for age — a process referred to as 
“skulling.” Hatch-year birds, ones born 

Keith Bird Banding
(Continued from page 17)

Wild turkeys roam on the Keith property in  
late winter.
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that summer, have not formed all the 
bone that completely forms the skull so 
it can be seen through the skin. Next, 
Rich blows gently on the bird with a 
straw to check for fat deposits on the 
body (a sign of overall health and pre-
paredness for migration), and then he 
also checks the head and ears for ticks. 
The bird is then put in a small bag to be 
weighed.

All the while, Pam is recording the 
data that Rich is calling out. If the bird 
has previously been banded, this infor-
mation is recorded as well.

Brenda has set up her equipment, 
and if a bird has ticks, it is handed off 
to her where she will remove them 
and place them in vials of alcohol. 
She also takes fecal samples from as 
many birds as possible and collects 
two feather samples that match up 
with the swabs. The fecal and feather 
samples are sent to Purdue University 
for testing. The feathers are burned 
and tested for minerals. From this 
information the location the bird was 
hatched can be determined, and if 
the bird has been found to have avian 
influenza, for instance, the isotopes 
can isolate the origin. The ticks and 
any blood samples taken are sent to 

Brenda Keith removes two feather samples 
from this bird. The samples will be sent to 
a lab, burned and checked for isotopes that 
will determine where the bird was hatched.
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researchers at Michigan State Univer-
sity. “Brenda has the glamorous job,” 
Rich joked.

The bird is then quickly set free 
through the release port, with the whole 
process taking less than five minutes. 
“The birds’ safety is our number one 
priority,” says Brenda.

And banding has its exciting mo-
ments, when they net an unusual bird 
such as a Connecticut warbler or a large 
Cooper’s hawk. “Try getting a fecal 
sample from that,” Rich joked.

In 2005, to Brenda’s delight, she 
began training to band hummingbirds, a 
challenge that requires a jeweler’s preci-
sion. She makes the bands, which are 
about the size of a seed bead, by hand. 
Hummingbirds are lured into special 
traps, instead of netted. The humming-
birds have to be put in tiny nylon footies 
in order to be handled. 

For years, Brenda had been telling 
people that when she retired, she was 
going to move out west to band hum-
mingbirds. She did not think about 
banding in southwest Michigan until 
fellow bander, Allen Chartier of the 
Detroit area, agreed to train her. Allen 

Bird Banding
(Continued from page 21)

In the banding shack, Richard Keith blows 
through a straw into the plumage of a bird to 
check for fat content and ticks.
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received his master permit for hum-
mingbirds in 2000 and is the only other 
bander in Michigan licensed to band 
these jewels. Brenda received her permit 
in 2007.

Together with Allen, Brenda and 
several others planned and organized 
the first Hummingbird Festival last 
summer (see sidebar).

“I feel pretty blessed to be able to do 
this,” she said.

In the bird-banding world, every 
year is different. “You always hope for a 
good year,” Rich said. More humming-
birds were banded last year, and they 
stayed later. Was it the drought? Warm-
ing trends? Changing habitat?

“You can speculate ’til the cows 
come home,” Rich said.

Certainly there are concerns about 
global warming and its effect on migra-
tion and breeding. Banding provides the 
best comprehensive database possible 
for identifying and studying these 
trends.

“And it’s fun, too,” Rich said.
Join the Keiths at the second 

annual hummingbird festival on 
August 23 at River Lake Inn, one of 
the state’s hummingbird “super sites.” 
For information visit the Web site at 
www.riverlakeinnrestaurant.com  

Rich Keith checks for fat 
on a thrush (inset).
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ohn W. Fitzmaurice long remem-
bered the miserable trek he endured 
while trudging 14 miles over a wil-

derness “tote road” to the remote lumber 
camp about 10 miles southwest of Hub-
bard Lake in Algonac County. It was the 
winter of 1883, and 18 inches of newly 
fallen snow covered the trackless path. 
Without snowshoes, he stumbled, bone 
weary, into the camp about 7 p.m.

As was the custom, the crew of 30 
“shanty boys” welcomed the stranger 
into the bunk house, heated by a roaring 
cast-iron stove. Fitzmaurice was a hospi-
tal agent seeking to sell the men “hospi-
tal tickets,” which entitled them to un-
limited use of a Bay City Hospital should 
they become injured in the course of 
their hazardous occupation. To supple-
ment the small percentage he retained of 
each of the policies that cost the insured 
only nine cents a week, he had invested 
in $600 worth of gold watches and jew-
elry he hoped to hawk as well.

He laid out his entire stock for 
examination and watched with a sinking 
feeling when a huge lumberman, the 
“camp hustler,” took possession of the 
entire lot and proceeded to divide it into 
30 little piles arranged along the bench 
that encircled the room. An accomplice 
called out the names of each of the men, 
and he promptly appropriated one of the 
allotments, “and at once proceeded to 
examine it piece by piece, with a childish 
curiosity.” Fitzmaurice had just been 
looted of jewelry worth about $25,000 in 
modern equivalence and there was noth-
ing he could do about it. To add insult 
to injury, he was told to “bunk in” with 
the burley pirate who had instigated the 
plundering.

Fitzmaurice recorded that experience 
and many another adventures in northern 
Michigan lumber camps of the 1880s in 
his classic account, “The Shanty Boy,” or 
“Life In a Lumber Camp,” published in 
Cheboygan in 1889. Printed in a small 
edition with paper covers and mostly 
read to pieces by the lumberjacks who 
were the intended audiences, the original 
volumes have become rare and valuable 
collectors’ items. What’s more, the volume 
contains the single best description of the 
heyday of Michigan lumbering when the 
state led the nation in annual production.

Born on Cape Briton Island in the 
Gulf of St. Laurence in 1833, Fitzmau-
rice moved with his family to Niagara, 
Ontario, three years later. At the age of 
15 he joined the Royal Navy, serving off 
the coast of Africa while combating the 
slave trade. He left the service when he 
was 18 and moved to Buffalo, N.Y., where 

he worked in the iron industry. A year 
later a fiery blast scorched all his hair off, 
and it never grew back.

The bald youth became enamored 
with the Congregational Church, and in 
1865 he was ordained a minister in Bed-
ford, Calhoun County. After preaching in 
several Michigan communities, he aban-
doned the active ministry because of the 
poor financial rewards. In 1870 he settled 
for a while in East Saginaw and began 
writing for several local newspapers. He 
soon developed a lively journalistic style, 
but like many another wordsmith, he fell 
under the sway of liquor.

In 1876 Fitzmaurice realized he had 
become an alcoholic. He took the pledge to 
quit drinking that year and launched yet 
another career as a temperance lecturer, 
admonishing crowds across Michigan, 
Ohio and Ontario. He once spoke 138 
nights in succession in Toronto and Hamil-
ton, Ontario, convincing thousands to em-
brace the “red ribbon” symbol of the move-
ment, which four decades later brought on 
National Prohibition in America.

By 1880 his overly passionate pursuit 
of the calling had weakend his constitu-
tion and shrunken his normally muscular 

“All else may go wrong, 

but good grub and a 

good tune before turning 

in smooths over the rude 

excrescences serving 

to make the toil of the 

woods a burden.”

Shanty Boys of  
the North Woods
By Larry Massie

A typical shanty-boy bunkhouse of the late 19th 
century.
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build by 40 pounds. To regain his health, 
a Bay City physician convinced Fitzmau-
rice to try a winter in the woods working 
for him as a hospital agent among the 
“red sash brigade.” There was a genuine 
need for hospitals catering to lumbermen 
at that time. In the winter of 1884–1885 
alone, more than 3,000 accidents in the 
woods killed 60 shanty boys and severely 
injured another 3,000 — and that many 
more suffered disabling sickness. Top-
pling trees and dead branches that fell 
without warning were called “widow 
makers,” and human limbs were crushed 
between grinding logs on the river.

During the 1870s and 1880s, 
Catholic sisters and medical en-
trepreneurs established “woods-

men’s hospitals” in Saginaw, Bay City, 

Big Rapids, Flint, Grand Rapids, Alpena, 
Oscoda, Marquette and other lumbering 
communities of the north.

One crisp morning in November 
of 1880 Fitzmaurice boarded a Michi-
gan Central Railroad train bound for 
Roscommon and the start of his new 
adventurous career. He had adopted the 
uniform of the other numerous shanty 
boys aboard, “good, warm, woolen pants, 
known as ‘Canadian gray,’ blue woolen 
shirt, German socks, walking rubbers 
strapped about the ankle, French head 
covering of the variegated night cap 
persuasion, and a heavy overcoat.” Like 
the others, he also sported the badge of 
the woodsman — a red sash wrapped 
around his waist.

The hospital agent’s wardrobe 
echoed the various nationalities of the 

rough-and-tumble lumbermen on the 
train — French, German, Swedish, Irish, 
English, Polish and native American. 
He found the railroad car filled with 
“drunken, swearing, sweltering human-
ity, hilariously noisy” and busy passing 
bottles of the “budge,” which was forbid-
den once they reached the lumber camps.

Fitzmaurice put up for the night 
at a Roscommon hotel “swarming with 
recruits for the great army of the pine.” 
Lodged in a small room containing 
three beds occupied by himself and five 
drunken, snoring woodsmen, the hospital 
agent spent a “hideous” night, enlivened 
also by an infestation of what the shanty 
boys termed “Michigan crumbs” — big, 
gray-backed bed bugs. Early the next 
morning, following a hurried breakfast, 
Fitzmaurice and his companions of the 

Frederick Norman painted this typical 19th-century, northern-Michigan lumber camp (left) and view of a “skidway,” both located on Sand Creek near
Whitehall in Muskegon County.
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night before, slung their “turkeys” (or 
clothes bags) over their shoulders and set 
out on a 20-mile hike along a “tote road” 
to the lumber camp.

Later in his narrative, Fitzmaurice 
described a typical lumber camp on the 
Ocqueoc River east of Rogers City in Pr-
esque Isle County. Freshly built for one 
winter’s work in getting out 10-million 
board feet of timber, the camp consisted 
of a cook and dining hall 65 by 35 feet, 
a bunk house 60 by 30 feet and capable 
of sleeping 100 men, a barn and stable 
for 18 teams of horses, and a blacksmith 
shop where all the tools, sleighs, etc. 
were made and repaired. During the six 
months spent in the woods, each week, 
the 100 shanty boys consumed six 60-
pound barrels of flour, 2½ big barrels 
of pickled beef, 2½ barrels of salted 
pork, 8 bushels of potatoes, 3 bushels 
of onions, 15 pounds of pickles, a barrel 
of sugar, 25 pounds of tea, 16 pounds 
of coffee, 50 pounds of butter and 40 
pounds of good, old-fashioned, stick-to-
the-ribs lard.

As Fitzmaurice found out during 
his eight-year tenure working among 
the shanty boys, a successful lumber 
camp needed two requisites — a good 
cook and a good fiddler. “All else may go 
wrong,” he observed, “but good grub and 
a good tune before turning in, smooths 
over the rude excrescences, serving to 

Massie

Shanty boys ate well in a good lumber camp, but 
the iron-clad rule was “no talking at the table.”
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make the toil of the woods a burden.”
And what toil it was, six days 

a week in rain, snow, sleet or shine, 
“up and at ’em” at 4 in the morning. A 
half-hour later the cook blew his big 
tin horn for breakfast. By 5 o’clock the 
work in the woods had begun. Armed 
with double-bitted axes, choppers cut a 
nick in the big pine trees, and sawyers 
felled the forest giants with great cross-
cut saws. Swampers hacked off the 
tree limbs and sawyers cut the trunk 
into 16-foot-lengths. Skidders snaked 
the logs with teams of horses or oxen 
to the skids where loaders piled them 
onto sleighs. Teamsters hauled towering 
loads to the banking ground at the riv-
er’s edge, where the following spring’s 
rising current would start the season’s 
cut on its journey to the booming or 
sorting ground and awaiting sawmill.

At noon the tin horn or “Gabriel” 
signaled a quick meal and 15 minutes 
of rest. At dusk the weary men returned 
to camp for another hearty meal and an 
hour or so each evening for recreation 
before turning at 9 p.m. into bunks con-
taining blankets laid over straw.

Sunday brought the only day of 
rest, and consequently Saturday night 
proved special. The tough and rowdy 
loggers enjoyed equally rough enter-
tainment. Before the invariable fid-
dler tuned up for a “stag dance,” with 
those designated the ladies by tying a 
handkerchief around their arms, the 
men often played games. One favorite 
that Fitzmaurice described was known 
as “hot back” — during which “one 
man bends over with his face hidden 
in a cap, and the rest all gather about 
him and strike, one at a time, with all 
the possible force of the open hand 
upon the bosom of the victim’s pants. If 
he can guess who struck the blow, the 
party thus caught has to bend over and 
take his place.”

An even worse experience awaited 
a newcomer or visitor to the camp who 
refused to sing a song or tell a story for 
the men’s entertainment. The rule was 
he’d be “put up,” that is thrown stomach 
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down over one of the big log beams ex-
tending across the shanty and “while one 
holds his head and two others his feet, 
another pounds him on the distended 
bosom of his pants with a boot-jack.”

