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RECENTLY IT SEEMS there has been a great deal of grumbling about 
the upcoming Presidential election. I guess this isn’t surprising 
given the rhetoric that is flying through the air these days. And, 
after countless promises from one candidate and accusations from 
another, it is no wonder that many people give the impression they 

are fed up with the whole process. 
All of this complaining has made me 

wonder just what is really bothering people 
and what would they change to create a better 
system. So I have been asking those around me 
these very questions — What is wrong with 
the process and how would you improve it?

First, and foremost, amongst the 
complaints is the length of time the 
election process lasts. Campaigning for this 

election started nearly two years ago. Add to that the various 
states jockeying for position in the primary election order and 
it seems the process has become a bit of a spectacle. This circus 
atmosphere is a result of holding an election for national office 
with the political parties controlling the nominating process and 
the elections being run by 50 individual states. After this year’s 
chaos caused by Michigan and Florida, there have been promises 
of change, but most of those with whom I spoke don’t hold out 
much hope for improvement.

Many people also dislike the barrage of commercials being 
run by candidates and special-interest groups. The commercials 
were described by my contacts with words such as: childish, 
disrespectful of others, less than truthful, and other adjectives 

that I can’t publish in this space. When asked for ways to make 
improvements, there is generally a long silence. When I suggested 
some type of oversight commission to review and approve anything 
going on the air, with some really solid power to limit freedom of 
speech, there was a uniformly negative response — “We can’t do that.”

Having solved nothing yet, I moved on to what else bothers 
people about our elections. I found that there are quite a number of 
people who just can’t stand either of the major party candidates. The 
candidate is either too far left or too far right for their liking. Probing 
further with these people results in them often agreeing that their 
concern really focuses on one or two key issues. The candidate is not 
really a bad person, the voter just wishes he or she could find that 
optimal candidate with whom they could agree on every issue.

Perhaps we haven’t solved anything in these discussions, but my 
election conversations with friends and associates have been most 
interesting and enjoyable — albeit a bit touchy at times. I think what 
we all concluded is that our process isn’t perfect, and we need to 
continue to push for improvement, but we don’t want to trade for any 
other system in the world.

So let’s all prepare ourselves for the unending and annoying 
robo calls from candidates, their spouses and children — and then 
get out and vote on November 4.

FROM THE PUBLISHER

Rick Briscoe

Rick Briscoe
Publisher
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UY BARKS was as low as he 
physically could get at Miller 
Auditorium. He was so low, in 

fact, that he had to look up to see the floor 
of the orchestra pit.

As tech director, Barks knows all 
the hidden spots at Miller, all the places 
audience members don’t see, and a few 
places even most staff members don’t see. 
Although he didn’t receive his current 
title until 2005, he started backstage as a 
student in 1974 and has been working be-
hind the scenes for much of the 40 years 
since Miller opened its doors.

Barks’ experience has resulted in 
his knowing plenty of backstage stories 
that most patrons don’t hear — like the 
elephant story.

He related some of these rarely heard 
anecdotes as he led a small group on a 
tour throughout these oftentimes over-
looked backstage places at Miller. Barks 
didn’t get around to the elephant story 
until reaching the absolute bottom of the 
auditorium, down where the air ventila-
tion shafts run beneath the building.

These shafts are large, concrete 
tunnels that also carry the steam pipes 
connecting several buildings on campus 
with the steam-generating plant on the 
east side of Stadium Drive. The tun-
nels are right below the seats in Miller 

Auditorium, and are the type of hidden 
artifice behind locked doors that give rise 
to numerous speculative stories, many 
untrue, some surprisingly accurate.

The title character from “Phantom 
of the Opera” would feel at home in the 
tunnels and ventilation shafts beneath 
WMU’s well-known show place. But 
Barks didn’t say whether anyone from the 
Phantom show entered that realm when 
the tour stopped at Miller. However, Barks 
and other techs have at least once roamed 
those tunnels during a performance when 
they weren’t needed elsewhere. When 
storming outside, they wanted a break 
that included a walk to the basement 
of Sprau Tower to grab a coke from the 
vending machines, so they walked the 
tunnel to stay dry.

Marketing director Tracey Lawie, 
who was on the recent tour with Barks, 
asked if the tunnel was used when magi-
cian David Copperfield, who has been at 
Miller several times since 1985, worked 
his trick of disappearing on stage and 
reappearing behind the audience. Barks 
wouldn’t say, explaining that tech crew 
workers had to sign nondisclosure agree-
ments to ensure they would keep secret 
the trick behind the illusion.

But that discussion about Copper-
field did bring to mind another magician 

who appeared at Miller over 20 years 
ago, the late Harry Blackstone Jr., and 
Blackstone’s elephant, Misty. One of 
Blackstone’s magic tricks was to make 
Misty suddenly appear on stage. It was no 
illusion for the tech crew; it was a hard 
and imposing reality. Just getting Misty 
into rehearsals was enough of a trick, 
Barks said. 

Planning for the show included 
bringing in a special ramp for the load-
ing dock so the elephant wouldn’t stress 
herself climbing up out of the truck that 
brought her. Barks said that at one of the 

Presenting Phantom of the Opera in 2006 upped the prestige of Miller Auditorium as 
an arts presenter. There is no truth to rumors that Phantom cast members made their 
way to the ventilation shafts under the auditorium.

What Lies 
Beneath
With 40 years of 
performance history, that 
which hasn’t been visible 
to the crowds might just be 
considered entertainment 
in and of itself.

By Tom Chmielewski
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paper mills they found a ramp with the 
right incline demanded by the trainer.

The first time they escorted Misty 
to the loading dock, she took one look at 
the ramp, sniffed haughtily, and ignored 
it, gingerly stepping onto the dock herself 
without any assistance or apparent stress.

Rehearsals went well that week as 
they brought the elephant through a big 
door on the side of the stage.

“Come showtime, the trainer decided 
he’s going to bring this elephant into a dif-

ferent door,” but no one had 
measured the width of the 
door, or the width of the el-
ephant,” recalled Barks. He 
said the trainer “brought it 
down the hallway, comes 
to this door backstage, and 
the elephant tears the door 
right off. During the show 
you hear this crack and 
kaboom, because the door 
falls. It’s off its hinges. It 
splintered.”

Misty never slowed down.
Despite the commotion, people in 

the audience were still amazed about how 
Blackstone made Misty appear, to which 
Barks responded, “I don’t know where 
you were sitting, but didn’t you hear it?”

After 40 years, Miller has con-
tributed many entertainment 
memories to Western Michi-

gan University associates, Kalamazoo 
residents at large, and all of southwest 
Michigan, many on purpose and some by 
happenstance. Before Barks’ tour, retired 
staffers Ken Farrance and Jon Flegel 
gave a brief historical account of the very 
beginnings of what was first known as 
University Auditorium.

Farrance explained how he was 
around when the auditorium was “just 
coming out of the ground.” He began as 
the soundman upon its opening in 1968, 
and was named manager of Miller in 
1982.

Farrance was chief engineer at a 
radio station around the time of Miller’s 
opening and “somewhat associated with 
Gordon Smith,” the manager at the old 
Kalamazoo Central High School audito-
rium, now Chenery. Smith was hired to 
be assistant director at University Audito-
rium, and not long after was promoted to 
director.

“He thought that I would be a good 
individual for the new sound system, 
which was supposed to be state of the art,” 
Farrance recalled. He noted that to stay on 
the cutting edge, it has been upgraded and 
replaced several times since then. 

“It was a completely different idea 
back then,” recalled Farrance. “You didn’t 
have the super-powered amplifiers and 
the big stack of speakers that are the 
norm now.”

Farrance said the auditorium — 
renamed Miller Auditorium in 1971 after 
then WMU President James Miller — 
brought in Broadway shows right from the 
start. But the ’70s also saw a number of 
pop and rock concerts at the venue, more 
so than now. Farrance said when Smith 
took over as manager, he brought with 
him some of the success he had experi-
enced at the high school auditorium — 
that of bringing in more successful shows. 

In recalling memorable shows, 
Farrance pointed out that many of them 
came with a unique set of problems. 
“Maybe the problems stand out more than 
the show itself,” he admitted. One such 
memory involved a singer who brought 
with her a flock of doves that on cue 
would fly around stage and land on her 
while she was singing. “We had to pro-
vide a room for the doves to roost in and 
to fly around a bit,” which meant empty-
ing a storeroom that normally housed an 
organ and pianos.

He also remembers the time Johnny 
Cash performed at Miller on the day of 
his wedding anniversary to June Carter. 
Cash wanted a bottle of Lafite-Rothschild 
delivered to the Green Room so they 
could celebrate. 

“We tried all over town,” Farrance 
said, and finally found a bottle at a wine 
shop downtown. Miller staff told the shop 
owner they’d send someone right over to 
pick it up, but according to Farrance, the 
shop’s owner said, “Don’t bother, I’ll de-
liver it,” which he did, handing the wine 
over to Mr. and Mrs. Cash personally in 
the Green Room.

Farrance also remembers the elephant 
story and all the commotion that caused.

Jon Flegel was a general stagehand at 
the auditorium when it opened. He 
explained that back then no one real-

ly had an official specialty area. However, 
he had a knack for the electrical side of 

Miller Auditorium technical director Guy 
Barks leads a tour that includes back stage 
and the ventilation shafts under the seats.

Elaine Williams 
is a long-time 
employee 
of Miller 
Auditorium and 
currently serves 
as the director.

Ph
ot

o:
 T

om
 C

hm
ie

le
w

sk
i

Ph
ot

o:
 R

ic
k 

Br
is

co
e

7



Miller

stage productions. He ended up becoming 
master electrician and lighting designer 
eight years later, a position he held until 
he retired in 2005 after 35 years back-
stage. He, too, was brought in by Smith, 
having worked at Chenery Auditorium in 
a similar capacity. 

Flegel said that Miller Auditorium 
was a tougher job: “I had to walk a lot 
farther. Everything seemed twice as far.

“That was an era when they were just 
beginning to build bigger auditoriums,” 
Flegel said. “Even when I first moved to 
the auditorium, two semis with scenery 
and lighting was a big show. Now you’re 
talking 9, 10, 15 semis for these types  
of shows.”

Flegel described what would have 
been found in the lower reaches of Miller 
if he had led a tour of the auditorium back 
when it first opened. “The shop in the 
basement was originally intended to be a 
small television studio.” He said it had a 
large, double-pane window dividing the 
planned studio from what would have 
been a control booth. 

“We had four stagehands that were 
full time,” he remembered about Miller’s 
beginnings. “One stagehand worked 
four hours a day, and the rest of the time 
he was an artist, designing posters for 
the shows that came in.” Depending on 
the show, however, Miller would hire 
60 to 100 more stagehands to meet the 
demands of a show.

Flegel said he believes the show that 
proved to be a turning point in Miller’s 
programming was “Les Miserables,” the 

blockbuster musical that first appeared 
on that stage in 1993. He described it as a 
back-breaker show that required mount-
ing extensive scenery and huge numbers 
of costumes that had to be unloaded  
and stored.

“We worked all night long. When 
you’re that tired, everything is tough,” he 
recalled. “I even had a daybed in my office 
— and there were days when I just didn’t 
seem to go home.”

The current director, Elaine Wil-
liams, who took part in this recent 
tour by Barks of Miller’s downunder, 
said that “Les Miserables” was the first 
show backed by the guarantor program. 
Because of the show’s cost, and the need 
to fill the seats for a week-long run of per-
formances, major companies in Kalama-

zoo backed the show with a guarantee to 
WMU that they would fund the difference 
if ticket sales fell short.

At this time and at other times since 
when this guarantor program has been 
used, the university never has had to call 
in that guarantee, Williams said.

Despite the vivid memories of “Les 
Miserables,” however, for Flegel the show 
that conjures up his fondest memory 
was a one-man performance put on by 
the late comedian Red Skelton in 1971. 
“Even though it was a double show, I was 
in stitches through both. He was the only 
performer I ever asked for an autograph,” 
Flegel admitted.

Flegel had purchased an album of 
music composed by Skelton and recorded 
by an orchestra that he conducted. After 
Skelton’s stand-up act at Miller, Flegel 
took the album to the comedian to sign. 
Skelton took one look at the album and 
joked: “Oh, you’re the person who  
bought that.”

Pretty much everybody who has 
gone to Miller has seen the ticket 
office, but only from the lobby 

side. People may glimpse at the other side 
of the ticket window as they wait in line, 
noting someone keyboarding in their 
information, punching a button,  
and printing out a ticket. However,  

Answer on page 53.

Question: 

What 1947 Kalamazoo Central graduate  
became an astronaut?

A look at Kalamazoo

Maestro Yoshimi Takeda and Maestro Raymond Harvey have conducted the Kalamazoo Symphony 
Orchestra during most of the Miller Auditorium years. Harvey is currently in his 10th year.

8



Quiet, Comfortable, Affordable

RESTAURANT & TAVERN
Visit our website at www.greatlakesshippingco.com

Conveniently located at 4525 West KL Ave, east of Drake Road

Reservations 
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Dinner from
5:00pm daily

Choice
Aged Steaks

Fresh Fish

Slow Roasted
Prime Rib

remembering the days before this time 
are more difficult, when personnel behind 
the window had to physically move to 
a large rack and thumb through slips 
of cardstock until finding a customer’s 
ticket, which was printed well in advance 
and waiting for pickup by the owner.

“They were all handed tickets that 
had to be printed and racked,” said Gail 
Birch, who was ultimately named ticket 
manager after originally working part-
time from 1972–1975 as a WMU under-
graduate student and then hiring on for 
permanent work. “Accounting for those 
tickets every week was labor intensive,” 
she recalled.

Yet she described that earlier time as 
a “very exciting time” to be at Miller. “It 
was a time Broadway was just starting up 
with their really big musicals — ‘Sweeney 
Todd,’ ‘Cats,’ ‘Annie’ — many of which are 
still running today.”

It was Miller Auditorium that made it 
possible for those touring shows to begin 
stopping in Kalamazoo during the late 
’70s and early ’80s because they now had 
a stage that could accommodate them.

Yet, for Birch, one of the most memo-
rable shows she said she saw there was 
the first one she attended as a high school 
student, a concert by Ravi Shankar, a 
legendary sitar virtuoso.

“The next one I saw was ‘Hair,’” she 
recalled.

After all, Miller was a reflection of 
the times.

Other oddities surrounding 
WMU’s performance venue 
include the fact that there’s 

something a bit unusual about the Green 
Room at Miller Auditorium. The question 
is: Why is it not green, but instead purple?

“Our last designer ... decided it didn’t 
have to be green,” Williams said, with 
perhaps a touch of embarrassment for a 
decision to eschew theater tradition for 
the meet-and-greet room used by per-
formers and guests.

“It was green originally,” Barks said.
Williams hinted that at some point it 

likely will be again.
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Miller

On one wall of the so-called Green 
Room is a snapshot of those who have ap-
peared on stage at Miller. More accurately, 
it’s a series of autographed photos, some 
from casts of shows, others from indi-
vidual performers like Jerry Seinfield and 
Jay Leno.

“I don’t see Red Skelton,” Barks 
complained.

“We have Red Skelton,” Williams as-
sured him, pointing out the photograph. 
“And Captain Kangaroo.”

“One of my favorites,” Barks put in. 
“I grew up with him.”

The photos give a quick glimpse of 
the acts that have come to Miller, includ-
ing such performers as B.B. King, Gladys 
Knight, and Itzhak Perlman.

One of the most frequent performers 
at Miller has been Canadian folksinger 
Gordon Lightfoot, who appeared often 
in the ’70s and early ’80s. “He used to 
come here every other year,” recalled 

Lawie. Lightfoot 
returned this year 
to open the Miller 
season.

Focusing on 
what’s on stage 
is the audi-
ence’s primary 
objective, but it’s 
what’s above it 
that makes things 
work. A dizzy-
ing wall of thick 
ropes, cables and 
battens is rigged 
to raise and lower curtains and scenery.

Barks pointed out that there are 59 
lines running 64 feet, from the floor to 
the grid, that holds them. “Each line is 
capable of carrying about a ton,” he said. 
“Most of this is still manually run; people 
are still pulling ropes.”

When a touring show arrives at 

Miller, typically the trucks make their 
appearance in the morning, at which 
time  the scenery is unloaded, hooked 
up, and immediately taken into the air of 
the flyhouse above the stage, ready for the 
curtain to rise at 8 p.m.

When a show is over and ready 
to leave Kalamazoo, the time required 

The original auditorium planners envisioned 5,000 seats but that had to be 
scaled back to 3,500 for economic reasons. This early photo of the seating 
area is a view seldom seen by Miller patrons.
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to load everything back up is quicker. 
“When you’re loading out, you’re just 
stacking up,” Barks said. “From three to 
five hours, they’re gone.”

The acoustical tuning of Miller 
Auditorium occurs behind the wall-sized 
metal mesh that runs on either side of the 
audience. In the narrow, darkened space, 
curtains behind the mesh are adjusted to 
reflect sound in different ways.

“You want the sound to match the 
performance,” Barks said. “You listen to 
a church choir, you expect to hear that 

church sound, that reverberance from 
the big hall. Then these walls reflect 
that sound back,” Barks said. “Where 
if you come to hear Tony Bennett, you 
don’t want to hear him sing in church. 
You want to hear him sing in your living 
room. So what we can do is close these 
curtains. We can change the space to 
make it sound much warmer.”

Williams added: “All my years I’ve 
been here, we’ve been working on the 
acoustics of the hall. The latest improve-
ment is the installation of the Yamaha 

Active Field Control System (AFC), which 
was installed in the summer of 2005. The 
AFC system is a digital reverberation-
enhancement system that preserves the 
natural accoustics in a room, depending 
on the type of musical event.”

But for some really great reverbera-
tion in a smaller space, you have to go 
downstairs to a specially designed room 
— and take a couple of days emptying 
out all the stuff that’s stored there, Barks 
explained, noting that one of the storage 
rooms on the lower level was originally 
designed as a reverb room. 

“When they built this back in ’68, 
there wasn’t anything that would meet the 
need, the quality that they were going for 
(in a sound effect),” Barks said. “So they 
built this room. If you look at the ceiling, 
it’s all broken up in different angles. It’s 
not plaster walls. They’re all cement, and 
they’re built in all these odd angles so no 
two planes are in line with each other.

Long-time Miller Auditorium directors Gordon Smith, Ken Farrance and Richard Snyder all had major 
impacts on the ongoing development of the  facilities and programming at Miller.
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Miller

“If this room was still completely 
void,” he continued, “You could slam this 
door and it would echo in here for several 
seconds afterwards — like 12 seconds.”

However, void it is not. Nearly every 
space on the lower level is jammed with 
props, gear, chairs that need repair, wood 
and spare parts to make repairs on any-
thing that needs them. A well-equipped 
workshop helps keep things running, 
Barks explained.

“We can repair almost anything 
down here,” he said. “We can do almost 
anything with wood ... I have a small 
staff, but very talented. We work all over.” 
However he pointed out: “I’m the only 
one who welds.”

The largest of the six storerooms 

held two Steinway grand pianos, one baby 
grand, one upright (another was upstairs), 
and an organ, along with risers of vari-
ous sizes but of standard heights so they 
could be set up in any arrangement to suit 
the needs of an orchestra or show. Doors 
from the large storage room lead to the 
orchestra pit, a large elevator that can be 
raised to stage level, or dropped to below 
seating level.

Some of the items found in the 
lower level of Miller are remnants from 
past shows. A shiny, battered, trash can 
filled with push brooms props open one 
storage-room door. But it’s not just any 
trash can. It’s an instrument from the 
musical “Stomp,” as are the brooms. 

“All this stuff is from the U.K. 

ing the project through.
Miller wanted to name the facility 

after Dorothy Dalton, daughter of W.E. 
Upjohn, because of her unwavering sup-
port and input, including $572,000 in 
Upjohn Company stock to pay for budget 
overages and the purchase of the largest 
portable pipe organ ever made up to that 
time by the Schlicker Organ Company of 
Buffalo, N.Y. However, in Dorothy Dalton 
fashion, she refused, wanting her contri-
butions to remain low key.

At the auditorium’s grand opening, 
President Miller promised a facility that 
would present the performing arts “not 

HE DREAM OF an auditorium 
on the Western Michigan 
University campus first 

emerged in 1915, when Governor 
Woodbridge N. Ferris signed a bill to 
appropriate funds to build a center for 
the performing arts and three other 
new buildings. But two world wars and 
a Great Depression delayed the project 
and left the school without financial 
support for planning and construction.

In 1944, The Upjohn Company 
donated money to purchase the old 
campus golf course property, then called 
“The Goat Hills” because of its hilly ter-
rain. Still, there was a delay in the plan.

Finally, construction began in 
1965, and after spending $5.5 million, 
the curtain went up on January 12, 
1968 — to a full house. Its original 
5,000-seat plan had been pared down 
to 3,500, and has served the commu-
nity in high fashion ever since.

First called University Audito-
rium, it was renamed to honor James 
W. Miller in 1971, who was named the 
third president in 1960 and was a big 
supporter who devoted himself to see-

as culture for culture’s sake, but for the 
enrichment of the lives of our students, 
our faculty, and our friends in the com-
munity.”

Still ranked one of the top 10 facil-
ities in the United States and the third 
largest theater in Michigan, its mission 
has never changed directions. 

(United Kingdom) because that’s where 
the show is designed,” Barks said. “They 
don’t like our garbage cans. They’ve got 
to have theirs. We had a shipment while 
they were here.”

Shows can be picky like that — and 
challenging — with the most chal-
lenging of all being “Phantom of the 

Opera.”

Basement storage areas include rooms for two  
Steinway pianos and many other items that patrons 

rarely think about when not on the stage.

Miller Auditorium Becomes a Dream Come True

The largest portable pipe organ that had ever 
been made by the Schlicker Organ Company 
was made for the new University Auditorium.