Shanty boys had their own sense 
of right and wrong and their own 
brand of justice. Fitzmaurice 

recounted the time a “sky pilot,” or 
itinerant preacher who worked among 
the loggers, visited a certain Michigan 
camp and proceeded to preach an after-
supper sermon berating the men as to 
“how dirty they were, and how foul 
and polluted their habits and language 
was.” He then requested the men take 
up a little cash collection for him. When 
he left the room, one of the “toughs” 
gathered the collection in a pill box as 
each shanty boy contributed a specimen 
of his personal “live stock.” The next 
morning when the missionary was busy 
bent over his breakfast, the “collector” 
emptied the box of “Michigan crumbs” 
down his exposed neck — and not a 
another word was said.

Despite his personal experiences as 
a Congregationalist minister, Fitzmau-
rice had little good to say about these 
itinerant preachers. “I have visited over 
400 camps,” he wrote, “and have yet to 
hear of or see one man who has ex-
pressed any benefit from the visit of the 
‘camp missionary.’”

As to the shanty boys themselves, 
Fitzmaurice summed up their character 
based on his many experiences:

Hard working, rough and ready, big 
hearted, generous, fraternal, impulsive, a 
hand for a friend, a foot for a foe, fool-
ishly prodigal with hard-earned wealth, 
happy under very questionable conditions 
for joy, sensitive to the sorrows of others 
more than his own, and faithful to his 
engagements when he is used with even 
moderate consideration and kindness.

Oh, incidentally, the morning after 
Fitzmaurice had been robbed of his 
jewelry, the Michigan shanty boys gave 
every single piece back to him with a  
big laugh. 

The Poet Takes a Package Tour

At noon his airplane makes landfall and, frog- 
Marched to his bus by smiling guides, some dread 
Stirring his gut, he faces his Club Med 
Week like a conscript. Around the hill, fog’s 
Rags hang gray and white; here, below, he clogs 
His arteries with cream. He should have fled 
From the first bright-grinning tanned face. Instead, 
He sits here, grinning back. No analogue 
Exists in this country for such hollow 
Pleasure; the people whose shacks scar the hill 
Know very little of that affliction. 
But with dessert, and coffee to follow, 
The pang soon leaves him, while the staff distill 
New bromides to feed his old addiction.

   By Arnold Johnston

Arnold Johnston, former chairman of Western Michigan University’s English 
Department, teaches in WMU’s creative-writing program. His plays, written in 
collaboration with his wife, Deborah Ann Percy, have won awards and been produced 
and published across the country. He is the author or co-author of eight books, and 
his poetry, fiction, nonfiction, and translations have appeared widely in literary 
journals and anthologies.
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In Time Saves . .9
A (Fiber Optic) Stitch

I HAVE MANY passions in life, and one 
of those is sun protection. In my im-
mediate family alone over half of the 
generations before me have had skin 

cancer removed — 
and I’m sure my 
generation will not 
be left unscathed.

Prevention is 
key! Did you know 
that the most dam-
age that causes 
cancer, wrinkles 
and sunspots oc-
curs by the age of 
18? Scared? I am. 

What does 
a “healthy glow” 
mean to you? Is it 
a soft tan, a deep 
bronze — or sim-
ply fresh, white, 
glowing skin? If it 

is one of the first two, you may need to 
change your view. Take actress Nicole 
Kidman, a very beautiful woman with 
flawless skin. She knows about skin 
damage and takes the steps to stay out 
of the sun.

Sun damage and sun cancer affect 
every race. Tanning occurs when ultra-
violet radiation is absorbed by the skin, 
causing an increase in the activity and 
number of melanocytes, the cells that 
produce the pigment melanin. Melanin 
helps block out damaging rays up to 
a point, which is why darker-skinned 
people burn less easily. The harmful 
rays are still absorbed, however, so 
every man and woman of every race 
should take the proper precautions.

Did you know that in the next two 
years the FDA will be removing from 
the American marketplace all sun-
screens that do not contain the follow-
ing ingredients: zinc, zinc oxide, and 
titanium dioxide? Does your sunscreen 
contain any of these? If it doesn’t, the 
protection you think you are getting 
may be lacking, thus causing skin can-
cer, according to the FDA.

Do you wear sunscreen in the win-
ter, or when driving in your car, or are 
you like most who only wear it when 
they sun bathe or go to the beach? Sun 
damage occurs year around, regardless 
of our activities. I encourage you to go 
out and get a 30-plus SPF that contains 

the correct ingredients, and then put it 
on every day — even in the middle of 
January. Remember, we may not see the 
sun, but it sees us. 

Sun exposure is also the cause of 
the majority of skin changes that we 
think of as a normal part of aging. Over 
time, the sun’s ultraviolet (UV) light 
damages the fibers in the skin called 
elastin. When these fibers break down, 
the skin begins to sag, stretch, and lose 
its ability to go back into place after 
stretching. The skin also bruises and 
tears more easily — taking longer to 
heal. So while sun damage to the skin 
may not be apparent when you are 
young, it will definitely show later  
in life.

I encourage all of you to put full-
strength sunscreen on your face and 
other exposed areas of your body every 
day — and don’t forget your sunglasses. 
If you are lying out in the sun, you must 
re-apply your sunscreen every hour. 
And remember, there are safe alterna-
tives to getting a tan — so educate your-
self! Take precautions and teach those 
around you that along with the benefits, 
the sun also is capable of great harm. 

Are You Protecting Your Best Asset? 
by Emily Lennen

Emily Lennen 
The Greenery Day Spa 
& Anti-Aging Center
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THREE RIVERS AUTHOR Cheryl Peck is in 
a category of her own: As a 300-pound 
“woman of size,” she has taken the abil-
ity to laugh at herself and to capture 
the details of her uniquely lived life as a 
homosexual and crafted them into distinct 
episodes, the reading of which will spark 
recognition for anyone.

Take Peck’s inadvertent appointment 
“as a goddess of inspiration at the gym.”

“I have determined that I don’t 
particularly mind being the queen of my 
gym,” she writes. “There may indeed be 
women who wake up in the morning and 
sit on the edges of their beds and think to 
themselves, ‘There is that fat woman at my 
gym who goes almost every day, and if she 
can do it … ’” 

Reviewers have called Peck “a gay 
Erma Bombeck.” Her delightful, laugh-out-
loud essays have earned her a nomination 
for a 2004 Lambda Literary Award for Hu-
mor, having competed against well-known 
essayist David Sedaris, who won.

Peck calls her personal publishing 
story a writer’s “fairy tale.” First came 
the dream to be a great American novel-
ist. Then came the reality of her day job 
and time constraints: She was often too 

depleted after her intense work at the De-
partment of Human Services to follow her 
natural bent to be a “binge writer.” But as a 
storyteller by nature, Peck was encouraged 
by her friends and family to write down 
her stories. 

“And I discovered that I often can 
think through problems in a sort of essay, 
so I kept accumulating (essays). I had 
notebooks full,” she said.

Then she met her partner, Nancy 
Essex, who happened to know a lot about 
publishing. With Essex’s help, Peck 
gathered a collection — and together they 
published Peck’s first book, “Fat Girls and 
Lawn Chairs,” in 2002 through a company 
they formed called MyOwnSelf Publishing.

Three Rivers bookseller/owner Tom 
Lowry of Lowry’s Books happened to men-
tion Peck’s book to a writer for “Publisher’s 
Weekly” and pretty soon she was receiving 
phone calls from New York editors inter-
ested in her work.

Warner books re-issued “Fat Girls 
and Lawn Chairs” in 2004 and published 
Peck’s “Revenge of the Paste Eaters: Mem-
oirs of a Misfit” in 2005. 

Peck’s succinct style arose out of two 
conditions: The essays were originally 

written to be read aloud as part of Phoenix 
Community Church’s talent show and the 
sentences had to be short because if they 
weren’t, her chronic asthma caused her to 
run out of breath.

“That will really crisp up your style,” 
she said.

Lately Peck, 
now retired, is find-
ing the time to work 
on her great Ameri-
can novel, “Farm 
Dogs,” of which she 
has been writing 
on and off since age 
13. It is a book of 
“imaginary” small-
town characters 
who share a secret 
that balloons — 
and, consequently, 
affects the surrounding community.

She often reads her work aloud to her 
cats, most especially Babycakes, an iras-
cible 15-year-old that shows up frequently 
in Peck’s work.

“I write in order to tell myself the 
story,” Peck said. “I don’t want to know 
how it ends until I get (to the end).”  

Laugh-out-loud Reading
By Theresa Coty O’Neil

Author Cheryl Peck
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Performing Arts
Plays

“Look Homeward, Angel” — The story 
of writer Thomas Wolfe’s teen age years 
is told through Eugene and driven by his 
family relationships. A presentation of the 
Senior Class Reader’s Theatre. May 2 & 4, 
2 p.m., May 3, 7 p.m. Carver Center Studio, 
426 S. Park St. 343-1313.
“Playboy of the Western World” — The 
Whole Art Theatre presents this story of a 
confession of murder and the conflicting 
events that result. May 8, 9, 10, 16, 17, 23, 
24, 8 p.m. Epic Theatre, 359 S. Kalamazoo 
Mall. 345-7529.
“Holes” — Civic Youth Theatre presents 
this story of Stanley, a troubled kid sent to 
a boys’ detention camp where all the boys 
must dig holes to “build character.” But 
that isn’t the real reason. May 9 & 16, 7 
p.m., May 10, 17, 18, 2 p.m., May 10, 15, 17, 
4:30 p.m., May 14 & 15, 10 a.m., May 14 & 
15, 12:30 p.m. Parish Theatre, 426 S. Park 
St. 343-1313.
“Deus Ex Machina” — Whole Art Theatre 
presents the story of a senatorial candidate 

rolling toward election 
until God shows up to 
crash on his couch. May 
16, 17, 23, 24, 11 p.m. 
Whole Art Theatre, 246 
N. Kalamazoo Mall. 
345-7529.

Musicals & 
Opera

“Once Upon a Time” — 
This musical revue pays 

homage to the popular folk music move-
ment and the performers who brought it all 
to life. May 9, 10, 16, 17, 23, 24, 30, 31, June 
6, 7, 13, 14, 8:30 p.m. New Vic Theatre, 134 
E. Vine St. 381-3328.
“Little Women the musical” — This mu-
sical version of the classic novel is brim-
ming with beautiful melodies and youthful 
energy. May 16, 17, 23, 24, 30 & 31, 8 p.m., 
May 18, 2 p.m., May 22 & 29, 7:30 p.m. 
Civic Auditorium, 329 S. Park St. 343-1313.

Dance

Student Concert of Dance — Wellspring/
Cory Terry & Dancers present a concert of 
dance by their students. May 17, 3 p.m. & 4 
p.m. Wellspring Theatre, 359 S. Kalamazoo 
Mall. 342-4354.
Lord of the Dance — This world-famous 
show is a mesmerizing blend of traditional 
and modern Celtic music and dance. May 
15, 7:30 p.m. Miller auditorium, WMU. 
387-2300.

Symphony

KSO Summer Park Concerts — Since 
1973, the Kalamazoo Symphony Orches-
tra has toured area parks providing free 
concerts. July 9, 8:15 p.m., Sherman Lake 
YMCA; July 13, 8 p.m., Bronson Park; July 
14, 8 p.m., Parchment; July 16, 8 p.m., 
Plainwell; July 17, 8 p.m., Three Rivers; July 
18, 8 p.m., Portage. 349-7759.

Chamber, Jazz, Orchestra
& Bands

Play Music: From Hildegard to the Age 
of Shakespeare — Early Music Michigan 
and the WMU Colegium Musicum present 
a sampling of music for the Medieval and 
Renaissance stage. May 10, 8:15 p.m. St. 
Lukes Episcopal Church, 247 W. Lovell St. 
349-1045.
Vicksburg Community Schools’ Concert 
& Artist Series — Adam Golka, 2008 
Gilmore Keyboard Festival Young Artist 
Award winner, will showcase his talents. 
May 11, 3 p.m. Vicksburg Performing Arts 
Center, 501 E. Highway St. 321-1193.
Bach-Around-the-Block Organ Crawl — 
This popular Bach Festival event always 
draws a crowd. May 12, 7 p.m. Downtown 
Kalamazoo churches. 337-7407.
KCB Summer Park Concerts — Kalama-
zoo Concert Band presents these outdoor, 
free concerts. June 21, 7 p.m. Clark Park in 
Vicksburg; June 22, 6:30 p.m. Kindleberger 
Park in Parchment; June 29, 4 p.m. Bron-
son Park in Kalamazoo.

Vocal

Young Vocalists Concert — Part of Bach 
Festival Week. May 10, 4:30 p.m. Light 
Fine Arts Building, Kalamazoo College. 
337-7407.
Bach Festival Finale Concert — Present-
ing Rachmaninoff’s Vespers featuring the 
Bach Festival Chorus and Kalamazoo Col-
lege Singers. May 17, 8 p.m. First Congre-
gational Church, 129 S. Park St. 337-7407.

Miscellaneous

All Ears Theater — Radio-theater is back 
through these free, live productions at First 
Baptist Church, 315 W. Michigan Ave., 
6 p.m. “Hansel & Gretel,” May 3, “Gold 
of Adomar,” May 17, “The Adventures of 
Connie Creeks in Traffic Jam,” May 31. 
342-5059.
The Gilmore Keyboard Festival — Eigh-
teen days of concerts, recitals, jazz clubs, 
films and more. Through May 13. For 
complete information and schedules visit 
www.thegilmoreiscoming.com. For tickets 
call 387-2300.