James W. Miller
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Looking for a new view?

Jim Gilmore Enterprises

When “Phantom” came to Miller in 
2006, Barks said he had to move every-
thing out of his basement storage rooms. 
And he meant everything — even that 
battered trash can.

“Phantom used every clear inch of 
space,” he said. 

Because it is such a huge show, before 
they arrived, the troupe sent someone to 
Miller to accurately draw out the space 
available in order to figure out how to 
store their costumes and props for easy 
access during the show’s run.

“What they did, they drew this 
room, and laid out the most efficient 

use for their gondolas,” recalled Barks, 
who explained that these rolling racks 
held their costumes. “When you came 
in here, you could hardly walk from 
this door to that door because it was a 
maze.”

In essence, Phantom took over the 

auditorium, which was difficult at times 
for Barks to handle. Phantom’s techs 
would demand to run a cable through a 
door, and Barks would tell them it couldn’t 
be done because it would block the door-
way. Next thing he knew, the Phantom 
staff was knocking a whole in the wall 

The foundation of what would become 
Miller Auditorium is poured in 1967.
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1915 —  Michigan Gov. Woodbridge N. Ferris signs a bill 
appropriating funds to allow Western State Normal School 
to build four buildings, including a center for the performing 
arts. But the onset of World War I caused a lack of available 
construction materials. Further delays brought on by the 
Great Depression and the beginning of World War II meant 
the appropriated funds could no longer adequately support 
the auditorium’s planning and construction.

1944 — The Upjohn Corp. donated funds to Western Michi-
gan College to purchase an old golf course, commonly known 
as The Goat Hills because of its hilly terrain. Part of the land 
purchase was set aside for the delayed center for the perform-
ing arts. Planning began again for the project, though politics 
delayed construction for another 20 years. 

1965 — Western Michigan University begins construction 
of University Auditorium. Initial plans called for a 5,000-
seat auditorium, but that was scaled back to 3,947 seats for 
economic reasons and to keep ticket prices within reach of 
students and the general public. Even so, the auditorium is 
the third largest in Michigan, eclipsed only by Detroit’s Ford 
Theatre and the Masonic Temple Theatre.

1968 — The curtain at the new auditorium rises for the first 
time on January 8. A full house attends the grand opening 
celebration. WMU President James W. Miller called for the 
new building to present the performing arts “not as culture 
for culture’s sake, but for the enrichment of the lives of our 
students, our faculty, and our friends in the community.”

1971 — The name of University Auditorium was changed 
to Miller Auditorium in January, to honor WMU president 
James W. Miller.

1993 — “Les Miserables,” the Broadway musical blockbuster, 
is the first major touring production brought to Miller under 
the “guarantor” program in which several firms in Kalama-
zoo guaranteed funding for the run. The program allows 
Miller to bring productions for an extended run without a 
major financial risk. The program continues for several years, 
but successful ticket sales allow Miller to never call in the 
guarantee.

2006 — “Phantom of the Opera” comes to Miller Audito-
rium. The structural improvements needed to host the physi-
cally demanding mega-musical puts Miller Auditorium in the 
top tier of the nation’s theaters that are “Phantom ready” and 
capable of mounting any show.

Now 40 years after the opening show, Miller Auditorium is 
still ranked as one of the top facilities in the United States and 
is the third largest theater in Michigan. Miller Auditorium 
leadership has always been careful not to lose sight of Miller’s 
purpose in the cultural landscape of the community. The the-
ater continues as the premier center for performing arts, not 
only in Kalamazoo, but also in all of Southwest Michigan.

A Theater History
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Julie K. Phillips
FOR

KALAMAZOO COUNTY DISTRICT COURT JUDGE

next to the door to run the cables. 
Just unloading the costumes took 

major planning. “Because they have so 
many costumes — I don’t know how 
many trunkloads of costumes they have  
— they need to get them quickly off the 
trucks and down into the space,” Barks 
said. The normal elevators weren’t going 
to be enough, so Barks suggested using 
the lift for the orchestra pit. The man in 
charge of the unloading for “Phantom” 
didn’t go for that, saying he would instead 
put in a new elevator.

“He was going to cut a hole on stage 
right and put an elevator in to come down 
for the costumes. He didn’t want the cos-
tumes crossing the loading dock to get to 
that elevator. He was afraid it would hold 
the trucks up. Fortunately, someone else 
prevailed.”

“That’s how ‘Phantom’ thinks,” Wil-
liams said. But ultimately that proved a 
benefit to Miller. Because of the physical 
demands of “Phantom of the Opera,” 
and structural supports that had to be 
installed in Miller to mount the show, 
including its famous falling chandelier, it 
sets a standard for a theater. When a place 
is “Phantom ready,” it can put on any 
show, Williams explained.

By the completion of Guy Barks’ Mill-
er Auditorium tour of the space below the 
spectators’ seats, it had become obvious 
that WMU’s largest theater facility is truly 
Phantom ready, and ready for changing 
trends in entertainment for its next 40 
years. It’s even ready for the next time an 
elephant needs to come on stage. 

Miller

Yes, there really are professional dressing 
rooms backstage at Miller Auditorium.
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Bricolage

Go every day a little deeper  
into the woods, collect acorns,  
twigs, thorns, fallen leaves,  
pine needles, a fern’s curl,  
a bird’s nest, a lost feather,  
spring air, hot, humid air, a raindrop, 
a touch of  blue, a ripple, 
and why not the hush  
of your steps over moss,  
the trembling of leaves  
at dusk against black bark?

Put it all in a bag and shake it:  
you will retrace your steps  
within the clearing, hear frightened  
flights, see the rain darken the deck, 
flatten oak leaves, silence songs,  
answer the root’s mute prayer. 

  By Hedy Habra

Hedy Habra, born in Egypt and of Lebanese descent, received her Master of Fine Arts 
and a doctorate in Spanish from Western Michigan University. Her poetry and fiction in 
English, French and Spanish appear in many journals, including Sulphur River Review, 
Puerto del Sol and Nimrod, and in anthologies such as Inclined to Speak: An Anthology 
of Contemporary Arab American Poetry and Poetic Voices Without Borders 2.
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REALIZED IN a moment of searing 
clarity that if I had to grow my own 
food, I didn’t have a clue where I 

would start.” 
This disturbing epiphany came to 

Donna McClurkan in the fall of 2007 
while gazing out the window of her 
Texas Township home at her modest 
herb patch and under-utilized  
compost pile. 

And it came on the heels of caring 
for the family pet beagle to which they 
had inadvertently fed food tainted with 
melamine, a plastics chemical. That 
incident was part of an international 
epidemic that resulted in the deaths 
of thousands of animals due to renal 
failure and the recall of more than 5,300 

brand-name pet-food products. “Char-
ley is still with us, but he will have 
health problems for the rest of his life,” 
Donna says. 

In addition, Donna’s penchant 
for examining food product labels led 
to another unsettling realization. “I 
became aware that the pool of food 
from which I felt safe to feed my family 
was getting smaller and smaller and 
smaller, primarily due to the extensive 
use of high-fructose corn syrup, and 
that scared the daylights out of me,” 
states Donna, a former registered nurse 
who worked for 20 years as a project 
manager in the healthcare information 
technology field.

Those three situations coincided 

with a survey that Donna found in 
Weeknight Kitchen, a newsletter of 
recipes and food tips published in as-
sociation with The Splendid Table, an 
American Public Media radio program 
that provides information on food 
preparation and food cultures. The 
questions focused on readers’ awareness 
regarding the source of their food: local 
or not, organic or not. One final ques-
tion asked, “Would you be interested in 
participating in a year-long food project 
on eating locally?” Donna, who two 
years earlier had realigned her profes-
sion to be a full-time mom, marked her 
answer “yes” and returned the survey. 

That led to her receiving subse-
quent surveys designed to reduce the 

Locally grown tomatoes are a commodity that
Donna McClurkan and her family will enjoy through-
out the year as a result of her canning skills.
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15,000 initial respondents to only 15 
participants. Donna and her husband, 
Mac, and pre-teen daughter, Anna, 
made the cut. They are the only family 
in Michigan and one of three in the 
Midwest to be part of what The Splen-
did Table calls Locavore Nation®, a 
year-long study, which began in January 
2008, and in which participants have 
committed to obtain 80 percent of their 
food from local sources. The Splendid 
Table’s parameters defined “local sourc-
es” as being within a five-state region, 
but the McClurkans chose to seek their 
“local” food within 100 miles of their 
home and within Michigan. 

The local food concept originated 
with Vancouverites Alisa Smith and 

James MacKinnon 
who learned that 
ingredients in a 
North American meal 
typically travel at least 
1,500 miles from their 
place of origin to the consumer’s table. 
Determined to offset that situation, 
Smith and MacKinnon, in 2005, pledged 
to source all of their food from within 
100 miles of their home. The 100-Mile 
Diet struck a deep chord with many, 
drew vast Internet and media attention, 
and motivated numerous grassroots 
groups to also obtain food from local 
sources. 

Donna says that to be part of the 
Locavore Nation study is an honor that 

she accepts with “excitement, exhilara-
tion and fear.” She also realizes that she 
has been given both “a privilege and an 
obligation” to communicate with oth-
ers about the benefits of sourcing food 
locally — for individuals, families and 
communities. 

The challenge, she says, is to find 
a way to speak with people who are at 
various points on the food awareness 
continuum: people who never think 
about where their food comes from, 

Donna McClurkan and John Bauer, owner of Bauer’s Raspberries in Mattawan, 
enjoy harvesting his late-summer crop. They appreciate the health value and 
delicious flavor of local, fresh berries.

Early summer found Donna McClurkan picking strawberries at Patch & 
Pasture farm in Battle Creek.
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McClurkan

people who have heightened awareness, 
and everyone else in between. “How 
to reach them, and why does it matter 
that we reach them? That’s something I 
think about,” she says. 

To address that challenge, Donna 
serves on the board of Fair Food Mat-
ters (FFM), a local group, founded in 
2001, that believes communities that 
grow and distribute safe, nutritious, 
locally produced foods foster healthy 
communities, environments and 
economies. She is also on the board of 
Kalamazoo Loaves & Fishes, which is 
an emergency food resource that helps 
hungry people feed themselves. 

She volunteers in local community 
gardens in Kalamazoo and Schoolcraft. 
And she helps promote FFM’s Commu-
nity Kitchen, a small business incuba-
tor; this is a converted trailer at the 
Kalamazoo County Fairgrounds with a 
kitchen that anyone can rent for $10 an 
hour and use to prepare foods that are 
certified safe for resale or personal use. 
“Neighbors can get together to can or 
jar, proving that many hands make light 
work,” Donna says, adding that experts 
can be available to provide oversight, if 
necessary.  

Donna speaks to church and civic 
groups and participates in a Fair Food 

Matters workshop called “Will Eat for 
Change” as well as seminars sponsored 
by other organizations. “I did a break-
out session at a peak oil and climate 
change conference in Grand Rapids 
in June,” she says, “and almost every 
speaker talked about the economic and 
environmental benefits of sourcing food 
locally.” 