Visual Arts
Kalamazoo Institute of Arts
349-7775:

High School Area Show — An annual, 
juried exhibition featuring examples of 
the best art produced by area high school 
students. Through May 18.
The Figure Revealed: Contemporary 
American Figurative Paintings and 
Drawings — This exhibition is the first 
major survey of contemporary Ameri-
can Realist figurative art mounted by a 
museum in the Midwest in more than a 
decade. Through June 29.
A Corporate Wasteland: Photographs by 
David Lewis — A collection of photos il-
lustrating the rise and fall of the American 
industrial complex through its factories 
and facilities. May 31–July 26.

“There are
perhaps no 
days of our 

childhood we 
lived so fully
as those we 
spent with a 

favorite book.”

Marcel Proust
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ARTbreak — Enjoy informal free lectures 
and presentations on art-related topics.  
Bring a lunch to these 12:15 sessions. 
“Figurative Narratives,” with Perin Mahler, 
May 6; “Chambers: Tracks and Gestures,” 
May 13; “The Private Pictures of George 
Tooker,” with Greg Waskowsky, May 20; 
“Masterpiece or Forgery? The Story of 
Elmyr de Hory,” May 27.
Art & All That Jazz — The KIA’s popular 
second-Friday series combines great art 
with live music and free refreshments. Join 
musical guests Duffield/Caron Project, 
May 9, 5–7 p.m.

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

John Link — Recent paintings by John 
Link will be displayed in the Kerr Gallery. 
Through June 13. 

Miscellaneous

Art Hop — View the works of local artists 
at venues/galleries in downtown Kalama-
zoo. First Friday of each month, 5 p.m. 
342-5059.

Nature

Kalamazoo Nature Center
381-1574

Wildflower Folklore — Outdoor walk for 
adults and older children. Join Sarah Hop-
kins for a leisurely afternoon stroll through 
the Pioneer Woods. The Beech-Maple 
forest is the perfect habitat for spring wild-
flowers. May 9, 3:30–5 p.m.
Bird Hike — Outdoor birding walk for 
adults and older children, rain or shine. 
Join biologist Brian Nelson and natural-
ist Kara Haas to survey the nature center 
grounds, counting birds along the way. 
May 10, 8–10 a.m.
Bluebird Walk — Outdoor trail walk with 
activities. Follow Torrey Wenger, KNC 
research biologist, and visit nest boxes 
to record the number of eggs or babies 
within. May 18, 2 p.m.

Spring Comes to the Barn — Hands-on, 
interactive family activities. The animals 
are back!  Come visit with Lacy, our 
Hafflinger pony, and all of her barnyard 
friends.  Baby chicks, sheep and goats are 
learning their way around the barnyard. 
May 25, 2 p.m.

Kellogg Biological Station
671-2510

International Migratory Bird Day — Mist 
net and banding demonstration 8:30–10:30 
a.m., migration celebration, May 10, 1 p.m. 
Reservations required.

Southwest Michigan Land 
Conservancy
324-1600

Woodland Workday at Chipman Pre-
serve in Kalamazoo County — Garlic 
mustard seems to be giving way to contin-
ued weeding efforts as native species are 
seeded in its place. Help keep the process 
going as we pull garlic mustard from the 
wildflower restoration sites volunteers have 
established. Bring sturdy footwear and 
work gloves. May 10, 9 a.m.–noon. Call to 
register.

Museums
Kalamazoo Valley Museum
373-7990:

Artist to Icon: Early Photographs of 
Elvis, Dylan, and The Beatles — This 
exhibit includes 48 rarely seen black-and-
white photographs and provides a glimpse 
into the lives of these aspiring artists 
before they became rock ‘n’ roll legends. 
Through May 26.
Raise the Roof — Twenty interactive com-
ponents and immersive environments draw 
visitors into the extraordinary world of 
buildings as they have never experienced it 
before. Through June 1.

(Continued on page 60)

When Tom Poston passed away in May 
2007, we lost a great comic improviser 
and a most enthusiastic actor. Poston, 
you may remember, rose to fame when 
he was teamed with Louis Nye and Don 
Knotts on the Steve Allen show. They 
played the characters that Allen would 
interview as “Man on the Street.” Poston’s 
most famous character was Everyman 
who, when asked a simple question like 
“What is your name,” would appear 
dazed and speechless. As for his enthu-
siasm, consider these two anecdotes: 
While auditioning for his first Broadway 
part, the script called for the actor to fall 
from a parapet onto his head. Poston’s fall 
wasn’t a fake. But his head withstood the 

test, and he got the part. Another audition 
called for the actor to drop his trousers. 
Most actors just pantomimed that part. 
Not Poston. He dropped his pants and 
proudly showed off his gold Lame boxer 
shorts. Needless to say, the part was his.

STEPPING BACK
WITH THE ARTS

Please send notification of activities to: 

Encore “Events of Note”
350 South Burdick St., Suite 316

Kalamazoo, MI 49007

E-mail: events@encorekalamazoo.com
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1 April, 1945 
Okinawa is invaded by four U.S. Army 
divisions and three Marine divisions, 
with support from the U.S. Navy — 
about 150,000 troops. It is defended by 
approximately 100,000 Japanese military 
personnel.

“A” Company

1346 Engineer Combat Battalion

Army engineers build bridges — 
and blow up bridges. They lay mine 
fields — and they clear them. They 
build, they destroy, and work as infantry 
when needed.

Captain Sid Girardin, 
who commanded A 

Company in the 1346 
Engineer Combat Battalion 
when it was ordered to 

Okinawa in 1945, is shown 
in the uniform he wore as a 

faculty member at the Army 
Engineer Officer Candidate 

School prior to his Okinawa 
assignment. Sid’s grandfather 

served in the American Civil 
War Union Army. Son Sid, who 

achieved the rank of Lieutenant 
Colonel, served as a pilot in the 

Air Force during Vietnam, Bosnia, 
Desert Storm, and Desert Shield, 

while son Mark earned degrees 
at The Citadel and Concordia 

Theological Seminary and served 
as a military chaplain, for a time 

with the Second Marine Division in 
Beirut, Lebanon. Wife Arlene had not 

completed her nurse’s training in time 
to serve in World War II.

War and Peace 
in Okinawa/Japan

I wrote this for my sons and 
dedicate it to my wife, Arlene, replacing 

names throughout with initials to 
maintain privacy. I hope reading it will 

be profitable to you.
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kept going — and we sailed on.
Late one night the intercom awak-

ened us: “Now hear this. Now hear this. 
Jap occupied islands have been bypassed 
to save American lives. Our Navy has 
prevented resupply. These Jap troops are 
starving. They are in such bad shape that 
General MacArthur has permitted a Red 
Cross hospital ship to return them to 
Japan. They are no threat to anyone. The 
ship is off our starboard. That is all.”

I went on deck. The night was black, 
and the water and sky ran together. Off 
our starboard was the most beautiful ship 
I had ever seen — it had been weeks of 
isolated ocean travel. Lights flooded its 
white side, and a large red cross had been 
painted vertically from the top deck to 
just above the water line. It was beautiful.

Forty-five days after leaving 
Seattle, we landed on Okinawa 
— to do what combat engineers 

do. While there, two atomic bombs were 
dropped on Japan — and Japan surren-
dered.

This old army ballad sums up what 
engineers do:

We’re the engineers, the mighty            
engineers.

We do all the dirty work, the  
doughboys get the cheers.

We keep the outfits rolling, we cover  
up the rears.

We’re the ---- fighters, the mighty  
engineers.

After the U.S. invasion in April 
1945, I received orders to report to Camp 
McCain, Miss., to help activate the 1346 
Engineer Combat Battalion. Engineer 
combat battalions contain 625 personnel 
divided among four companies: head-
quarters and three line companies (A, B, 
and C).

Headquarters company supports the 
battalion commander, executive officer, 
four staff officers (personnel, intelli-
gence, plans and training, and supply), 
M.D., aid men, etc. The line company has 
a company commander and four lieuten-

ants; headquarters platoon, and three 
line platoons. With experienced officers 
and top noncommissioned officers, we 
activated, trained quickly, and became a 
cohesive unit. I commanded “A” compa-
ny, which was ordered to the West Coast, 
and after several days by rail, we arrived 
at Fort Lewis, Wash.

Three days later we boarded the 
Navy ship, joined the convoy, and 
headed out into the Pacific. Two days 
after that, over the intercom came: “Now 
hear this. Now hear this. The ship’s gun 
crew will have gunnery practice at 1300 
hours. That is all.”

We were on deck to watch. Up 
went a large balloon signifying gunnery 
practice. First the 20 mm guns fired — 
BANG! BANG! BANG! The Naval gun-
ners missed, and the balloon kept going. 
Next, the 40 mm fired — BANG! BANG! 
BANG! The balloon kept going. Now 
it was way out, just above the horizon. 
The five-inch fantail gun fired. Its shells 
would explode first to the right, next to 
the left, above and below. The balloon 

This ship was one of several that formed a convoy to 
Okinawa in the spring of 1945. Many of the vehicles 
on its deck were to be used by the 625 members of 
the 1346 Engineer Combat Battalion, also on board.

The Nakajima Aircraft plant in Koizumi, Japan, 
which was spared in the U.S. bombings, became 
home for the 1346 Engineer Combat Battalion. 

Captain Sid Girardin and his battalion were 
dismayed at the sight of the first jet aircraft they 
had ever seen. Although the roof of the factory in 
which it was housed had been blown away, the 
plane was in perfect condition and was eventually 
taken away by Army Intelligence.



Military

On Okinawa, Japan’s Col. Uda came 
to surrender, leading several officers and 
less than 200 Japanese soldiers. One of 
the officers had to be guided. His eyes 
were bandaged.

The troops formed two lines fac-
ing the colonel as we stood around in 
small groups watching. Someone yelled: 
“Send the ------ back for his sword.” 
The Japs didn’t understand what he had 
yelled, but they understood the hate 
that resonated. Bravely, Col. Uda stood 
straight as a ramrod. His line of soldiers 
didn’t move, but their eyes were dart-
ing left and right. They were frightened. 
He spoke to his troops for four or five 
minutes, did an about face, and was 
driven off in a U.S. jeep. The rest were 
loaded into army trucks and taken to 
wherever. This handful is what was left 
of thousands and thousands of Japanese 
defenders. The Pacific meat grinder had 
ground to a stop.

We received orders to occupy Japan, 
and soon we boarded an LST (landing 
ship tank) — an oversize steel shoebox. 
When waves hit the ship, the bulkheads 
popped and sounded like someone was 
in the hold, beating on a drum.

Sailing away from Okinawa, I 
thought about a small, skinny Japa-
nese kid, probably no older than 12 or 
13, coming out of nowhere, running 
alongside my slow-moving jeep, with his 
hand out, yelling: “GI! GI! Chocaleto! 
Chocaleto! Tojo eat ----.” (Tojo was the 
head of the Japanese military.)

And I thought about it later when I 
checked out someone’s deserted, thatch-
roof, mud-floor home. Along the wall 
stood a foot-operated Singer sewing ma-
chine, just like my mother’s when I was 
a small boy. In the center of the room 
was a pre-civilization, igneous rock 
shaped into a large bowl, with its stone 
pestle ready to grind grain. On the floor 
lay a differential calculus textbook. The 
writing was Japanese, but the math was 
universal.

If I had known my future, I would 
have thought about my blessings in the  
years to come, in which I would have 

two good sons. One would fly his plane 
out of Okinawa over Vietnam and the 
other would be the chaplain for the Sec-
ond Marines in Beirut.

We were on our way to occupy 
Japan. Originally we were 
to be part of the invasion 

force into Japan proper. G3 (staff), Army 
plans, and training estimated that we 
would have had over 1 million U.S. casu-
alties. Occupation is better, I decided.

We landed at Yokohama. It was 
night. We convoyed in three hours from 
the waterfront to the main intersec-
tion: There stood a Shell gas station. We 
continued our convoy through the night 
until we came to the town of Koizumi at 
about 5 a.m. and occupied the adminis-
tration building of the Nakajima Aircraft 
Factory. The windows had one-inch-wide 
paper strips glued to them, forming six-
inch squares. Our air force had spared 
this building.

The factory had been bombed 
several times by the Allies. The bar joist 
(steel truss) that carried the roof was in 
place, but the roof sheathing had been 
blown away. We stood on the floor and 
looked at the sky. The first jet plane that 
any of us had ever seen was on that floor, 
and two days later Army intelligence 
(G2) took it away.

This was the first time our battalion 
occupied one building. Headquarters 
Company was at one end of the third 
floor and A Company was on the other. 
B and C companies did the same on the 
second floor. 

The “enlisted mess” had tables for 
each rank. The first sergeants had their 
table; the technical, the staff, and the 
buck sergeants had their tables; and the 
corporals and privates had theirs. The 
battalion “officers mess” was set up simi-
lar to the enlisted mess. The battalion 
commander, four company command-
ers, and the battalion staff occupied one 
table; two tables were for lieutenants. 
Four former Japanese Naval officer 
candidates waited on our tables and were 
treated well.

Shortly after arriving, it was time 
to experience Japan. We were traveling 
on a back road in a jeep when we pulled 
up behind a two-wheel ox cart driven 
by an old man. The cart, full of skeins of 
silk thread, turned into a low, one-story 
building. We followed, assuming that 
silk cloth was manufactured here, and 
perhaps we could send some to our folks. 
Number 1 and 2 in charge of the factory 
met us at the front door. We were ushered 
into No. 1’s office — and tea was served. I 
got out my army-issue “English-Japanese 
booklet.” On one page was English and 

Four former Japanese naval-officer candidates waited tables in the mess hall used by the  
American officers of the 1346 Engineer Combat Battalion. The writer of this story, Sid Girardin, 
recalls, “They were treated well.”
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FREE
General Admission

OPEN DAILY

FREE
General Admission

OPEN DAILY

Kalamazoo Valley 
Museum presents

May/June 
Events For Adults 

Free Sunday Documentaries 
Sundays, 1:30 pm – Raise the Roof  
5/11 - PBS’ Echoes from the White House: 
              Celebrating the Bicentennial of 
              America’s Mansion 
Sundays, 3 pm – The History of Rock & Roll 
5/11 - Punk & Up From the Underground

An Enchanted Evening At 
The Museum 
6 pm & 8 pm, $3  
6/20 - Walt Disney’s ENCHANTED 
Enjoy a sneak peak of the new third floor exhibit The Amazing 
Castle when you purchase tickets for Enchanted.

Gilmore Keyboard 
Festival Film Series 
Noon, Free 
5/5 - Glenn Gould Hereafter 
5/6 - Ballade for Edvard Grieg; Two Hands – 
 Leon Fleisher 
5/7 - The Art of Piano –Great Pianists of the  
 20th Century 
5/8 - Note By Note: The Making of  
 Steinway L1037 
5/9 - Memories of John Browning- The Rosa  
 Lhevinne Legacy Continues 

Music At The Museum 
Thursdays, 7:30 pm, $5 
Great music the way it should be – eclectic and 
performed live in a fine acoustic listening room! 
5/15 - Whiskey Before Breakfast  
6/5 - Brothers Kalamazov 
6/26 - Millish

Film Movement Series 
Thursdays, 7:30 pm, $3 
This is your chance to view award-winning 
foreign cinema on the big screen. 
5/22 - The Way I Spent the End of the World   

 (Romania, 2006, 106 min, English  
 Subtitles) 
6/19 - Fraulein (Switzerland, English Subtitles)

the opposite page 
Japanese. Example: Good Morning 
— opposite page — O Hi o. Ohio. That 
was easy. I explained that we wanted to 
buy silk cloth. Not so easy.

No. 1 and No. 2 looked confused. 
Finally, No. 2 brightened and said, “Ah 
so,” left the room, and came back with a 
pretty little girl, probably 15 years old. 
The girl stood with her hands clasped, 
pointing up, her eyes looking at the floor.

“We want to buy silk cloth,” I said. 
She didn’t understand. No. 2 clapped 
his hands, the girl left, and another girl 
came in and assumed the same stance 
as the first girl. “We would like to buy 
silk cloth,” I said. She didn’t under-
stand my Japanese either. She left. No. 

2 indicated that we should follow him. 
He got in the jeep and directed us to 
the local red-light district. No. 2 walked 
home, and we went our way — back to 
our battalion headquarters where we 
heard the stories of other soldiers.

Private T.J., who rode a Harley in 
civilian life, decided to have the local 
Japanese tailor make a silk shirt with 
“bolero” sleeves that would balloon out 
as he rode down the highway. He left his 
army GI shirt for size and sleeve length. 
Two days later Private T.J. picked up a 
perfect army-GI silk shirt — no bolero 
sleeves.

Another anecdote: A company clerk 
came into my office and said, “Sir, Pri-
vate R.L. would like to talk to you.”

“Send him in,” I said.
Private R.L. was a good soldier, 

from the Rio Grande area of Texas. He 
came in, saluted, and said, “Sir, I request 
permission to get married.”

I asked, “What does she do?”
“She works in a bar, Sir.”
Why do you want to marry her?”
“Sir, all my life I have never received 

respect from anyone. This girl loves me 
and respects me. I love and respect her, 
too.”

“Permission granted.”

HIS MEMORIAL DAY, honor those 
in your life who are veterans or cur-
rent members of the Armed Forces, 

which we have done by publishing the 
story of retired Capt. Sidney Girardin, a 
long-time family friend. You can show 
your appreciation by taking the time to 
visit Rose Park Veterans Memorial on East 
Michigan Avenue next to the Kalamazoo 
River. Better yet, invest in a brick printed 
with his or her name and military branch, 
to be placed at the park by the Kalamazoo 
Sunrise Rotary, the local organization that 
made this park possible. To do so, contact 
the Kalamazoo Community Foundation 

at 381-4416. Also, consider attending 
Kalamazoo’s Memorial Day Parade at 10 
a.m. on May 26, also sponsored by the 
Kalamazoo Sunrise Rotary.

It doesn’t take much to show your 
gratitude. At the very least, tell those vet-
erans or active servicepersons you know 
that you appreciate their sacrifice. 

Editor Penny Briscoe first read Sid 
Girardin’s story several months ago when 
he shared it during a short visit at his 
home. It provided for her a snapshot of 
little-known details about military life at 
an important but quickly fading period in 
the history of the world.

Honor a Hero

the opposite page
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Captain Sid Girardin and a fellow officer 
pose with three friendly children who 
enjoyed the treats they were given.
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Military

If we had needed to know information 
about anything while there, we would gen-
erally go to the prefecture police station for 
an interpreter, generally a middle-age lady 
who had lived most of her life in Oakland, 
Calif. She had returned to Japan with her 
family two or three years before the war 
started.

Once an interpreter asked, “Where 
is home?”

“Detroit,” I said.
“There is a family from Detroit right 

down the road,” she replied.
When I went to visit them, I found 

a small man working in his garden. He 
invited me to meet his wife. The first 
thing I noticed upon entering their 
home was a Wayne University pillow. 
Their son had graduated from Wayne 
and their son and two daughters were 
working in Tokyo for the U.S. Army. 
While we drank tea together, they 
showed pictures of their 40-foot-wide 
Japanese import store that they owned 
previously on Grand River Avenue near 
West Grand Boulevard. They wanted to 
know if Davison Expressway had been 
completed.

I didn’t know. I hadn’t been home 
for a long time.

After the war, General MacArthur 

captured the hearts 
of the Japanese 
people. He gave 
them representative 
government. He gave 
women the vote. He 
eliminated the nasty 
Japanese military that 
had so long dominated 
Japanese life. And the 
emperor supported 
all of MacArthur’s 
actions — he feared 
being executed as a war 
criminal.

After many months, 
it was time to go home. 
Japan was no longer a 
threat to the world, but 
a bowing, tea-drinking 
democracy.

The 1346 Engineer 
Combat Battalion was deactivated.

The author, Sidney E. Girardin, was 
commanding officer of A Company, 1346 
Engineer Combat Battalion. He is a life-
long Michigan resident, was drafted into 
the U.S. Army in 1942 and received training 
as an Army engineer. After attending 
officer candidate school, he was assigned 
to the faculty of the engineering officer 

candidate school at Ft. Belvoir, Va., and 
deployed to the Pacific in 1945. Captain 
Girardin completed his active service on 6 
April, 1946. He spent his civilian life as an 
architectural engineer, teacher and college 
professor in the Detroit area. In retirement, 
he now produces architectural drawings for 
residential projects. 
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Typical housing for those who lived on Okinawa 
at the end of World War II.
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COMERICA BUILDING

MICHIGAN
BUILDING

Premium
Downtown
Office 
Space
at
Affordable
Rates

Telephone 381-3490

for complete information
& immediate availability.

Quality Assured Suites
from 350 sq. ft. to
12,000 sq. ft. per floor

Leaving Words First

Both of my parents are leaving me

words first

voices falling silent from disuse

the shell intact, the heart irrevocably

unreachable

my mother’s tumor, my  

father’s stroke

have rendered them silent, locked

in a world where words

are broken tools, hammers

with no handles

One light is gone, the other 

 dimming,

flickering like a weakened filament

I was always good with words.

They are like toys to me,  

wooden blocks,

solid and substantial, things  

of value.

Words are what get me

from here to there, and now

I can only watch while my father

forgets my name.

It’s troublesome 

to him, a space in time

that’s fallen away

a hole in the lace of his life

I never know for sure

if he remembers who I am.

I spend days putting off the call

Try saying I love you without words

into a phone line 600 miles away

Really — it rained all week,  

  By Cheryl Peck

Cheryl Peck has published two col-
lections of essays (that include a few 
poems), “Fat Girls and Lawn Chairs” 
(Warner Books 2004) and “Revenge of 
the Paste Eaters: Memoirs of a Misfit” 
(Warner Books 2005). She lives in 
Three Rivers and is currently working 
on a novel, “Farm Dogs.”
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HEN THE general public hears 
the word archaeology, many 

people imagine the movie “The 
Adventures of Indiana Jones,” about im-
probable escapades and romance in exotic 
foreign places like Egypt or the tropical 
lowlands of Guatemala. Dr. Michael Nas-
saney of WMU offers another scenario.

He has spent his career doing fas-

cinating archaeological research in the 
northeastern, southern, and midwestern 
United States. He believes that wherever 
you go in America, ordinary people — 
and Michael is always keen to involve or-
dinary people in a process called “public 
archaeology” — can be reasonably confi-
dent that there is “something archaeologi-
cally interesting right in my backyard and 

immediately beneath our feet.” 
James Deetz, one of the founders of 

American historical archaeology, called 
such seemingly mundane, backyard 
discoveries the “small things forgotten.” 
These are often everyday domestic objects 
— broken dinner plates, metal buttons, 
or kitchen refuse — that were either lost 
or discarded. Evidence of the human past 
is all around us, Michael Nassaney says. 
Sometimes you only have to scratch the 
surface to identify the clues that people 
have inadvertently left about their lives, 
much as a detective looks for evidence to 
make a case. 

Michael Nassaney’s 
short, stocky physique 
and engaging friendliness 
match well with the soul 

patch beneath his lower lip. He’s been 
on the faculty in WMU’s Department of 
Anthropology since 1992, the year he 
completed his doctorate.

Over the years, Michael has devel-
oped “community service learning,” or 
“learning in the process of serving the 
public,” a way to train his archaeology 
students. In fact, it is often that very 
public that first identifies topics that be-
come archaeological research projects for 
Michael and his colleagues and students. 
This method will soon be revealed in his 
coedited book entitled “Archaeological 
Practice and Community Service Learn-

Michael Nassaney photographs an artifact last summer at the Ft. St. Joseph archaeological site 
in Niles, Mich.
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A student reaches into an excavation pit at 
the Ft. St. Joseph site in Niles.
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ing,” to be published in 2009 by the 
University Press of Florida.

Michael’s fascination with archaeol-
ogy has its roots in his childhood. “One 
of my early interests,” he said, “was in 
social studies. My eighth-grade yearbook 
says, oddly enough, that I would be an 
archaeologist and a college professor. I 
suspected none of that at the time!

“Getting into archaeology was a 
little bit happenstance. My undergradu-
ate junior year abroad was in Switzer-
land at the University of Fribourg,” he 
continues. “I had the opportunity to do 
some archaeological fieldwork at a late 
Neolithic and early Bronze Age site.” 

Michael grew up outside of Provi-
dence, R.I., where his father owned and 
ran several five-and-dime stores filled 
with small things forgotten. “I cut my 
teeth in those stores,” Michael said, 
“sweeping floors and stocking shelves” 
until he could run the cash register at 
age 14. His mother also helped out in the 
stores after Michael’s younger sister was 
off to grade school. He said that, as a boy, 
he and his family often traveled by car 
around the United States and Canada, 
experiences that fostered his interest in 
people, places, and, especially, American 
Indian history.

After high school, Michael ultimate-
ly enrolled at Providence College, where, 
in 1977, he earned a bachelor’s degree 
in anthropology and was first exposed 
to archaeology. He was then awarded a 
master’s degree in 1982 at the University 
of Arkansas-Fayetteville, specializing 
there in public archaeology. He returned 
to New England the following year and 

began his doctoral studies at the Univer-
sity of Massachusetts-Amherst.

This experience culminated in a dis-
sertation that focused on social ranking 
among the mound builders of prehistoric 
central Arkansas. It was in Arkansas that 
he experienced his most harrowing field-
work moment. “I was working in a pretty 
deep trench,” he said. “It must have been 
eight feet deep. I got out in time, but my 
colleague was buried up to his chest 
when the walls caved in. He was OK, 
though, thank goodness.” 

Michael said his most challeng-
ing experience occurred in 
1983 when he was the field 

director of a crew of 25 people in Rhode 
Island. They were excavating 50 17th 
century Narragansett Indian burials that 
were to be disturbed by construction 
activities. “It was politically very sensi-
tive,” he said, “with the Narragansetts 
monitoring our excavations daily.” 

 “I came to WMU in 1992 right 
after completing my doctorate,” he said. 
“It was the first job ad that I saw, and it 
matched my qualifications very well. I 
had never been to Michigan at that time.”