In summary, those benefits are 
taste, nutrition, sustainability, com-
munity and local economy, all of which 
Donna emphasizes are related. 

“The taste is better and the nutri-
tional value is higher because the food 

hasn’t been transported and treated 
with chemicals to facilitate preservation 
and enhance ripening while in transit,” 
she explains. “When you buy food from 
local sources, you know where the food 
comes from, and you can buy from 
people whose farming practices sustain 
the earth. This helps build community 
and enrich our local economy.”

Donna employs contrasting scenar-
ios to emphasize the economic benefit. 
“When we buy conventional food from 
the supermarket, only about 20 percent 
of every dollar goes to the farmer. The 
rest goes to advertising, manufacturing, 

Carrie Maxa (left) instructs Donna McClurkan on the proper handling and raising of chickens.
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344-0874

We care…when you can’t
put your best foot forward

DOUGLAS F.
BREWER, D.P.M.

GEOFFREY E.
CLAPP, D.P.M.

RICK W.
TILLER, D.P.M.

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

packaging, distribution, transportation, 
corporate shareholders, and a host of 
other expenses that have nothing to 
do with the quality of that food. With 
the high cost of fuel, transportation is 
a big factor. But when we buy locally, 
the majority of our purchase price goes 
directly to the people or family who 
raised or processed that food. And those 
people tend also to spend their dollars 
locally to employ workers ….” 

Donna questions: “So how does 
asparagus from Peru impact Michigan 
farmers? And why does it matter that 
my pineapple comes from 4,300 miles 

away? These are questions we need 
to ask because the way we eat can be 
closely aligned with our values and 
how we believe food should be raised 
and how we believe animals should 
be treated. As consumers, we need to 
realize that we have power, through our 
purchases, to influence our world, or at 
least our little corner of it.”

She continues, “Through our fam-
ily’s eat-local project, I came to realize I 
used to think that access to all that food 
from afar was an entitlement rather 
than a luxury. That way of thinking has 
serious implications in the context of 

the threats to our food supply, which 
include peak oil, environmental deg-
radation and climate change. The idea 
that we expect asparagus from Peru, 
pineapple from Hawaii or strawberries 
from California in December does not 
bode well for our society, especially in 
an era of $4 per gallon gasoline.” 

Donna also asks consumers to 
consider the “true cost of food.” She 
cites, as an example, a local $4 tomato. 
“That’s a lot of money, but $4 probably 
more closely represents the cost to grow 
that tomato than does the lower price of 
a conventional supermarket tomato. The 

Anna McClurkan gleefully displays one of the 
eggs she gathered from the chicken coop at 
Carrie Maxa’s Pavilion Township farm.
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McClurkan

reasons are complicated and have to do 
with volume and government subsidies. 
We need ways to incent farmers to grow 
diverse crops in ways that sustain the 
soil, the farmer and the environment.”

As part of their involvement with 
Locavore Nation, Donna and her family 
keep a food diary and track all of their 
food expenses, including bulk purchas-
es and dining out in restaurants, most 
of which are locally owned and obtain a 
certain amount of their food items from 
nearby sources. Interestingly, Donna’s 
records show that their family’s cost of 
eating organic, local food is less than 
USDA benchmarks for conventional 
foods consumed by a comparable family 
of three. In addition, Donna says that 
a study by the American Journal of 
Preventive Medicine shows that dieters 
who keep a food diary lose twice as 
much weight as persons who do not due 
to accountability and increased aware-
ness about the origin of food calories.

This leads Donna into topics of 
“food systems” and the “culture of 
food,” both of which encompass many 
components and perspectives. 

A food system is all the elements 
within a community that involve food: 
growers, raisers and consumers, of 
course; but also supermarkets, farmer’s 
markets, farm equipment dealers and 
mechanics, truckers, canneries, proces-
sors, storage facilities, and food contain-
ers; garbage haulers and landfills into 
which an inordinate amount of food is 
cast; restaurants and community kitch-
ens; and mechanical devices, from trac-
tors and animal-powered implements to 
refrigeration units. When one stops to 
think about food systems, the immen-
sity of a community food infrastructure 
leaps to gigantic proportions. 

The culture of food in a com-
munity includes persons who 
dine at home, those who favor 

eating out, and those who don’t know 
the source of their next meal and 
therefore frequent public agencies such 
as the Kalamazoo Gospel Mission and 
Ministry with Community. And while 
part of Kalamazoo’s food culture is cel-
ebrated in public events such as A Taste 
of Kalamazoo, the Greek Festival, and 
the Ethnic Diversity Festival, Donna 
reminds us, “Any time you talk about 
a food system, by definition, you also 
need to include services that provide for 
folks who are food insecure.” 

Paying attention to the needs of 
food insecure people has helped Donna 
and others identify a problematic trend 
within that part of the local — and the 
national — food system. Statistics from 
Kalamazoo Loaves & Fishes show that 
free food distributed by that organiza-
tion amounted to more than 103,000 
pounds (51.5 tons) during the month 
of May 2008 — an increase of more 
than 38 percent from the previous year. 

Mark Thomas and Donna McClurkan look for potato worms on a plot of land in Schoolcraft. A farmer 
donated the property to provide several Head Start families in the area a place to garden.
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Investment Advisor Representative with and Securities and Investment Advisory Services offered 
through InterSecurities, Inc., member FINRA, SIPC and Registered Investment Advisor.  
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Will Your Investments 

Keep Up with Your  
Lifestyle?

You work hard and deserve to enjoy your retirement years.  
Are your investments working as hard as you are?

Professional financial planning may help secure your  
retirement so you can enjoy the next stage.

It’s Personal. It’s Possible.
Make the Wiser Move.

Your initial consultation is free. Call today.

6100 Stadium Dr.  Kalamazoo, MI  49009  
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At the same time, food donations were 
down by 17 percent. “People who were 
able to donate food in the past are less 
able to do so now, and some previous 
food donors are now clients,” Donna 
says, adding a statement from the 
executive director of Loaves & Fishes, 
Anne Lipsey, who calls this situation 
“the perfect storm … rising demand for 
services and rising costs of food and en-
ergy amidst an already tough economic 
environment.” 

“And the cost of food will continue 
to rise,” Donna says, “because modern 
agriculture is heavily dependent on 
scarce resources, which include water 
as well as fossil fuels needed to grow, 
process and distribute food and to 
make fertilizers, because of an in-
crease in meat consumption, which is 
a resource-intensive food, and because 
of a shift in land use from food crops to 
fuel crops as well as urban residential 
expansion.” 

Kalamazoo’s food culture is also 
defined by its rich ethnic diversity, 
spiced with Latino, Asian, African, 
Indian and Middle Eastern populations 
and recipes. “We can grow cilantro 
for salsa here in this climate and soil,” 
Donna says. “And Native American 
corn. And Asian greens, such as bok 
choy. And collard greens and okra. 
And many more varieties of beans and 
squash, such as cousa, than we cur-
rently do. A farmer friend told of a 
woman from Ethiopia who wanted, not 
the tubers, but the leaves of her sweet 

Mac McClurkan holds a jar of pickled aspara-
gus while standing in front of fruit shelves. They 
will soon be full of locally grown food that has 
been prepared for consumption later in the year.
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McClurkan

potato plants. We need to honor and 
learn from these diversities.” 

Then Donna emphasizes that, in 
order for these specialty crops to be 
grown locally, even in small quantities, 
consumers must talk with farmers and 
“ask them to grow what you want; then 
buy it when they do.” 

Similarly, Donna wants to see 
government standards extended to 
safely accommodate farmers who raise 
animals on a small scale. She cites, as 
an example, talking with a vendor at 
the Kalamazoo Island Festival who 
was serving curried goat. “I asked 
him where the goat came from and he 
replied, ‘New Zealand.’ Now, goats can 

be raised here,” she says, “but this ven-
dor said he can’t resell meat unless it’s 
slaughtered in a USDA-approved facility. 
With no such facility slaughtering goats 
here, he imports from overseas. If we 
had those kinds of facilities here, it 
would help our local economy.”

Purchasing food locally increases 
a person’s awareness of seasonal-
ity. “This spring, we could not 

wait for strawberry season to begin,” 
Donna says, “but now we have them put 
up so we can eat them next February. 
Food storage and processing — freez-
ing and canning — are all part of eating 
locally.” 

Anna McClurkan accepts a pint of blackber-
ries from Ann Kreitner of J & S Farms while 
shopping at the Kalamazoo Farmers’ Market 
with mother Donna.

Students pull weeds from a bed of radishes and
peas at the Growing Matters Garden adjacent to 
Woodward School for Technology and Research. 

Among the supervisors is Donna McClurkan,  
wearing a blue shirt.

22



M e m b e r  F D I C

How’s Your Bank Been

Treating You Lately?

At Keystone, 
we’re all about you!

269.553.9100

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.

Another benefit is the increased 
bond within the McClurkan family. Mac 
is more involved with food preparation 
than he was before. And Anna joins 
Donna on many farm visits, including 
to pick fresh ripe fruit, and has helped 
raise chickens. 

Donna finds that she now makes 
meals from food on hand rather than 
going to a supermarket to get necessary 
ingredients. “Running out for grocer-
ies was the food preparation process I 
used to use, and we made several trips 
a week,” Donna says. “Our procedure is 
very different now because we eat only 
what is ripe at the time, what I purchase 
at the farmer’s market, and/or what we 
have in our pantry and freezer.” 

Donna states that it took months 
for her and her family to develop this 
new way of thinking about meal plan-
ning, preparation and recipes. On one 
day in late July, she had several pounds 
of beets in her refrigerator. “I have to 
put them up, and it’s the last thing I 
want to do, but today we have them, 
and in February, I’ll be really glad we 
carved out the time to preserve some of 
summer’s bounty.” 

And while responding to the 
seasonality of harvest might sound like 
it could be a stressor, Donna acknowl-
edges a paradox that she has actually 
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FREE
General Admission

OPEN DAILY

FREE
General Admission

OPEN DAILY

Kalamazoo Valley 
Museum presents

Oct/Nov 
Events For Adults 

Free Sunday Documentaries 
Sundays, 1:30 pm 
10/19 - A Century of Quilts: America in Cloth 
11/16 - American Quilts 
11/30 - Art of Quilting 
Sundays, 3 pm  
10/19 - Pioneers of Primetime 
11/16 - Pioneers of Television-Part 1 
11/30 - Pioneers of Television-Part 2

Kalamazoo Folk Life Series 
First Sunday of the Month, 1:30 pm, Free 
Bring your instrument and Jam with KFO  
Enjoy concerts, and workshops the first Sunday of each month. 
Visit our website for more details 
10/5 – Bloomquists 
11/2 – Duffield/Caron

SUNDAY HISTORY SERIES 
Sundays, 1:30 pm – Tom Dietz, KVM curator  
of  research, continues his discussion of  
local history.  
10/12 - Toys and Games from Kalamazoo
10/26 - Murder Most Foul: Notorious Murders  
 in Kalamazoo 
11/9 - Four Corners of Kalamazoo County 

Music At The Museum 

Movies At The Museum 

Thursdays, 7:30 pm, $5 
Great music the way it should be – eclectic and 
performed live in a fine acoustic listening room! 
10/2 - Mark Duval, Traci Seuss & Two-Track Mind 
11/6 - Ben Luttermoser

Thursdays, 7:30 pm, $3 
10/23 - How to Make an American Quilt,  
 1995 (PG-13) 117 min

Film Movement Series 
Thursdays, 7:30 pm, $3 
This is your chance to view award-winning 
foreign cinema on the big screen. 
10/16 - Grocer’s Son (France, 2007)  

 English Subtitles, 96 min 

10/30 - Noise (Australia, 2007), 109 min  

become more relaxed and creative about 
food preparation. She expresses grati-
tude for Mac’s willingness to “go with 
the flow,” for Anna’s adventuresome 
appetite, and for the effort she invests 
in the food the McClurkans consume. 
“Not a day goes by that I don’t feel 
profoundly grateful that I have the time 
to think about where our food comes 
from, meet the farmers who grow and 
raise our food, and learn how to put up 
produce while it’s fresh.”