He remembers that, during the 
1990s, “WMU’s ‘profile’ was getting 
bigger and better known,” so it was a 
propitious time to come to Kalamazoo. 
Michael, who is a current member of 
the local Unitarian-Universalist People’s 
Church, first lived at Candlewyck Apart-
ments with his wife, Nadine, and young 
son, Andrew. In 1993 they moved into 
their current home on Inkster Avenue, 
and a second son, Alexander, was born 

that same year.
As noted earlier, much of Michael’s 

research in Kalamazoo and southwestern 
Michigan has resulted directly from ques-
tions asked by the public. “When I came 
to WMU,” he said, “I started getting calls 
from people who wanted me to solve their 
archaeological problems.” For example, 
in 1998 in Niles, Mich., Support the Fort, 
a group of citizens dedicated to recon-
structing Fort St. Joseph — a 17th- and 
18th-century military fort and trading 
center — contacted him, which led to an 
archaeological reconnaissance survey to 
locate the submerged remains of the fort 
in the dammed-up St. Joseph River.

This ongoing research has uncov-
ered thousands of artifacts, such as 
hand-wrought nails, broken knives, an 
awl, a straight pin, a pair of scissors, gun 
cocks and flints, and an abundance of 
bones from the white-tailed deer that 
were Fort St. Joseph’s primary source of 
protein, it is surmised. Michael human-
ized these artifacts by saying: “Tiny 
beads were found near a fireplace (in 
the soil beneath the river bottom), beads 
that had been undoubtedly dropped and 
lost while someone was embroidering a 
garment or bag in front of the light and 
heat of a raging, soothing fire.” He paints 
a picture of that very human, poignant 
source of otherwise rather abstract ar-
chaeological artifacts.

“Such artifacts, when found in an 
undisturbed context,” Michael said, 
“afford us a direct connection with 
the past: We touch objects that were 
dropped over 200 years ago by ordinary 
people like ourselves.” 
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Artifacts from the Ft. St. Joseph site are 
carefully catalogued for study.

Michael Nassaney works with students to  
record information at the dig site at Ft. St. Joseph.
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Nassaney

Ramptown, a 19th-century Under-
ground Railroad community in Cass 
County, Mich., first came to Michael’s 
attention in 2001 when the State of 

Michigan contacted him about the 
Michigan Freedom Trails Program. 
Local historians from nearby Vandalia, 
Mich., helped in the process. In 2003, 

Michael and his team responded to a 
request by the Asylum Lake Policy and 
Management Council, a citizens group, 
to conduct an archaeological assessment 

Brendan Weaver is, like WMU’s 
Prof. Michael Nassaney, an avowed 
public archaeologist who believes 

that archaeology “is about people, not 
potsherds (broken pottery fragments).” 
Brendan, 24, is an archaeology graduate 
student at WMU who does research in 
the Andes. He’s also a lifelong resident of 
Kalamazoo.

“I’m fourth-generation, on my father’s 
side,” he says, “and both of my parents 
are from Kalamazoo. Wherever I go in the 
world, I carry that badge of Kalamazoo. 
It’s a big part of who I am.”

Brendan speaks proudly of Kala-
mazoo’s arts, culture, and progressive 
politics. With his shoulder-length hair, 
sketchy beard, and angular features, he 
looks like a Left Bank poète maudit, or 
perhaps the mandolinist that he is. 

Brendan is an only child. His father, 
John, grew up on a truck farm located near 
Markin Glen Park, one producing garden 
vegetables to sell in a local market. (The 
word “truck” derives from the French 
word “troquer,” meaning “to barter.”) John, 

who’s now retired, worked for the Kalama-
zoo Gazette for 40 years as a circulation 
district manager. Brendan’s mother, Joni 
McKinney, was raised by a single mother 
on the city’s Eastside and worked 21 years 
at Kalamazoo Tank & Silo (KTS Indus-
tries) before it closed in 1994. She then 
became a travel agent and now works for 
Sea Land Air Travel in Paw Paw. 

His mother’s career as a travel agent 
has influenced Brendan’s decision to 
study archaeology because it allowed the 
family to travel often and, through that 
travel, appreciate the arts as Brendan was 
growing up. Brendan’s maternal grand-
mother, Kay McKinney, was also an influ-
ence by teaching him about nature and 
the importance of the imagination. 

In the fifth grade, Brendan went 
with his parents and grandmother on a 
vacation to Meso-America (stops included 
Mexico, Belize, Guatemala, and Hondu-
ras) to visit several Mayan ruins. “That 
really just fascinated me,” Brendan said. “I 
learned that you could study the past in-
directly through material culture.” Then, 
in 2000, Brendan and Joni took a trip to 
the Peruvian Amazon.

Brendan’s family still lives in the Ev-
anston Avenue house where he grew up. 
He attended Kalamazoo Public Schools, 
including the Kalamazoo Area Math and 
Science Center and originally thought he 
wanted to be a physicist. However, in his 
senior year, 2001–02, he took a WMU 
course, “Race, Biology, and Culture,” 
which made him want to change his 
direction to anthropology. 

“I consider myself a social activist,” 
Brendan said, “and my academic work 
informs this.” To emphasize this point, he 
talked of his past and current involvement 
with St. Thomas Moore Catholic Student 

Parish, which has a sister parish in El Sal-
vador that Brendan has visited. His recent 
social activism includes the living wage 
campaign, Latin American labor issues, 
and working with the WMU Teaching 
Assistants Union (AFL-CIO 1729). He has 
also been a substitute teacher (Spanish, 
English as a Second Language, and music) 
at Loy Norrix and Kalamazoo Central 
high schools and all three of Kalamazoo’s 
middle schools. 

Brendan participated in WMU’s Ar-
chaeological Field School for three sum-
mers, 2003–2005, when he accompanied 
Dr. Frederick H. Smith — then a WMU 
faculty member — to Barbados in the 
Caribbean. “The excavations at Holetown, 
the first British settlement in Barbados, 
dating from 1627, raised really intriguing 
questions about what it means to be an 
American,” said Brendan.

Brendan has developed an interest 
in “transitional processes, these cultural 
processes of social change,” such as the 
ways European, indigenous New World, 
and African cultures have encountered and 
influenced each other. “I am trying,” he 
said, “to understand my own ethnogenesis 
in Kalamazoo, and it’s important to have a 
hemispheric perspective to do this.”

By ethnogenesis Brendan means 
the way that a human group becomes 
ethnically distinct from other groups. The 
working title of Brendan’s master’s thesis 
is, “Ferro Ingenio in Porco, Bolivia: His-
torical Archaeology of Culture Contact, 
Labor, and Empire.” 

Brendan, who has played the piano 
since age 5, studied under Juanita Nash, 
now director of operations for The Gilmore 
here in Kalamazoo. He took up the mando-
lin five years ago, partly because it is por-
table for taking with him to archaeological 

Fourth generation Kalamazooan Brendan 
Weaver is making a career of studying past 
cultures. His mandolin travels with him when he 
ventures off on archaeological digs. 
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— including documentary background 
research and a walkover survey — at 
the site of the Colony Farm at Asylum 
Lake in Kalamazoo. This was an 1880s 

digs. However, he quickly discovered that 
the instrument would replace the piano 
as his “musical voice.” While conduct-
ing research in Bolivia, he was intro-
duced to the charango, a mandolin-like, 
10-stringed instrument made with an 
armadillo shell.

In the American folk-rock tradi-
tion, he performs his own music and 
composes songs about Kalamazoo and 
“hemispheric understanding.” Brendan 
says that his music “has everything to do 
with historical anthropology — it’s an-
other facet of my anthropological voice, 
another dimension of my public anthro-
pology.” Both in Barbados and the Andes, 
Brendan has made a point of meeting 
local musicians and making music with 
them. He sings in English and Spanish.

Whereas Michael Nassaney is both 
philosophically and practically commit-
ted to doing archaeology in the continen-
tal United States, Brendan seeks to com-
pare the cultures of peoples across the 
Americas. “I think it’s important to cross 
those boundaries” — separating nations 
and cultures — “when you’re able to.”

Brendan recently has been accepted 
into the highly competitive archaeology 
doctoral program at Vanderbilt Univer-
sity in Nashville, Tenn., starting in the 
fall of 2008. There he will work with Dr. 
Steve Wernke, a historical archaeologist 
who works in Peru’s Colca Valley. 

In a 2005 excavation of a 17th–19th century 
colonial market in Bridgetown, Barbados, 
Brendan glances up from his work.
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Nassaney

working farm for patients. It was once 
owned and operated by the Kalamazoo 
State Mental Hospital. 

Michael said he doesn’t like using 
the metaphor “archeologically rich” 
when describing areas that have turned 
up artifacts. Rather, he said, “just about 
anywhere people have lived” is archaeo-
logically interesting. He avoids words 
like “rich” or “treasure” because they fo-
cus on the artifacts — the Indiana Jones 
syndrome once again — rather than the 
people and their history.

“I see myself as a steward of the 
past,” he said, “someone who manages 
and interprets this legacy of material 
remains.” He insists upon bringing 
the public into the process and regu-
larly reports to that public by means 
of written documents, public lectures, 
exhibits, DVDs, and open houses. “The 
public has a vested interest in the past,” 
Michael said. “They are stakeholders 

of the past. Our work is intended to be 
highly transparent and accessible to the 
public.”

The WMU Archaeological Field 
School — established over 30 
years ago by Michael’s now-retired 

colleague, Dr. William Cremin — has 
been operating at the Fort St. Joseph site 
regularly since 2002. The Field School 
is intended for college or university stu-
dents, and not just for those from WMU. 
The school involves seven-week stints 
of “experiential learning outside of the 
classroom, usually during the summer.” 
Prior to that field experience, participants 
have studied techniques and theory in a 
traditional educational setting. The Field 
School, although optional, is a popular 
class in the anthropology department. 

The department also offers one-
week “field camps” for high-school 
students, K-12 teachers, and continuing 
education students. “We invite the public 
to get involved,” Michael said. Typically 
10 high-school students are involved in 
a single field camp at the Fort St. Joseph 
site. Up until now, students have come 
almost entirely from the Niles area. 

WMU’s anthropology department 
currently has about 90 undergraduate 
students pursuing majors and minors in 
anthropology and archaeology. Perhaps 
five-to-10 of these students come from 
Kalamazoo or nearby communities, and 
currently about 30 graduate students are 
part of the department. Although WMU 
offers the master’s as the terminal degree 

in anthropology, Michael said he would 
like to work with doctoral students. 
“It would be even more intellectually 
stimulating and challenging to do so. 
For one thing, Ph.D. students are around 
longer, and there’s more time to develop 
relationships and ideas,” he said. 

Michael is also experienced with ar-
chaeology’s involvement in public works 
projects such as highway construction. 
He said that any time federal monies are 
involved in such construction, “envi-
ronmental impact” permits are typically 
required as mandated by the National 
Historic Preservation Act of 1966. Let’s 
say, for example, that a right-of-way has 
been plotted where a new road will be 
built. Long before construction begins, 
what is called an archaeological locational 
survey will be conducted. It might consist 
of personnel walking in a plowed field to 
locate surface artifacts of historic interest.

Typically, a Cultural Resource Man-
agement firm (CRM) contracts with the 
relevant government agency to do such 
work. Michael has worked for a number 
of these CRM firms in advance of high-
way construction in places like East St. 
Louis, Ill. “Sometimes we were working 
just ahead of the bulldozers, but usually 
we did our work well in advance of road 
construction,” he commented.

When the sites are found, they 
are evaluated to determine if there are 
undisturbed artifacts beneath the surface 
that can answer questions about the 
past: How old are the artifacts and who 
deposited them? What can they tell us 

About two miles down river from the Ft. St. Joseph site, students collect artifacts at a Pokagon village, 
an early 19th century (1820s–1830s) Potowatami site.
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about bygone lifeways and can they 
contribute new information about the 
history and culture of an area? If the 
answer is yes, the site may be eligible for 
the National Register of Historic Places. 
Finally, if the site is deemed archaeologi-
cally significant, it may be necessary to 
“mitigate the potential impact” of the 
road construction by, for example, shift-
ing the roadway 50 yards away from the 
present course. This work might take 
days, weeks, or even months.

Michael said that new highways 
today are not the major public-sector 
projects requiring the use of archaeology. 
A real growth industry now is “natural 
gas pipelines in the upper Midwest com-
ing down from Canada. Surveys must be 
done for all of these right-of-ways,” he 
said. In the 1960s and 1970s, for example, 
new sewer lines were being built in small 
towns all over the United States, and 
these required archaeological surveys.

He said that “at least 80 percent of 
employment in archaeology is now in 
CRM. Perhaps 10 percent is in academia 
and museums, and another 10 percent 
is in government work.” He said that 
people with new bachelor’s degrees in 
archaeology can easily get entry-level 
jobs in CRM, which provides excellent 
on-the-job training. There is often con-
siderable turnover in such CRM posi-
tions as people get burned out or decide 
they really like archaeology and want to 
attend graduate school; so, entry-level 
CRM jobs are always available.

About whether WMU teaches 
cultural resource management, Michael 

Michael said, “was that the ‘public 
archaeology’ I was doing was what later 
came to be called ‘community service 
learning.’ I’d been doing it all along.” 
Public archaeology was originally de-
fined as “compliance-driven work done 
so that the public’s heritage wouldn’t be 
trashed. Often the results ended up in 
inaccessible reports.” Michael now some-
times uses the term “engaged archaeol-
ogy” because “the public wants a more 
intimate relationship with the work.”