She also acknowledges that she 
puts more time and thought into food 
than most people. “Sourcing local food 
can be time intensive,” she says. “Single 
parents and working parents don’t have 
that luxury, and the increasing number 
of people who don’t know where their 
next meal is going to come from aren’t 
thinking about whether it will be local, 
organic or even nutritional.” 

Starting with only a few food items 
stored during the 2007 harvest sea-
son and little knowledge of local food 

sources, the family was able to acquire 
a remarkable 68 percent of their food 
locally in January 2008, which was 
the first month of the Locavore Nation 
project. They hit the 80 percent target 
for the first time in June, indicating how 
challenging that threshold can be. “I 
don’t recommend starting out at 80 per-
cent,” Donna says. “It’s not necessary.” 

In contrast, she suggests simply 
purchasing produce from the farmer’s 
market, even if only once a month, 
or planting a single tomato plant in a 
container on a balcony or deck, or host-
ing a locavore potluck in which food 
preparers discuss the local ingredients 
in their recipes, or communicating with 
like-minded people and gathering ideas 
from them. People who want a deeper 
commitment can subscribe to pur-
chase a weekly share of produce from 
a community-supported agriculture 
(CSA) farmer or grower, and neighbors 
can build community by sharing  
the produce.

McClurkan

With Donna McClurkan are Woodward School Principal Beth Yankee, gardeners-in-training Margee 
Scott and Exavion Reed, and Scott Weber and Heather Crull of Fair Food Matters.
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Fine Furniture and Interior Design

We’ll make your home
uniquely your own…

The 20 percent of the McClurkan 
diet that is not sourced locally also 
pleases the family’s more universal pal-
ate. “We still buy an occasional pine-
apple from Hawaii,” Donna states. “And 
bananas, but they are organic or fair 
trade whenever possible, and almonds 
from California. I chose to give up cof-
fee, but Mac still drinks it.” 

Even so, this is a far cry from the 
family’s typical pre-locavore diet of pro-
cessed and packaged foods, fruit from 
throughout the nation or world, and 
numerous canned soups. “Now, I make 
soup from scratch,” Donna adds. 

While some people define loca-
vores as “a new kind of eater,” sourcing 
food locally is really ancient and tribal, 
originating from a time in human evo-
lution when community equated with 
survival. And, truthfully, cooperation 
within community still equates with 
survival today, both economically and 
environmentally. 

“This is an exciting time to be 
a local food advocate in Southwest 
Michigan,” Donna says. “Everywhere I 
go, I run into people who are at varying 
stages of learning about where our food 
comes from. Their questions are chang-
ing from ‘Why should I eat locally?’ to 
‘Where can I get such and such?’ People 
are going past being interested and  
into doing.” 

The Locavore Nation project will 
end for the McClurkans on December 
31, but, Donna says, “There’s no going 
back to the old ways of eating. Local 
seasonal food is superior in flavor and 
freshness.” She and Mac and Anna will 
stay engaged with farming and food. 
Donna will continue to volunteer in 
community gardens. And she wants to 
raise chickens and gather fresh eggs. 
Most of all, she wants to write more 
blogs and talk with more people. “I have 
come to love sharing food stories and 
writing about the folks involved with 
the local food movement,” she says. 
“This is how I can further contribute to 
the community we are building around 
local food.”  

Scene on the Odds

Petoskey stone’s spangled fossils —
my daughter, newborn at one-year old, 

found it in our garden — not delicate semi-precious gem 
but heavy rock frilled with gray, 

and underneath it, a roly-poly.

I cool my hands and the backs of my knees on lawngrass.

The bug’s legs, watchband torso, tiny visor — all segments,
even the antennae, strung beads, crazy-thin —

sun sequinning her wading pool,
swaying shade under blue maples —

  
  ^  .  ^  .  ^  .

and when she ducks behind the pool lip,
her chin sets off circles. 

I hoard the sky ...

How many fossils jam here in Petoskey agar, 
jerking and pushing,

as tomorrow we pick up the rock, 
wedge it in the windowsill to tease sun? Today

she sits in turquoise water 
any minute will fold

altogether into ray

By Daneen Wardrop

Daneen is the author of two books of literary criticism, including “Emily 
Dickinson’s Gothic” (University of Iowa Press) and a book of poems, “The Odds 
of Being” (Silverfish Review Press 2008), from which this poem was taken. She 
has received several awards, including the Poetry Society of America Robert 
H. Winner Award, the Bentley Prize for Poetry from Seattle Review, and two 
Pushcart prize nominations. Her poetry has appeared in TriQuarterly, The 
Southern Review, Field, Michigan Quarterly Review, and elsewhere. 
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WITH NO COMPETITION from television, 
books accumulate on every flat surface 
of our living room, and no wonder! 
They satisfy so many individual needs: 

for simple 
sweetness and 
emotional 
retreat, wisdom 
and spiri-
tual calming, 
information 
and practical 
knowledge, 
and, on a more 
professional 
level, better un-
derstandings of 
American past 

and present and new ideas for teaching 
and community intervention. And they 
also satisfy social needs:  Mimi and I 
read favorite passages to one another, 
make presents of exciting new titles to 
our children, and chatter about readings 
with friends. Gutenberg is our man!

Three recent books have particularly 
affected me. 

“Habits of the Heart” (Robert 
Bellah, 1985, 1994) has fundamen-

tally framed my understanding of 
contemporary American culture: of 
the tension between our concern for 
community and the far more powerful 
(but not finally triumphant) emphasis 
upon individualism. Hundreds of my 
Introduction to Sociology students and 
I have come to better understand the 
contending impulses that animate our 
own hearts, to integrate our sense of 
civil obligations with ideals of freedom, 
and to find reason for hope in America’s 
potential to serve the common good.

“How to Change the World” (David 
Bornstein, 2004) inspired me to teach a 
whole new course with that same title. 
Encountering these case studies of brave 
social entrepreneurs and the changes 
they have wrought, I fairly ached to 
share them with my students — to renew 
hope that seemingly intractable problems 
can be addressed, to demonstrate that 
effective responses to global problems 
mostly begin in local communities, and 
to dramatize that ordinary people like 
themselves are capable of extraordinary 
deeds. College students readily learn to 
criticize, but they also yearn to make a 
positive difference. Indeed this is their 

civic duty: to address the problems of 
their time and to move from individual 
concern to collective action. 

“Kitchen Table Wisdom” (Rachel Re-
men, 1996) has long been a favorite of our 
Reading Aloud group at First Presbyte-
rian Church. Oncologist, counselor, and 
storyteller par excellence, Remen gently 
teaches how to respond to suffering. We 
have been inspired by her fearlessness, 
faith in the positive outcomes that may 
accompany illness, and, above all, deter-
mination that we share painful experi-
ences with one another. Daring to speak 
and daring to listen, we are joined in a 
community of healing. 

Books carry this wondrous capac-
ity to deepen our understanding, inspire 
us, and teach us how to live more wisely. 
Who needs television anyway! 

Kim Cummings has taught for 36 years in 
the Anthropology and Sociology Depart-
ment at Kalamazoo College. Honoring the 
principle that “retirement is not Biblical,” he 
continues to teach his course on Changing 
the World and the Neighborhood Organizing 
Practicum that prepares student organizers 
for Kalamazoo’s Building Blocks program.  

Three of My Favorites 
by Kim Cummings

Kim Cummings
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PLANTS, LIKE PEOPLE, have a history and 
heritage. The peony you plant near your 
home’s foundation likely originated in 
Asia or Europe, since only two species 
are native to North America. The rose of 
Sharon in your backyard traveled from 
India and East Asia, and happens to be 
the national plant of Korea.

A local couple, Tom and Nancy Small, 
have long been interested in the ecologi-
cal history of plants that grew naturally 
in Michigan before a steady stream of 
imported plants changed the landscape. 
They’ve dedicated their Winchell neigh-
borhood yard, which has become an oasis 
for wildlife, to exploring, experimenting 
with and delighting in a wide variety of 
native woodland and prairie plants. And 
they’ve devoted time, knowledge and 
energy to getting the word out about the 
beauty and purpose of native plants.

“Native plants have many virtues,” 
said Nancy, who along with Tom retired 
from Western Michigan University where 
they taught English. “Once you get them 
established, they don’t need as much water 
because they are so adapted to the climate. 
They’re not as prone to disease, winterkill 
or death by heat. They don’t require 

pesticides or fertilizers, which derive from 
fossil fuel and take energy to transport.”

Not only do they require less work 
and use less resources, their range of color, 
height and texture is great enough to 
please any gardener. 

Highly adapted to our soil and cli-
mate, native plants shoot down incredibly 
deep roots; a single clump of big-bluestem 
grass might have several miles of roots. 
“The roots also filter out pollutants,” said 
Tom, adding that they are as absorbent 
as sponges, collecting water during rains 
and storing it for dry periods. “It’s really 
a marvelously efficient system that has 
evolved.” This absorbency is particularly 
effective in keeping storm water on a 
property and preventing erosion.

With the increasing threat of climate 
change and renewed focus on preserving 
our natural resources, such as soil and 
water, an easy and cost-effective way to 
take care of our earth is to consider native 
plants in your future landscape plans. 
And help is readily available. Wild Ones, 
a local chapter of a national not-for-profit 
organization that promotes the use of na-
tive plants to enhance biodiversity, meets 
monthly in Kalamazoo and has several 

field trips and workshops each year.
Interested gardeners can consider 

attending a Wild Ones-organized confer-
ence at the Kalamazoo Nature Center 
on October 11 called “Gardening to Save 
Our Insects and Birds:  The Urgency 
and the Know-How.” More information 
is available on the 
Wild Ones Web site: 
www.for-wild.org/
chapters/kalamazoo.

“It’s wonderful 
to feel that growing 
these things helps 
to keep insects and 
birds going at a time 
when they’re threat-
ened,” said Nancy, 
who even with a bad 
back continues to stop throughout her 
yard at each milkweed, turning the leaves 
to inspect for tell-tale round holes and 
monarch caterpillars. Native plants are 
the primary host plants for butterflies and 
moths, whose caterpillars are the prime 
food fed to baby birds by their parents.

“What grows best and what supports 
wildlife best is what is in the local, native 
ecosystem.”   

Go Native in Your Landscape
By Theresa Coty O’Neil

Tom and Nancy Small, 
Local Residents
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Performing Arts
Plays

“Cyrano” — A fresh adaptation of the 
classic love story cleverly told entirely in 
rhyme. Oct. 3, 4, 10, 11, 17, 18, 8 p.m., 
Oct. 5 & 12, 2 p.m., Oct. 9, 7:30 p.m. Civic 
Auditorium, 329 S. Park St. 343-1313.
“Moon Over Buffalo” — Miscommunica-
tions provide a wonderful evening of comic 
invention. Oct. 9–11, 16–18, 8 p.m., Oct. 
19, 2 p.m. Shaw Theatre, WMU. 387-6222.
“Murderers” — The fun in this comedy is 
in finding out how and why the murders 
were committed. Oct 10, 11, 17, 18, 24, 
25, 31, Nov. 1, 7 & 8, 8:30 p.m. New Vic 
Theatre, 134 E. Vine St. 381-3328.
“The Exonerated” — This award-winning 
play tells the true stories of six wrongfully 
convicted survivors of death row in their 
own words. Oct. 16–18, 24, 25, 31 & Nov. 
1, 8 p.m. Whole Art Theatre, Epic theatre, 
359 S. Kalamazoo Mall. 345-7529.
“A Few Good Men” — In the heart of the 
nation’s capital, one man will stop at noth-

ing to keep his honor 
and the other will stop at 
nothing to find the truth. 
Oct. 17–Nov. 8. Farmers 
Alley Theatre. 343-2727.
“Our Lady of 121st 
Street” — A diverse 
cast of characters find a 
missing nun’s body and 
meditate on life, death 
and love in this uproari-
ous dark comedy. Oct. 
23–25, Oct. 30–Nov. 1, 8 
p.m., Nov. 2, 2 p.m. Wil-

liams Theatre, WMU. 387-6222.
“The Great Pumpkin Massacre” — It 
becomes one boy’s mission to convince 
people of the malicious Great Pumpkin. 
Oct. 24, 25, 30, 31, 11 p.m. Whole Art The-
atre, 246 N. Kalamazoo Mall. 345-7529.

Musicals & 
Opera

“In the Mood Live” — The music of the 
Big Band era comes to life with authentic 
costumes and choreography. Oct. 19, 3 
p.m. Miller Auditorium, WMU. 387-2300.
“Magic Tree House: The Musical” — A 
theatrical event for the entire family, this 
musical is based on the beloved series of 
children’s books. Oct. 26, 3 p.m. Miller 
Auditorium, WMU. 387-2300.
“Senior Class Sock Hop” — This musical 
revue celebrates the fabulous ‘50s. Oct. 24, 
25, 26, 2 p.m., Oct 24 & 25, 7 p.m. Parish 
Theater, 426 S. Park St. 343-1313.

Symphony

University Symphony Orchestra — The 
first concert of the season will be led by 
Maestro Bruce Uchimura. Oct. 5, 3 p.m. 
Miller Auditorium, WMU. 387-4667. 
Horacio Gutierrez — Maestro Raymond 
Harvey and the KSO welcome guest pianist 
Horatio Gutierrez to perform Rachmani-
noff’s Piano Concerto No. 2. Oct. 17, 8 p.m. 
Miller Auditorium, WMU. 349-7759.
The World of … Debussey — Explore 
the life and times as well as the music of 
Claude Debussey with Raymond Harvey 
and the KSO. Oct. 19, 3 p.m. Light Fine 
Arts Center, Kalamazoo College. 349-7759.
“Broadway Hits” — KSO salutes Broadway 
musicals with local performers Denene 
Mulay Koch and Jeremy Koch, Kalamazoo 
Singers and Kalamazoo Children’s Chorus. 
Oct. 25, 8 p.m. Chenery Auditorium, 714 S. 
Westnedge Ave. 349-7759.

Chamber, Jazz, Orchestra
& Instrumental

University Jazz Orchestra — This 18-
member ensemble has received interna-
tional acclaim for its high performance 
standards and creative approach to big 
band jazz. Oct. 9, 8:15 p.m. Dalton Center 
Recital Hall, WMU. 387-4667.

Tokyo String Quartet — Joining this 
world-famous chamber ensemble will be 
Sabine Meyer, renowned German clarinet-
ist. Oct. 11, 8 p.m. Dalton Center Recital 
Hall, WMU. 387-2300.
“American Landscapes” — The Kalama-
zoo Concert Band will perform conducted 
by Dr. Thomas G. Evans. Oct. 11, 7:30 p.m. 
Miller Auditorium, WMU. 806-6597.
Piano Recital — American treasure Frank 
Glazer, a master pianist who has been play-
ing for more than 80 years and studied un-
der the reknowned Arthur Schnabel, makes 
a genuinely memorable appearance that 
includes Beethoven, Schubert and Brahms. 
Oct. 13, 7:30 p.m. First Baptist Church.
 “Perfect Purple Feather” — Children 
ages 3–6 are invited to explore stories, 
hands-on activities, and music performed 
by the KSO’s Burdick-Thorne String Quar-
tet. Oct. 11, 10 a.m. Epic Theatre, 359 S. 
Kalamazoo Mall. 349-7759.
“American Landscapes” — The Kalama-
zoo Concert Band presents the opening 
concert of the 08–09 season. Oct. 11, 7:30 
p.m. Miller Auditorium, WMU. 806-6597.
Guest Jazz Artists — Saxaphonist Donnie 
McCaslin and his band come to WMU for 
a guest performance. Oct 12, 8 p.m. Dalton 
Center Recital Hall, WMU. 387-2300.
University Jazz Lab Band — Director Tom 
Knific will lead the group as they perform 
classic big band numbers. Oct. 15, 8:15 p.m. 
Dalton Center Recital Hall, WMU. 387-4667.
The N-E-W Trio — A most promising 
young ensemble, this piano trio has been 
sweeping national competition titles. Oct. 
21, 8 p.m. Wellspring Theatre, 359 S. Kala-
mazoo Mall. 387-2300.

Vocal

The Capitol Steps — Back by popular 
demand, this singing group is comprised of 
former congressional staffers who satirize 
the institutions that employed them. Oct. 4, 
8 p.m. Miller Auditorium, WMU. 387-2300.
The University Chorale — This group of 
auditioned students led by James K. Bass 
is devoted to excellent performance of 
choral music and will be joined  by Cantus 
Femina. Oct. 26, 3 p.m. Dalton Center 
Recital Hall, WMU. 387-4667.

Change your 
thoughts and 
you change 
your world.

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

David Henderson: Man o’ War — A show 
of sculptures that reflect the beauty of na-
ture using the symbols of war and human 
conflict. Through Oct. 18.
17 Days Video Series — A video screen-
ing series where 17 days have been chosen 
between January and April 2008 and 
paired with 17 artists who make video art. 
One artist’s video work per selected day 
will play continuously. Through Oct. 23.

Kalamazoo Institute of Arts
349-7775:

Marc Chagall: The Early Etchings — A 
showing of 65 early monochromatic etch-
ings. Through Oct. 19. Michigan Ceram-
ics 2008 — The Michigan Ceramic Art 
Association brings its 50th anniversary 
exhibition to the KIA. Through Oct. 12.
Picturing Health: Norman Rockwell and 
the Art of Illustration — An exhibition 
of Rockwell’s illustrations for medical ad-
vertisements as well as editorial art about 
health by others. Through Dec. 14.
ARTbreak — Enjoy informal free lectures 
and presentations on art-related topics. 
“Parish Blue/Norman Rockwell’s World,” 
Oct. 7; “The Art of Failure,” with Joshua 
Diedrich, Oct. 14; “The Fine Art of Pastels,” 
with Alec Hall, Oct. 21; “Degas in New 
Orleans: A Creole Sojour,” Oct. 28. Bring a 
lunch to these 12:15 sessions.

Miscellaneous

Art Hop — View the works of local artists 
at venues/galleries in downtown Kalama-
zoo. Oct. 3, 5 p.m. 342-5059.
Henderson Castle — Trick-or-treat fun 
for the family! Take pictures on the castle’s 
throne or Pavilion Lawn, tour the rooms, 
enjoy a surprise! Oct. 30, 5 p.m. 343-9242.
Murder Mystery Dinner — An evening 
of intrigue and comedy while dining at 
Henderson Castle! Nov. 1. 343-9242.

Literary Events

Kalamazoo Public Library
553-7809:
Meet Author Daniel Levitin —  Levitin 
will read from and sign copies of his new 
book, “The World in Six Songs.” Oct. 11, 
10:30 a.m. Central Library, 315 S. Rose St.
Talking Drums — Adebisi Adeleke per-
forms all over the world. Oct. 18, 1:30 p.m. 
Central Library, 315 S. Rose St.
Meet Author/Illustrator Nic Bishop — 
Award-winning children’s author and 
nature photographer Nic Bishop highlights 
his new book “Spiders.” Oct. 21, 7:00 p.m. 
Eastwood Branch, 1112 Gayle St.
Corn Fed Girls — A group of friends with 
roots in bluegrass and folk produce an 
acoustic sound described as “raindrops on 
rooftops and sideburns on kittens.” Oct. 
22, 7 p.m. Central Library, 315 S. Rose St.

Museums
Kalamazoo Valley Museum
373-7990:

Great Lakes Native Quilting — This ex-
hibition examines the historical introduc-
tion of quilting to native Americans as well 
as the contemporary use and meaning of 
quilts made by native Americans. Show-
casing 16 quilts and paying tribute to the 
artists. Through Jan. 25.
Kid Stuff:  Great Toys From Our 
Childhood — The exhibit offers playful 
encounters with classic toys of the last half 
century and is accompanied by hundreds 
of illustrations, period advertisements, and 
vintage commercials. Oct. 4 – Jan. 4
22nd Annual Chemistry Day: Having a 
Ball — Discover the connection between 
chemistry and sports as well as our yearly 
favorites! Oct. 11, 12 noon–4 p.m.
Safe Halloween — Wear your costumes 
and enjoy a variety of Halloween activi-
ties Egyptian style this year. Make masks, 
headdresses, jewelry and toys with an 
Egyptian flair. Trick-or-treating and the 
costume parade will take place on the Ka-
lamazoo Mall. Oct. 25, 11 a.m.–3 p.m.
  (Continued on page 52)

Accounts of the last days of Edgar Allan 
Poe, most commonly known for his horror 
stories that are often told around Hallow-
een, are conflicting at best. Some say he 
died from alcoholism or was murdered.  
Others believe he was stricken by one of 
various diseases. However, it is generally 
accepted that he was found unconscious in 
the street and died soon after in a Balti-
more hospital. Regardless, it was the end of 
a tormented life made worse by a drinking 
problem that cost him jobs and appoint-
ments. Undisputed, though, is the recogni-
tion of his talent as a poet and writer. He 
remains one of America’s greatest story 
tellers and one of the first to self-publish 
in a time when literary endeavors were 

poorly rewarded. Interestingly, he has been 
remembered on his birthday, January 19, 
each year since 1949 by an anonymous 
admirer known as the “Poe Toaster” who 
brings three roses and a half-full bottle of 
cognac to his gravesite in the early hours 
of the morning.