With ease, Michael identified the 
major research topic he wants to explore 
at the Fort St. Joseph site. “My main 
question is: What do people want to 
learn from Fort St. Joseph? How can we 
use this site to liberate people’s perspec-
tives that limit their view of the future? 
For example, research at the site shows 
that, in the 18th century, the French 
and Native Americans were both there, 
living and working together. They were 
very different societies, but they learned 
to live together. How can people today 
learn from this historical experience? 

“Everybody — shopkeepers, hotel 
owners, researchers, educators, etc. — 
sees Fort St. Joseph in a different way,” 
he said. “All these views are valid.”

In short, archaeologists need to re-
spond to multiple public perspectives as 
they shape how to research and publicize 
an archaeological site. On July 26–27, 
2008, there will be an open house in 
Niles, Mich., to celebrate a new summer 
of research at Fort St. Joseph. The public 
is welcome. 

said, “We don’t do as much of it as we 
might, but we do emphasize student in-
volvement in all aspects of the archaeo-
logical process, from proposal writing 
and fieldwork to artifact analysis and 
disseminating information.”

Work in the government sector 
might also include the Forest Service, 
said Michael, noting that it offers tem-
porary (90 days maximum) summer 
archaeological jobs with the Corps of 
Engineers, and, in the western United 
States, the Bureau of Land Management.

According to Michael, “The field of 
archaeology was dominated by males up 
until about 30 years ago. Today, there is 
much more balance. It’s probably 50-50 
males and females studying archaeology 
overall. Traditionally, male archaeologists 
tended to work in the field and females in 
the lab. But that’s definitely changing.”

Michael said that generally com-
munity service learning’s “impact and 
influence are increasing” in American 
archaeology. “There’s a recognition that 
archaeologists need to be able to work 
with a wider audience.”

A good example of this was the 
Midwest Historical Archaeological 
Conference (Nov. 2–3, 2007) at DePaul 
University in Chicago where the topic 
was “engaged, public archaeolog — the 
diverse ways archaeologists can work 
with their many public constituencies 
effectively.” Michael contributed to a 
panel about how to engage students in 
collaborative research.

“What I found early in my career,” 

In Michael Nassaney’s earlier days of exploration, he stoops next to an old power turbine used in 
the 1890s to power the Russell Cutlery Conpany, once the world’s largest cutlery factory, which 
was situated along the Connecticut River in Turner Falls, Mass.
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S A LONGTIME owner of Emmert’s 
Blueberries, Inc., Bob Emmert, a 

life-long Bangor resident, has yet 
another passion: preserving his commu-
nity’s history.

Bob’s grandfather, Charles, moved 
from South Haven to Bangor in 1917, and 
with his brother, Emil, he bought a team 
of horses and started a dray business to 
transport merchandise from railroad cars 
to downtown stores. With the advent 
of the automobile, they bought trucks 
to expand the service to include trans-
portation of fruit and vegetables from 
Bangor-area growers to a farmers’ market 
in Benton Harbor and Chicago-bound 
boats at the piers in South Haven. In 1937, 
Charles built a receiving station in down-
town Bangor that bears the inscription 
“EMMERT’S Since 1917” along with an 
illustration of a cluster of blueberries. 

Charles’ son, John, took over the 
business in the early 1960s and added 
cold storage for apples and peaches, then, 
later, blueberries, cherries and asparagus. 
This improvement helped the Emmerts 
deliver produce to local canneries for 
juice and canned goods, and to Chicago’s 
South Water Market. 

Starting in the early 1950s, John’s 

wife, Dorothy, began selling blueberries 
to local grocers and markets. Bob relates, 
“Working in our home, Mom would pack 
three or four flats a day, earning what she 
called her ‘mad money.’” A flat holds 12 
pints or about 11 pounds of blueberries, 
which made for a modest endeavor at the 
outset. 

However, Dorothy’s home-based 
business grew in the 1950s and ’60s, 
along with her family of six children. Bob, 
the third child and born in 1950, says, 
“The demand expanded to as many as 100 
flats a day, until it outgrew the house and 
we had to move to the receiving station.” 
Working in the family business “set the 
pace for us kids,” Bob says. “Every sum-
mer, we worked. There were no ifs, ands 
or buts. There were berries to be packed, 
so that’s what we did.”  

Later, in the 1990s after mechaniz-
ing the blueberry packing operation, the 
volume of Dorothy’s “mad money” en-
terprise often reached 50,000 pounds of 
blueberries per day. The crew at that time 
included Bob, the only Emmert child to 
remain in the business, and 25 to 30 high 
school students. On the biggest day, they 
handled 5,400 flats, which is approxi-
mately 30 tons, of blueberries. 

After high school and a degree in 
Earth Science from DePauw University 
in 1974, Bob rejoined his parents in the 
family business, taking formal ownership 
in the mid-1980s. “Dad was good at sales, 
and I did the packing and dock work,” he 
relates.

At the same time, Bob decided to try 
his hand at growing blueberries. In 1978, 
at the age of 28, he bought a 25-acre plan-
tation, of which 17 acres bore blueberry 
bushes. “That kept me in the area,” he says. 

Within a decade he owned 95 acres 
of blueberries. Bob and his wife, Linda 
Garrison, and high-school daughter, 
Lizzie, live on that land. 

Bob sold the receiving station in 
2000 to a locally owned corpora-
tion that now operates under the 

name Michigan Summer Blueberries, Inc. 
That business entity also provides him 
with migrant crews for the half of his crop 
picked by hand and taken to market as 
fresh produce. Bob picks the remainder of 
the berries with a harvester, and these go 
to canneries and bakeries throughout the 
nation. 

The plantation sports more than 10 
varieties of bushes that, collectively, bear 

Bangor blueberry grower Bob Emmert 
checks the ripeness of his crop to ensure 
the berries are ready for harvest.

Very early one August morning, Bob Emmert and two assistants 
ride aboard one of his two harvesting machines, shaking 
blueberries from bushes that can grow to nine feet in height.

On Bangor Farming and History
Small-town living is Bob Emmert’s idea of a good life, and he has 

invested time and money to keep it that way.

By Bob Weir
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fruit throughout the harvest season of mid-
June through mid-September. His 90,000 
bushes produced 722,000 pounds (361 
tons) in 2007, his highest yield ever. “The 
best bushes are the oldest,” he says. “Some 
were planted more than 70 years ago and 
should produce for another 30 years.”

Pollinators are the most important 
aspect of the operation, Bob claims, 
adding that the cost of renting commer-
cial bees is going up due to mysterious 
hive depletion diseases. For two or three 
weeks every spring, he rents about 200 
hives, which the beekeeper places in 
various locations on the plantation when 
blossoms first begin to appear. 

Disease is the main threat to 
blueberry crops, says Bob, who relies 
on government-approved pesticides and 
fungicides, which he states are “more en-
vironmentally safe, and safer to humans, 
than anything I’ve seen in the past.” And 
while Bob occasionally picks a handful of 
berries to enjoy their fresh-from-the-bush 
flavor, he advises consumers to “wash 
blueberries before eating them, just as you 
would with all the foods you get.” He also 
encourages consumers to buy fruits as 
close to home as possible and, especially, 
from growers in the United States. “Other 
countries and governments may not have 
our strict guidelines,” he states. 

Bob Emmert refers to himself as 
“a country boy” who enjoys watching 
numerous wildlife and birds, from small 
yellow canaries and scarlet tanagers to 
crows and red-tailed hawks. “The hawks 
hover when I’m out on my tractor,” he 

says. “They’ll come out of a tree and 
pick up a rabbit sitting right next to me. 
They’re amazing.” 

The demand for blueberries is higher 
than ever, primarily due to recent reports 
of their health benefits. The USDA Hu-
man Nutrition Research Center states that 
eating whole, unprocessed blueberries, 
cranberries, strawberries and raspberries 
provides important vitamins and antioxi-
dants that help prevent and even reverse 
serious diseases such as cancer, diabetes, 
heart ailments, stomach ulcers and high 
cholesterol. “Plus, of course, they taste 
good,” Bob adds with a smile. 

While high demand and excellent 
market prices might tempt people unfa-
miliar with the industry to jump in, Bob 
warns, “It’s not as easy as it looks. It takes 
a lot of work to grow a young plant, and 
five to eight years will pass before you get 
any production from it. In the meantime, 
you have invested a lot of time and money 
in fungicides, insecticides, fertilizer and 
weed spray. Plus, it takes a lot of acreage 
to afford the machinery.” He states that 
government extension agents actually 
discourage new growers if they don’t have 
experience. “They’re concerned the plants 
will not be taken care of, which can 
generate diseases that spread to nearby 
plantations.”

The field season for blueberries 
actually begins in November after the last 
harvest. At that time, Bob and a helper 
rejuvenate each bush by trimming out, by 
hand, the oldest canes. By May, they have 
completed this operation and mulched 

the cane brush into the soil with a brush 
cutter. They then apply the first of five 
to seven applications of herbicides and 
fungicides. 

Then come blossoms, pollinators, 
berries, field crews and harvesting that 
often keeps Bob in the field 12 hours a 
day, six or seven days a week. “I’m burned 
out at the end of September,” he admits. “I 
give everyone a bonus, then take a week 
off and relax. Then we come back and cut 
out trees and vines that have grown up 
among the bushes. There’s never a lack of 
something to do.” 

Yet, Bob Emmert revels in being his 
own boss, which means that, during win-
ter months, he has discretionary time for 
other projects, especially local history. 

Bangor Grain Elevator

Preserving and restoring the Bangor 
Grain Elevator, the community’s most 
significant historical edifice is what Bob 
calls “a small project that became a major 
project.” 

The elevator is a five-story building, 
built in 1873, that dominates the down-
town cityscape. In its operational heyday, 
which lasted until the 1930s or ’40s, the 
elevator, then known as Bangor Eleva-
tor and Supply Company, was one of the 
community’s main businesses. 

Farmers would bring their harvest 
of wheat, oats, rye, beans and corn into 
town, pulling their wagons up to an 
unloading chute on the east side of the 
building. Gravity took the grain down the 
chute into the basement where a primary 
conveyor elevated it — thus the building’s 
name — to a cupola at the apex. From 
there, an operator would use auxiliary 
chutes to direct the grain into individual 
storage bins on the second floor. From 
these bins, gravity was again employed 
to transfer the grain into railroad cars or 
trucks that transported the grain to mills 
or feedlots. 

“We figured that, if all the bins were 
filled, this building would hold 1.3 mil-
lion pounds of corn,” Bob says. The build-
ing is post-and-beam construction, 36 

A whole year’s work suddenly becomes 
worth the effort when the juicy, ripe 
blueberries are ready for consumption.
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feet by 60 feet. Its four hand-hewn beams, 
which run the length of the building, are 
12 inches square, cut from single logs, 
which Bob says, “must have come from 
four fantastic trees.” The floor joists in the 
bins are rough-sawn 3-by-8’s, only 4 to 6 
inches on-center. The storage bins, which 
measure 10 feet square and 14 feet tall, 
are built of 2-by-6’s on the exterior sides 
and 2-by-4’s on the interior walls; these 
boards were laid wide-side down with 
overlapping joints akin to the technique 
used by masons to lay bricks. The overall 
impression is “that’s a lot of wood.” Yet, 
the main beams do have a slight lean to 
the west, an indication that, perhaps, at 
one time, the elevator was filled with an 
unbalanced load in that direction.

“A structural engineer told us this 
place isn’t going anywhere,” Bob says. 
“The building has survived at least four 
fires that we know of, but even with all 
this wood, it probably has a lower burn 
factor than most modern buildings be-
cause of the thickness of the lumber.” 

Today, the building is an attrac-
tive, bright, barn red, but photos taken 
at the start of the project in 2004 show 
a weather-worn eyesore. “People said 

we were crazy for taking this project on. 
They said the building should have been 
torn down,” Bob reports. 

Indeed, that was the apparent intent 
of Larry Nielsen, who was Bangor’s city 
manager in 2004, when he sent out an 
e-mail, seeking bids to raze the structure. 
Bob says, “When I read that, I about flew 
off my seat. I ran down to his office and 
said, ‘You’re not going to tear that build-
ing down.’ It’s been here longer than any 
other. Tearing it down would have been a 
real loss to the community.” In retrospect, 
Bob says Nielsen “might have been look-
ing for a reaction rather than a bid; if so, 
it worked.” 

With that verve, Bob and his partners 
in the project, primarily George Fritz who 
is also a partner in Michigan Summer 
Blueberries, Inc., purchased the building 
from Bangor’s Downtown Development 
Authority soon thereafter. 

Restoration has included replacing 
rotted roofing and first-story sidewalls 
and upgrading electrical circuits, stair-
cases and a public elevator. Crews also 
cut away part of the grain bin walls, thus 
creating a walkway throughout the sec-
ond floor interior and converting the bins 

Emmert

Bob Emmert poses with two personal treasures in the quaint Bangor Amtrak train station that is 
also the home of the Coffee Depot coffee and gift shop. In Bob’s left hand is a copy of the book he 
authored, “Bangor — Our History in Photographs,” which is a detailed volume of 193 pages with 400 
photographs. In his right hand is the State History Award, given by the Historical Society of Michigan 
to honor Bob’s publication. The Bangor Elevator is the tall, red building in the background.
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into alcoves where local artisans could 
possibly practice and display their craft. 
Ultimately, Bob’s partners expect to open 
the building as a retail outlet for Michigan 
products, including those that feature lo-
cally grown fruit, such as pies and jams. 