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

31



OUNG ALBERT B. Whiting saw 
dead people all around him. He 

was not afraid of them. They were 
his friends, he talked to them and they 
communicated back. As a toddler first 
learning to speak, he told his parents 
about “the people.” They scolded him to 
“hush,” there was no one there, “some-
thing must be the matter with your eyes 
or brain.”

A sickly youth with a frail, slim body 
and abnormally large head, Whiting’s 
chances for survival troubled his parents. 
Several physicians examined the boy and 
concluded he “would not live to see his 
12th year.” When the child overheard 
such prognoses, he grew angry, reply-
ing, “I will live, for the people say so.” 
When one celebrated doctor delivered a 
similar diagnosis in front of Whiting, he 
exclaimed, “I will live to visit your grave, 
for the man in the gray cloak (one of the 
people) says so, and he knows.”

He was born December 14, 1835, in 
East Abington, Mass., the oldest son of 

Albert and Rachel Whiting. At the age of 
12, he contracted a lung ailment, which 
nearly brought on pneumonia. After many 
weeks in which the physician’s predic-
tion appeared to be born out, Whiting 
survived. But the severity of his ordeal 
had somehow taken away his ability to 
see spirits.

He recorded in a letter to friends: 
“An indefinable loneliness came over me, 
and in time I grew to look upon the past 
second sight as a delusion, pleasant but 
gone forever. I thought I saw the correct-
ness of my friends’ assertion — that it 
was a shadow on the eye or mind — and 
I seemed to myself to have grown im-
measurably older by its removal … I saw 
nothing of a spiritual character; I believed 
death to be an eternal sleep, and thought 
of it only with a shudder.”

As a teenager, he attended the nearby 
East Bridgewater Academy where, despite 
repeated bouts of ill health, he excelled, 
particularly in writing. In the spring of 
1853, the family moved to Michigan in 

hopes that a change of climate would 
benefit young Whiting’s health. They 
settled on a small farm adjoining the vil-
lage of Brooklyn, Jackson County, where 
Michigan’s salubrious summer and fall 
helped bring revitalization to the sickly 
17-year-old.

Shortly after Whiting’s 18th birth-
day, “suddenly and without warning, the 
spirit-sight, the lost gift of his childhood, 
returned to him.” Whiting recorded what 
happened in his journal:

On the night of the 21st of Janu-
ary, 1854, I was suddenly awakened by 
four persons bearing the appearance of 
Indians, who stood before me as distinctly 
as any persons I ever saw in my life. My 
room was brilliantly illuminated, al-
though the night was very dark; I rubbed 
my eyes and half arose, to be sure I was 
awake; but there they stood. At length one 
of them — a chief of gigantic stature — 
approached my bedside and addressed me 
as follows: 

“Child of earth, take back the inheri-

 Albert Whiting didn’t 

want to risk being 

branded a mad man. But 

eventually his special 

vision of the spirit world 

became public.

Talking With the Dead
By Larry Massie

The portal of the “realm of the dead” as depicted in a spiritualist book of 1853.
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A law firm focusing on estate 
planning, estate settlement, and 
the transfer of wealth.

211 East Water Street, Suite 401 
Kalamazoo, MI 49007

tance of your ancestors, the gifts of your 
childhood! We are spirits; we will give 
you health, and knowledge of spiritual 
life and intercourse. Other spirits will 
make you an instrument in their hands 
to proclaim this knowledge to the world. 
Tell what you have seen.”

Then the Indians were gone and the 
room was in darkness again. Suddenly an 
ancient wooden clock struck 12 — three 
times in succession.

Expecting ridicule, Whiting told 
no one of his experience. The 
Indians returned night after night, 

enjoining him to announce to the living 
world the existence of the spirit realm. Fi-
nally on the 10th such night, fearing that 
perhaps he had become insane, Whiting 
cried out in anger, “If you are spirits, why 
can’t you bring someone whom I will 
know, instead of Indians altogether.”

The next night Whiting’s beloved 
little brother, who had died of illness 10 
years before, appeared before him, saying, 
“It is indeed true that spirits exist and 
communicate. It is my pleasure to return, 
giving my testimony to sustain what has 
been told you. I live, and am happy; your 
brother still in love, truth and reality.”

Still Whiting could not make up 

his mind to “come out” and risk being 
branded a mad man. Other episodes 
persisted: He saw an Indian standing 
along the road who vanished, laugh-
ing, as Whiting approached. A strange, 
silent, old bearded man appeared in his 
room one day. When Whiting described 
him to his father, he replied, “That is 
your grandfather Whiting — my father.” 
Whiting had never seen his grandfather, 
and no portrait existed.

The Indian spirits continued to 
haunt his nights, throwing him into a 
“semi-conscious trance,” and they put 
him through various exercises to im-
prove his health. Once the chief had him 
rowing a boat up and down the nearby 
River Raisin. Awaking the next morning, 
he rubbed his eyes and thought what 
an odd dream he had had. Then reach-
ing into his pocket, he found a still-wet 
water lily he remembered picking in his 
“dream.”

Other spirits began controlling him 
at times, causing him to speak in their 
voices, to sing, to write, sometimes with 
both hands at once and reversed so that 
it was unreadable unless held before a 
mirror. Then came the telekinesis, as he 
was lifted into the air and moved about 
without his control. Once, in the presence 

of his mother and sister, he sailed through 
the air 35-feet from one lounge to land 
safely on another in a different room of 
the house.

As might be expected, news of these 
remarkable feats spread, drawing crowds 
of curious visitors. Many departed, con-
vinced of the possibility of communicat-
ing with the spirit world.

The belief that spirits survive 
physical death and can influence the 

Albert B. Whiting as he looked not long before 
his passing to the spirit land.
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living runs as a common thread through 
numerous primitive religions. The history 
of Christianity is also punctuated with 
episodes of witch mania, poltergeists, 
demonic possession and exorcism. The 
mass religious movement known as mod-
ern American spiritualism began in 1848 
through the agency of teen-aged sisters 
Margaretta and Catherine Fox.

Several months after the Fox family 
had moved into a small frame cottage in 
the village of Hydesville, N.Y., they began 
experiencing mysterious footsteps and 
rappings, unexplained movement of ob-
jects, unseen touches and other occult oc-
currences. The Fox sisters experimented 
and discovered they could communicate 
with the invisible noise-maker, the spirit 
of a murdered peddler, who rapped out 
answers to their questions. When neigh-
bors gathered to witness the phenom-
enon, he knocked for them as well.

The Foxes took to the stage as 
mediums in nearby Rochester, and soon 
the “Rochester Rappers” inspired others 
to take up the new religion that proved 
“there is no death.” A spiritualistic epi-
demic swept the country with western 
New York and Michigan, which had been 
settled by pioneers from that region, 

Massie

The house in Hydesville, N.Y., where the Fox 
sisters launched modern American spiritualism 
in 1848.
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becoming epicenters. Scores of converts 
penned ghostly tracts while under the 
influence of the hereafter and many oth-
ers discovered they had powers of occult 
dialogue. Soon Ouija boards, spirit slate 
writing, table tippings and séances en-
riched American popular culture.

About six months after Whiting’s 
initial contact with the Indian 
spirits (whom many other me-

diums also claimed as their guides from 
the hereafter), he experienced his first 
“contact” by Giovani Farini, the spirit of 
a 17th-century Italian poet and Catholic 
cardinal, and he found himself speaking 
and singing in Italian. Farini finally con-
vinced him of his destiny, and Whiting 
launched a speaking career, delivering 
stirring spiritualist spiels and demonstra-
tions of his ability as a medium through-
out Michigan, first to Albion, Marengo, 
Marshall, Ceresco, and Battle Creek, and 
then to Livonia and Detroit and, with 
growing popularity, ultimately across the 
eastern and midwestern states. During 
his travels, Farini watched over him like 
an angel. In July 1856, Whiting attempted 
to board the steamer Northern Indiana, 
bound from Buffalo to Toledo. Farini 
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ordered him to take another steamer to 
Detroit. En route the Northern Indiana 
caught fire with a loss of 50 lives.

1860 proved a banner year for Whit-
ing. He published a 100-page pamphlet, 
“Religion and Mortality,” which enjoyed 
considerable sales at his public appear-
ances. Whiting moved with his mother 
and sister to Albion that year, and he set 
up a side business as co-proprietor of a 
shoe store. It may have been the rhythmic 
tapping of the shoemaker’s hammer that 
inspired him to begin composing songs 
and music, about that time, mostly of a 
spiritualist theme. He commissioned the 
Blakeman & Gibbs Melodeon factory at 
the corner of Kalamazoo’s Rose and Main 
Streets to construct one of its award-win-
ning, magnificent, rosewood instruments 
on which he plinked out his composi-
tions. Whiting’s “Land of the So Called 
Dead” became a minor hit.

But the most important event of 1860 
was the beginning of a relationship with 
yet another “spirit guide,” a 12th-century 
Persian Magi who, because of his utterly 
unpronounceable name, preferred to be 
called simply “The Old Man.” In addition 
to augmenting Whiting’s repertoire with 
eastern magic, The Old Man also watched 
over him. In 1861 while in Chicago, he 
tripped and plunged down the steep stone 
steps of the railroad depot. The Old Man 
caught him, and he received only a slight 
bruise. Onlookers gasped at his walking 
away from what should have been a bone-
breaking plummet.

It was about that time, also, that 
Whiting made a pilgrimage to the grave 
of the doctor who said he wouldn’t live to 
see 12.

In addition to his spiritualism beliefs, 
Whiting became a free-thinker in other 
matters. He earned a reputation as a “cop-
perhead” during the Civil War because of 
his advocacy of peace with the South. He 
also voiced objections to a proposed new 
Michigan constitution in 1868 because its 
articles seemed intolerant of any religion 
except organized Christianity.

Whiting’s hectic schedule and inces-
sant traveling helped bring on a return 
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of his old health problems. He continued 
to lecture despite a severe throat condi-
tion that prevented him from swallow-
ing anything but liquids. He sought the 
service of a clairvoyant physician in 
Milford, Mrs. McCain. While under her 
care, and perhaps because of it, Whiting 
joined the spirit realm on September 4, 
1871, at the age of 36. “A large concourse 
of people, of all shades of belief and 
opinion religiously” attended Whiting’s 
Albion funeral. A choir singing “Land of 
the So Called Dead,” accompanied by the 
glorious Kalamazoo melodeon, consoled 
the mourners.