Bob’s goal is to have the building 
included in the U.S. Department of the 
Interior’s National Register of Historic 
Places; and once that occurs, he intends to 
bow out of the project. To meet Bob’s goal, 
the building is being restored to its condi-
tion in the 1930s and ’40s, per specified 
historical evaluation criteria. Crews have 
removed an enclosed front porch, built 
post-1940, and restored a floor-to-ceiling 
bay window, which was probably torn out 
when the porch was built. 

The decision to pinpoint that time 
period is to re-create a structure that tells 
a story. “There wasn’t a police department 
in Bangor until the 1950s, so the city 
hired a night watchman who would sit or 
stand in that bay window, in the middle 
of town, from where he could watch the 
stores from east to west and keep the 
peace,” Bob explains.

Bangor History Book

Bob Emmert’s love of history began 
in the 1980s when he saw a book with an 
old picture of Bangor, looking east down 
Monroe Street, which is the community’s 
name for M-43. The picture, taken in the 
late 1800s of buildings he recognized, 
motivated him to collect old Bangor post-
cards, eventually accumulating about 200. 

The Emmert family’s history in Bangor dates to 
1917 when Bob Emmert’s grandfather started 
a dray business to transport merchandise from 
railroad cars to local businesses. This building 
in downtown Bangor, built in 1937, was once 
the family’s receiving station for blueberries 
grown throughout the area. Today the building 
is owned by Michigan Summer Blueberries, 
Inc., a partnership that does not include an 
Emmert, but Bob Emmert is the entity’s largest 
supplier of blueberries.
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A friend, Bev McLarty, also had a 
collection of historic Bangor photographs, 
and Bob realized that with these two col-
lections, he had enough images to inspire 
a book. That realization, in 1999, was 
the start of a five-year project. “I started 
calling anybody and everybody who had 
anything to do with Bangor,” he says, 
“and from that request, I collected about 
2,200 photos” 

He was also blessed with a fortuitous 
event from three decades earlier and 
cooperation from the local library. “When 
the Bangor Advance newspaper was sold 
in the early 1980s, the new owners threw 
away all the old issues, dating back over 
100 years,” Bob relates. “Somebody from 
the Bangor Arts Council saw them in a 
dumpster and saved them, took them to 
Western Michigan University where they 
were converted to microfilm and then 
gave them to the Bangor Branch of the 
Van Buren District Library.” 

Bob used those microfilms to find a 
historical context for the photos he had 
amassed, investing two winters into the 
research.

One of his favorite photos, which 
he found in the Bangor Schools archives, 
proved to be ideal for the book’s cover — 
a photo taken at an 1894 county conven-
tion of the fraternal organization of the 
Knights of the Maccabees. “The photo 
was taken on Monroe Street, at the rail-
road tracks, next to the elevator,”  
Bob says. 

The original print, found later, now 
hangs on display at the Bangor train sta-
tion, a quaint historical building that also 
serves as the Coffee Depot coffee and gift 
shop and Amtrak stop only a block from 
the elevator. 

The book, titled “Bangor — Our 
History in Photographs,” was published in 
2004. In 2006, it received the prestigious 
State History Award from the Historical 

Society of Michigan. 
Although the book stemmed from 

Bob’s idea and his many hours of re-
search, he is quick to compliment the 
many people who contributed photos and 
historical knowledge. He has high praise 
for Stephanie Grier VanKovering, who 
designed the cover and wrote most of the 
copy, as well as Stephanie’s mother, Jane 
Grier, who helped with computer layout. 
“Without them, I may have never finished 
the project,” Bob says. 

And from that book project grew 
inspiration to create a Bangor Historical 
Society, which intends to preserve Bangor 
history by building a museum on land 
since donated. 

Bob, who is the society’s treasurer 
and also president of the Bangor Area 
Community Foundation, has donated his 
book to the society, and all proceeds will 
go to the museum building fund. 

“Over the years,” Bob says, “we’ve 
come a long way; a lot of interesting things 
have happened here, yet life is completely 
changed, primarily because of the auto-
mobile. At one time, everything you could 
want was sold here in Bangor — refrigera-
tors, stoves, cars. You didn’t have to go to 
Kalamazoo or South Haven. But when the 
car and good highways were developed, 
people traveled. Bigger cities built bigger 
stores, and the local furniture stores and 
car dealerships couldn’t compete.

“Most small towns are that way, 
struggling to make ends meet. But we’re 
working hard to keep Bangor on the map, 
to keep it clean and attractive, a good 
community to live in, raise your kids and 
do business.” 

Emmert

Bob Emmert stands on Monroe Street (M-43) in 
downtown Bangor with the historic Bangor Ele-
vator and Supply Company building behind him. 
Originally built in 1873, Bob and others are now 
restoring it to the condition of the 1930s and 
’40s, with hopes of having the building listed on 
the National Register of Historic Places.
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Stephen Allen’s favorite wildflower is 
commonly called “prairie smoke.” 
The scientific designation is Geum 

triflorum. This pretty little piece of native 
flora is oft considered to be a harbinger 
of spring on the prairie. It has also grown 
wild in the heart and mind of this local 
ecologist, to the point that Allen has 
embraced this particular plant as the 
seed name for his business and Web site 
domain. Ecological and native plant con-
sulting is his life’s work. 

“I founded Geum Services in 2005 
in part to act as a consultant, helping 
property developers better understand the 
land under their control,” he says. Urban 
and suburban sprawl is almost inevitable 
in our modern society, so Allen’s services 
could be described as a natural outgrowth 
of the “if you can’t beat ‘em, then join ‘em” 
philosophy.

“I am not against most development,” 
he stresses. “I want to promote more en-
vironmental stewardship and care for the 
natural environment as part of a managed 

landscape.” 
A lifelong ornithologist, naturalist 

and former staff member of the Kala-
mazoo Nature Center, Allen is a native 
Michigander who grew up in Birming-
ham. One block behind his house was the 
northern branch of the Rouge River with 
an old grist mill dam that created a small 
pond. “I would spend all day exploring 
along the river, making my fort and hid-
ing among the trees,” he recalls. “I loved 
being outdoors. This was in the 1960s, 
when kids were allowed to roam freely 
in their neighborhoods from early in the 
morning until after dark.”

He eventually came to Western 
Michigan University to get a biology 
degree with a focus on environmental 
studies. Allen credits Dr. Richard Brewer, 
a longtime ecology and ornithology pro-
fessor at WMU, for his career direction. “I 
was greatly influenced by him and by Ray 
Adams, director of the Avian Research 
Center at the Center in the late 1970s,” 
he says. “Some of the college field trips 

we took to the Nature Center made a real 
impression on me.”

That impact was so great that Allen 
first became a volunteer, then applied to 
work as a staff member at the Nature Cen-
ter. From 1991–2004, he was an integral 
part of the Avian Research Program and 
founded the popular Community Wildlife 
Program. “You could say the birds guided 
my interest in their habitats, and all the 
questions from homeowners over the 
years made me realize there was a definite 
need for in-depth consulting,” he says.

“The greater Kalamazoo area is 
blessed with folks who are really inter-
ested in the environment, including the 
Nature Center, the Southwest Michigan 
Land Conservancy and the local node of 
the Michigan Stewardship Network,” Al-
len notes. From control of invasive plants 
to education and advocacy, these groups 
work cooperatively to promote a better 
understanding of how to live in tandem 
with nature. 

Geum Services, Inc. is a small busi-

Stephen Allen checks a
bluebird box at Egypt Valley 

Golf Course in Grand Rapids.

Photo: David J. Aupperlee

Stephen Allen chose the native flora prairie smoke as the “seed name” and logo for his 
ecological consulting business and Web site domain. The wavy tendrils on the bright pink 
blossoms are one of the first flowers to appear on the prairie in spring.
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ness based in Richland, with just three 
employees: Stephen Allen; his wife, An-
drea Trautman, who handles publications 
and data; and advanced master gardener 
Gina Frasson-Hudson. “It’s an interesting 
synergy where we all often lend a hand 
out in the field on projects, too,” Allen 
notes.

Hudson primarily works with 
individual homeowners on the design of 
planned gardens, while Allen handles the 
large-scale landscapes and wildlife-friend-
ly habitat projects. The consulting firm 
also pulls in contract workers and special-
ized associates from different regions of 
the state when needed. The clients Geum 
serves for ecological consulting and native 
plant landscaping often want to include 
nest boxes for birds, pollinator-friendly 
gardens, and wildlife monitoring in their 
natural areas.

That educational thrust is a key 
component of his work on seven 
golf courses across west Michigan. 

“Golf courses are essentially landlocked 
urban preserves,” he says. “In 30 to 50 
years, golf courses, along with parks and 
cemeteries, will likely be the only major 
green spaces left in some urban areas.”

“The Kalamazoo Country Club was 

one of the first adopters of this 
type of enhanced ecological proj-
ect, which includes the children 
of its members,” Allen adds. “The 
kids at the Kalamazoo Country 
Club participated in educational 
exploration of the grounds, in-
cluding examination of aquatic 
macro-invertebrates (“water 

bugs”) along the shores of Whites Lake,” 
he states. “They also spent time learning 
about flying insects such as dragonflies 
and butterflies.”

According to Allen, John Fulling, 
the superintendent of the club, has been 
a leader in local and statewide environ-
mental programming since the middle 
1990s.” Allen and Fulling have garnered 
over a decade’s worth of monitoring data 
on the migration and nesting habits of 
the Eastern Bluebird on the Kalamazoo 
Country Club grounds. “In 1998, there 
were 15 successful young hatched there, 
and by 2007, thanks to the club’s efforts, 
there were 60,” he notes. “There are least 
10 nesting pairs of bluebirds that consider 
the Kalamazoo Country Club as home. 
This is an example of an environmental 
management process that golf course 
superintendents are utilizing all over the 
country.” 

Making bluebirds and other winged 
species welcome is not labor intensive. 
Installing a series of nest boxes, not mow-
ing as much of the fringe “no play” spaces 
and leaving some wild areas is all it takes. 
“In essence, that doesn’t affect the way 
the golf course plays and actually saves 
maintenance fees over time due to less 
labor-intensive grounds maintenance and 

mowing,” Allen points out.
The Kalamazoo Country Club 

has also been formally registered as a 
Monarch Butterfly Migratory Waystation 
as well. Geum crews are also helping to 
introduce more perennial native plants 
on the grounds, to complement the club’s 
current aesthetics. “Everybody wins with 
this type of plan,” Allen stresses. “There 
are less maintenance costs involved for 
the club and less spraying of chemicals, 
which is good for the golfers and the 
environment.”

Allen has also been a consulting 
wildlife and habitat biologist for the 
Michigan Turfgrass Environmental Stew-
ardship Program for over 12 years. The 
cooperative pollution prevention effort is 
connected with Michigan State University 
and the Michigan Turfgrass Foundation. 
The focus is property awareness and safer 
handling of fuel, pesticides and fertilizers 
on golf courses to protect surface water 
and ground water. Less use of chemicals 
is also healthier for the golfers and other 
animals that tend to walk, scurry or oth-
erwise frolic on the grounds. Along with 
the Kalamazoo Country Club, several 
other similar facilities are either certi-
fied under this MSU effort or are actively 
working toward certification, including 
Milham Park, the Gull Lake Country 
Club, and the Gull Lake View Golf 
Courses. (A complete list — by county — 
can be found at MTESP.org) 

Geum Services has also provided na-
tive plant support for the City of Kalama-
zoo Waste Water Treatment Plant, on the 
banks of the Kalamazoo River. In Battle 
Creek, Geum helped with a number of 
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“This year about 40 Alticor employees will 
be involved on the company properties in 
Ada, Mich., and will participate in the on-
site nest box training,” Stephen Allen notes. 
Volunteers watch carefully as he shows 
them how he bands a bluebird.

Two baby tree swallows ready for banding are held in Stephen Allen’s hand.
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Allen

native plant projects, including the storm-
water project at Willard Beach in 2006 
and 2007, which garnered a statewide 
award and recognition.  “These are all 
long-term investments in the environ-
ment,” Allen says. “It will eventually pay 
off. However, these native plants take 
time to get established, so it requires a 
concerted effort and a real commitment to 
improving the environment.”  

Allen is a charter member and found-
ing president of the Southwest Michigan 
Sustainable Business Forum, a group 
organized to promote business practices 
that demonstrate environmental stew-
ardship, economic vitality, and social 
responsibility. He sees many corporate 
entities in west Michigan working dili-
gently on being “green.” The client list for 
Geum Services includes Perrigo, DENSO 
Manufacturing, Steelcase Corporation 
and Alticor. For example, Allen is help-
ing to educate staff and volunteers at the 
headquarters of Ada-based Alticor, an 
offshoot of the Amway Corporation.

“We coordinate their employee-
based wildlife habitat teams, utilizing 
the corporate grounds as a teaching 
tool to improve the environment,” he 
explains. “It involves active volunteers 
and can range from nature walks to 
nest-box programs and education on bird 
banding.” One of the mini-lectures he 
is always compelled to make is the one 
where he ensures the reluctant volun-
teers that it is not a problem to handle 
and band small birds. 

“20 years ago, Steelcase installed a 
50-acre prairie as an intentional land-
scape around its corporate development 
center in Grand Rapids and I’ve been 
assisting in maintaining and monitor-
ing that prairie for the past 10 years,” 
Allen notes. “That involves managing 
and tracking what type of wildlife uses 
that large prairie.” He is also conduct-
ing an active environmental stewardship 
program at the Egypt Valley Country 
Club near Grand Rapids, one of seven 
similar efforts on golf courses across 
west Michigan.

“Housing developments that pres-

ent themselves as conservation-based 
are also integrating dedicated open 
space into their site plans, and we help 
with initial wildlife habitat assessments 
for those projects,” Allen adds. “Even 
though it is an added expense, these 

developers see the benefit in having 
an independent, third party provide 
them with experienced guidance in the 
management and understanding of these 
naturalized habitats. The long-term goal 
is for that prairie or wetland area to 

The SWAT team is an elite group 
of local activists that does battle 
with invaders. 2008 marks the 

third year of the Stewardship Network 
shared field crew, the Special Weed 
Attack Team. Their main mission is the 
control of invasive plant species that are 
wreaking havoc on local ecosystems. 

The Southwest Corner Cluster 
(SWCC) of the Stewardship Network 
includes among its members the South-
west Michigan Land Conservancy, the 
Kalamazoo Nature Center, the Depart-
ment of Natural Resources Land Owner 
Incentive Program, and the Fort Custer 
Training Center Environmental Divi-
sion. These groups combine resources 
in land management and restoration, ac-

cording to Nate Fuller, conservation and 
stewardship director for the Southwest 
Michigan Land Conservancy (SWMLC).

“We are a nonprofit organization 
that helps people protect the local wild 
and scenic places they care most about,” 
Fuller stresses. “We do that through 
conservation easements and through 
ownership of nature preserves. 

Individuals, property owners, private 
businesses and governmental agencies 
have also joined forces with the stew-
ardship organizations. Volunteers pitch 
in to help with activities ranging from 
prescribed burns to trail restoration and 
the hand-pulling of garlic mustard. Each 
year a different group of partners chips 
in to fund the versatile local SWAT team 

The SWAT team tackles a controlled burn in Oshtemo Township. This technique is often used as 
an effective tool in forest management and prairie restoration. The fire kills off unwanted species 
or clears an area prior to restoring a natural habitat through new plantings. Controlled burns can 
actually stimulate the germination of some species of desirable forest trees.
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eventually sustain itself. That’s nature. 
But on the front end, nature may need a 
little TLC. It’s important to manage and 
establish an area — and help that area 
to resist invasive species such as garlic 
mustard and purple loosestrife.”

that is also available for planting and 
has participated in mass seed collection 
from wildflowers and prairie grasses. 

To access the events and activities 
for the Southwest Michigan Corner 
Cluster, go to stewardshipnetwork.org, 
or call (734) 996-3190, or get involved 
via the Southwest Michigan Land 
Conservancy, SWMLC.org or (269) 
324-1600.  

Nate Fuller, conservation and stewardship 
director of the Southwest Michigan Land 
Conservancy, shows Beth and Bill Gibson 
and their grandchildren, Joshua and Shyanne 
Gibson, a patch of invasive garlic mustard 
at Kleinstuck Preserve in Kalamazoo. The 
50-acre Kleinstuck Preserve is located just 
off of Oakland Drive to the east of Western 
Michigan University. Each garlic mustard 
plant produces up to 8,000 seeds, quickly 
spreading and crowding out the natural 
habitat wildflowers. If left undisturbed, a 
patch can advance an average of about 20 
feet and expand sideways as much as 120 feet 
in one year.
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Allen

Allen has an extensive knowledge 
of which native plants will thrive 
in certain areas, depending on the 

type of soil, the hydrology and amount of 
sun. He is currently consulting with the 
builders of several housing developments, 
including three near his home base of 
Richland: Cranes Pond, south of Gull 

Lake View-West Golf Course; 
Hillcrest, located on the old 
Gilmer Farms apple orchards 
off M-89; and Prairie Oaks, 
between E and F Avenues off 
North Sprinkle.

“In the cul de sac islands 
of these developments, plants 
are subjected to dry, harsh 
conditions with little or no irrigation op-
tions, so we choreograph classic prairie 
plants and grasses,” he explains. “Options 
include the height and color cycles of the 
plants. With grasses, some keep their 
fawn and russet brown colors and create 
substance in the winter, much better than 
a turfgrass or a cool-season grass would. 
If the area is primarily shade, the color 
palette of native plants is greatly reduced.” 

The effects of Stephen Allen’s work 
with Geum Services can be as simple as 
the smile on an Alticor employee’s face as 
she watches him crimp a tiny, silver band 

on the fragile leg of a baby bluebird. Or it 
can be as showy as riots of colorful native 
blooms barely contained in the traffic 
islands and entryways of housing devel-
opments like Prairie Oaks in Kalamazoo 
County.

“I’m really proud of this work,” he 
says. “I hope to see continued positive im-
pacts from our environmental education 
programs and more native plants growing 
in aesthetically interesting settings.” Al-
len also stresses that everyone can play 
a small role in improving the environ-
ment — in their own backyard — or by 
volunteering for organizations such as the 
Southwest Michigan Land Conservancy 
or the Kalamazoo Nature Center.

The passion for his vocation is plain 
to see in Allen’s face. “The migratory 
patterns of birds are simply fascinating,” 
he says with a bit of awe in his voice. 
“Tree swallows fly more than 1,700 miles 
to over-winter in the warmer insect-rich 
climates of Central America, and in 
spring, they fly another 1,700 miles back 
here, to southwest Michigan. They often 
nest in the same field and sometimes in 
the same box.” Allen has methodically 
checked and recorded the bands on 
these birds over decades. “I have found 
the same bird nesting in the same box 
several years in a row,” he admits. “At 
the Egypt Valley Country Club near 
Grand Rapids, I’ve caught the same bird 
three years in a row. It is amazing.” The 
technical term for that natural instinct is 
“site fidelity.”

Allen has been licensed to band birds 
for 30 years. He is still an active volun-
teer with the Kalamazoo Nature Center, 
particularly in the area of bird popula-
tion and migration studies. For two years 
he worked with the owls at Whitefish 
Point Bird Observatory, he notes, and 

Mass plantings such as this one with cone flow-
ers and native grasses at the South Circle area 
of Prairie Oaks in Kalamazoo eliminate the need 
for mowing and provide a more natural environ-
ment in the midst of a suburban development. 

This male monarch 
butterfly perches on 
milkweed and is an

example of the benefits 
of landscaping with

native plants.
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the bearded and burly Allen admits that 
the tiny eastern bluebird is one of his 
personal favorites.

“There is a lot of affection for the 
bluebird because of its presence in popu-
lar song and culture, such as the Judy 
Garland tune, Over the Rainbow from the 
Wizard of Oz.

“Most people do characterize the 
bluebird as the ‘happiest’ mascot among 
our many fine-feathered friends. You 
may recall the song from the 1946 classic 
Disney film, ‘Song of the South’: ‘Zip-a-dee-
doo-dah, zip-a-dee-ay! Mister Bluebird’s 
on my shoulder …’”

In his boyhood, Stephen explored 
the nooks and crannies of his suburban 
neighborhood, learning to appreciate 
the natural cycles of the flora and fauna 
all around him. As a youth in college, 
he studied biology and the environment 
and became an expert in his chosen field. 
Now he owns his own environmental 
consulting business with a daily routine 
of exploring the great outdoors, while giv-
ing Mother Nature a helping hand.

“I try to connect the owners of 
property — whether it’s a corporate 
employee group, a family or a developer 
— to the land under their stewardship,” 
he states. “Through education and better 
understanding, I hope they will grasp the 
responsibility they have to our environ-
ment and the greater community of all 
living things.” 
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This scene from the front entry of Prairie Oaks 
development in Kalamazoo shows plantings 
of deep-rooted natives such as coneflowers, 
milkweed, and lupines.
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(Continued from page 35)

Air Zoo
382-6555:

Snoopy as the World War I Flying Ace 
— Charles M. Schulz’s lovable beagle, 
Snoopy, showcases 40 of his most exciting 
adventures in his Sopwith Camel airplane 
sparring with his archenemy, the Red 
Baron. May 15–June 20.
Beagle Meet and Greet — BREW (Beagle 
Rescue Education and Welfare) will 
provide dog agility demonstrations at 11 
a.m., 1 & 3 p.m., and you can meet the real 
Snoopy throughout the day. May 17, 
11 a.m.–4 p.m.
Read to a Dog Program — Children can 
improve their reading and communication 
skills by employing a powerful method: 
reading to a dog. But not just any dog, a 
Kalamazoo County Humane Society Pet 
Therapy Program dog. May 24, 
11 a.m.–4 p.m.

Literary Events

Kalamazoo Public Library
553-7809:

Summer Reading Games — Readers of 
all ages throughout Kalamazoo county can 
sign up at their neighborhood library in 
June.
Meet Max Brooks — The author of “World 
War Z: An Oral History of the Zombie 
War” will tell how to survive a zombie 
apocalypse. He is a former Saturday Night 
Live writer. June 4, 6–8 p.m. Central Li-
brary, 315 S. Rose St.
Hear Steppin’ In It — The band provides 
their own sound by combining folk, sweet 
jazz, country, swing, and blues. Hear the 
stories behind the music as you enjoy this 
very special acoustic show in-the-round. 
June 17, 7–8:30 p.m. Central Library, 
315 S. Rose St.

Hear Pacifica Quartet — Experience the 
exhuberant style of the award-winning 
Pacifica Quartet courtesy of Fontana 
Chamber Arts. July 8, 7–8:30 p.m. Central 
Library, 315 S. Rose St.
Looking for Hickories — Author Tom 
Springer and illustrator Lad Hanka explore 
the “great nearby” — the quiet rivers, 
sacred trees, and forgotten wildness of the 
rural Midwest. July 15, 6:30–8 p.m. Cen-
tral Library, 315 S. Rose St.
Meet John Rybicki — John will read from 
his latest collection of poems, “We Bed 
Down Into Water”. August 5, 10–11:30 a.m. 
Central Library, 315 S. Rose St.
Hear Rachael Davis — She took grand 
prize in the Telluride Bluegrass Festival’s 
Troubadour Contest and says her influ-
ences range from the jazz stylings of Ella 
Fitzgerald to the soulful pop vocals of Patty 
Griffin. August 12, 7–8:30 p.m. Central 
Library, 315 S. Rose St.
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Poetry anyone? How about 
shar ing your verse wi th       
Kalamazoo-area readers? 
Please submit a short per-
sonal profile to accompany it.

Encore Magazine
c/o Poetry Editor

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

editor@encorekalamazoo.com

61



experience.
Kim Ferris,  30 years
Vice President, Deposit Relationship Manager

1717 Westnedge Ave. Kalamazoo 269.383.7005

© 2007 Irwin Union Bank. Member FDIC.    Equal Housing Lender.

IrwinUnion.com

Guess
WHO

Barbara Hamilton Miller should be a familiar name to anyone who 

follows city government or education in Kalamazoo. She has been 

active in both arenas since the 1990s.

Barb is currently a member of the Kalamazoo city commis-

sion, a position for which she seems to have been born. You see, 

it is her middle name, Hamilton, that ties her to a long-standing 

legacy of service to Kalamazoo. She is the daughter of Francis 

Hamilton, three-time mayor who served on the commission 

throughout the 1960s, ’70s, and ’80s. Fran and Barb are the only 

father-daughter duo to serve as Kalamazoo city commissioners in 

the history of the city.

Barbara is a life-long resident of Kalamazoo. She graduated 

from Kalamazoo Central High School in 1971 and left town long 

enough to earn a degree from Eastern Michigan University. She 

returned and married a fellow KCHS grad, Gordon MIller, 31 years 

ago. Their children are Adam, 26, Allie Bruski, 24, and Caitlin, 20, 

who is attending WMU as a recipient of the Kalamazoo Promise. 

In addition to her work as a two-term city commissioner, Barb 

has served the community on the Kalamazoo Public School board 

from 1994–2002 and on the board of the Kalamazoo Communi-

ties in Schools Foundation and works on various bond issues and 

fundraisers for KPS. She is also a member of the Rotary Club of 

Kalamazoo.

In her spare time Barb likes to read, ride her bike and dabble 

in real estate. But it is service to the community that keeps her fo-

cused on continuing her fine family tradition — and we all benefit 

from her dedication to it.

Answer To

Barbara Hamilton Miller
Kalamazoo City Commission

Costume provided by Tony Gerard of Timid Rabbit Costume Shop.
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Deb Lyons could have sent her dad to another hospital when he had 

chest pain, but she didn’t. She wanted him to go to Bronson’s Chest 

Pain Emergency Center because she knew he would have access to 

the most advanced technology and a specially trained team of experts. 

Shortly after arriving, tests revealed her father had three blocked 

arteries. Within 24 hours, he was recovering from open-heart surgery.   

No one knows Bronson better than the people who work here.  

They see firsthand all the new ways we provide exceptional heart  

care—like introducing the first accredited Chest Pain Emergency  

Center to southwest Michigan.

So it’s no surprise, when it comes to chest pain, more people in  

Kalamazoo County prefer Bronson.

Deb Lyons, RN – Cardiovascular Services

bronsonhealth.com



has taken
to the next level.