In 1872 Whiting’s sister, R. Augusta 
Whiting, published a biography of her be-
loved brother, incorporating many of his 
letters, journal entries and poems. It went 
through at least two editions and was 
avidly read by thousands of Michiganders 
who rejected traditional religion in favor 
of belief in communications with the de-
parted. In the 20th century, spiritualism 
would be embraced by best-selling novel-
ist Stewart Edward White from Grand 
Rapids, Arthur Conan Doyle of Sherlock 
Holmes fame, and other literati.

Curiously, the tattered copy of Whit-
ing’s biography laying before me as I write 
this piece bears a faint, ghostly inscrip-
tion on the first free endpaper in hand-
writing very similar to that of Whiting’s 
autograph printed on the frontispiece 
below his portrait: “Mary Sherman. With 
Remembrance of the Subject.” 

An example of A.B. Whiting’s spiritualism songs 
published in Detroit in 1866.
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UST TALKING with Dr. Rick Oppen-
lander for a spell can make you want 
to change your life.
The Portage dentist and nutrition 

activist is that convincing, in a passion-
ate yet startlingly reasonable sort of way. 
At first listen, his message seems revo-
lutionary: We must eliminate meat and 
all animal products from our diets both 
to protect our own health and to protect 
our world. That kind of change would 

be a huge leap for the average American, 
but if there’s anyone who can change all 
those hearts and minds — and palates 
— it just might be Rick Oppenlander.

Oppenlander grew up in the Lan-
sing area in the 1950s and ’60s. It was 
a pretty normal childhood, he recalls, 
marked by an intense interest in science. 
After high school he pursued under-
graduate and graduate studies at the 
University of Michigan, including dental 

school. During that time, he worked on a 
number of research projects that focused 
on cellular repair.

“We were doing research at this 
really advanced level, but some of 
the things we were discovering were 
actually quite elementary in nature,” 
Oppenlander says. “For example, we’d 
look at tissues and how they reacted to 
changes in our growth mediums, like 
what would happen if we changed the 

Ope’s kitchen facilities are located on West Michigan Avenue.
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potassium levels, or changed the type of 
protein or certain amino acids. I’d go in 
one morning and see that my tissue was 
essentially dying because the nutrients 
had changed.

“I started to wonder if cells were 
doing that in a laboratory, what was hap-
pening in my body?” 

In the 1970s, Oppenlander began 
to delve into nutritional science as a 
sideline to his dental studies. Nutritional 

pioneers like Nathan Pritikin, Dean 
Ornish and John McDougall were all 
coming to conclusions similar to Oppen-
lander’s: A vegetarian diet could improve 
or even cure many of the diseases that 
plagued Americans.

“All animal products have serious 
nutritional issues,” notes Oppenlander. 
“There’s not a single animal product that 
has any fiber, which we know is one of 
the most important nutrients we need to 

prevent a variety of diseases, and none 
of them has any antioxidants. All animal 
tissue has saturated fat and cholesterol 
in the cell lining; you can’t get away from 
that.

“The most common medications we 
take as Americans are to reduce cho-
lesterol. So we’re eating cholesterol in 
animal products, and then taking huge 
amounts of medication to remove it from 
our system. We don’t need any more  

The Ope’s stuffed sandwich is a delicious alternative to typical fast food purchased on the run.
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Oppenlander

cholesterol; it just doesn’t make sense.” 
As he learned more about vegetari-

anism and the meat and dairy industry, 
Oppenlander and his wife, Jill, began to 
change their own eating habits. By the 
mid ’70s, their diet was entirely vegan, 
meaning no meat, cheese, eggs or dairy 
products of any kind. They felt great, and 
were healthier than they’d ever been. In 
studying the impressive health benefits 
of vegetarianism, Oppenlander discov-
ered a second drawback to animal prod-
ucts: their effect on the environment.

“I started to really look at where our 
food was produced. It became important 
to answer with every meal, ‘Where did 
that food come from?’ ‘How much energy 
was required to produce it?’ ‘How much 
water was used?’ ‘What was sacrificed?’ 
‘Is the process sustainable?’ Suddenly, it 
wasn’t just about my cells dying any-
more, it was about the environment.”

In essence, Oppenlander was discov-
ering that animal products required 
far more environmental resources 

to produce than plant products. This is 
where his passion really kicks in.

“Over 30 percent of the land mass 
on earth is used for animals that are bred 
and raised each year for us to kill and 
eat — 30 percent!” says Oppenlander. 

“We eat 20 to 22 
billion animals 
every year, and 
there are only six 
billion people on 
the entire planet.”

And it’s not 
just the land 
to house these 
animals that has 
to be considered, 
he adds. Driv-
ing through the 
Midwest, it’s 
impressive to see 
huge fields of corn 
or soy beans. What most people don’t 
know, Oppenlander notes, is that most 
of that grain isn’t going to feed people. 
An astounding 70 to 80 percent of all 
the grain grown worldwide, as well as 70 
percent of the overall total agricultural 
land, is used to feed animals intended for 
slaughter.

Oppenlander adds, “Our consump-
tion of animal products is also directly 
related to the destruction of the rain 
forests.” 

Yes, the rain forests. Most of the 
land that’s clear cut or burned each year 
in the rain forests is used for grazing 
animals intended for slaughter or raising 

grain to feed those animals, Oppenland-
er points out. The rain forests in Brazil 
alone supply 20 percent of the Earth’s 
oxygen. And with 34 million acres of 
rainforest destroyed each year, we’re 
losing countless species of plants and 
animals to extinction — largely to fuel 
our consumption of meat.

Land use is an important issue, but 
Oppenlander predicts that water will 
be the wake-up call toward vegetarian 
awareness in the United States. 

“It takes an incredible amount of 
water to grow a cow,” he notes. “You 
need three or four thousand gallons of 
water to produce one pound of beef, and 
most Americans eat between 200 and 

Richard and Jill Oppenlander pose at the grand opening of their restaurant, 
Ope’s, in 2000, which is now closed. It was a retail venture that gave way to 
the production facility they now have.
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300 pounds of meat in a year. That’s 
an incredible amount of irreplaceable 
drinking water that we need for  
ourselves.” 

Water shortages are already com-
ing to the forefront, especially in the 
Western United States. The Colorado 
River, for example, no longer reaches 
the sea. The water flows more slowly, 
and eventually tapers off not because of 
drinking water required for the human 
population. No, Oppenlander says, the 
majority of that water is going to hy-
drate animals — particularly cattle — 
and to irrigate the fields of grain needed 
to feed them.

“Drinking water takes thousands 
and thousands of years to produce,” he 

says. “It’s not just something you can 
give to a cow and expect it to reappear 
in the environment the next day. That 
water is gone.” 

Awareness of water shortage issues 
is starting to mount with diverted rivers 
and drying aquifers, but Oppenlander 
predicts it will be 10 or 15 years before 
the problem reaches critical mass. It’s 
somewhat controversial to speculate, but 
if Americans do not change their diets, 
he foresees a time not so far away when 
water usage and meat consumption will 
be legislated and rationed.

Al Gore opened the door on global 
warming with his documentary “An 
Inconvenient Truth,” but Oppenlander 
wants to tell the world about global 

depletion. That’s a phrase he coined 
to define “the misuse and subsequent 
loss of our air, land, water and energy 
resources, primarily due to the inap-
propriate use of food.” Global warming, 
he said, is just one small component to 
global depletion.

“You can use an acre of land to grow 
one cow, or you can use that land to 
grow plants that have 10 to 20 times the 
nutrient value, in a healthier format, to 
feed more people with less effort and less 
resources,” Oppenlander says. “There 
are over five million children that die of 
starvation worldwide every year. That’s a 
few children every second who starve to 
death. So sitting here looking at all the 
fields and energy and water supply and 

Production manager Stephanie Gorsalitz prepares dough for Ope’s stuffed sandwiches and then assembles them in preparation for baking.
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Oppenlander

environmental drain that goes toward 
feeding animals, and knowing there’s a 
better way … I just don’t get it.”

As Oppenlander established his 
dental practice in Portage in the 
1980s, he also began speak-

ing about nutrition and global deple-
tion around the region, and eventually 
around the country. When he’d give 
those talks, audience members were 
often skeptical about whether they could 
find tasty vegan products.

Working together with his wife, Jill, 
he started creating products for attend-
ees to taste test.

“Jill and I are so complementary,” 
Oppenlander says. “I would explore the 
nutritional analysis perspective, and she 
has this talent for coming up with really 
phenomenal taste mixtures. Regardless 
of the location or the size of the audi-
ence, we’d always have some kind of 
wonderful tasting.”

Those audience members were 
impressed enough that Oppenlander 
started to wonder if they might be on to 
something. His activism had always been 
aimed at changing food patterns and 
preferences, and maybe that could be 
done by using food itself as the vehicle.

Oppenlander lays much of the 
responsibility for global depletion at 
the feet of the meat and dairy indus-
try, which is driven in large part by 
America’s fast-food giants. For the past 
30 years, he’s studied the annual reports 
and board of directors minutes of fast 

food’s big three: McDonald’s, Burger 
King and Wendy’s. 

“There is no way these companies 
have any interest at all in our health, or 
the health of our world,” Oppenlander 
says. “In fact, they’re actually going on 
a completely divergent path, which is to 
figure out how they can make the cheap-
est food possible, regardless of what’s 
good for us nutritionally, or what’s good 
for our planet.”

What if, he and Jill theorized, they 
could develop an alternative approach 
to fast food? They envisioned a socially 
responsible company that could be fran-
chised nationwide to give people a quick 
and easy, tasty and healthy vegetarian al-
ternative to the fast food giants. He could 
spread his message about nutrition and 
environmental responsibility through 
people’s taste buds.

Hence, the restaurant Ope’s was 
born.

Throughout the ’80s and ’90s, Op-
penlander traveled the country talking 
with venture capitalists about his idea. 
American lifestyles didn’t show any signs 
of slowing down, and as that pace accel-
erated he saw more people clamoring for 
convenient, healthy food. He was pretty 
sure he could create the country’s fourth 
fast-food giant.

“Looking back, it was pretty naïve 
to think that everybody would appreci-
ate this concept,” recalls Oppenlander. 
“Even if the venture capitalists under-
stood the possible link between food 
and their own health, they didn’t get the 
environmental component. They were 
tied up in this cultural myth perpetuated 
by the meat and dairy industry — that 
we somehow need animal products to be 
healthy.”

Despite those obstacles, Oppen-
lander pulled together enough funding 
to open two vegetarian fast-food res-
taurants in Kalamazoo. In 2000, Ope’s 
opened restaurants on 9th Street in Osh-
temo and in Portage at Shaver Road and 
Center Street. The Oppenlanders were 
sure that if Kalamazoo could support 
30 or 40 traditional fast-food establish-
ments, it could certainly support two 
healthy, vegetarian alternatives.

Almost immediately, Ope’s devel-
oped a loyal following of hard-core sup-
porters. They frequented the restaurants 
on a regular basis, and they raved about 
how fantastic the food tasted. There just 
weren’t enough of those people.

Rick and Jill Oppenlander pose with some of the rescue animals they have adopted to reside  
on their small farm.
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“The venture capitalists didn’t really 
get our concept, and not enough custom-
ers got it either,” recalls Oppenlander. 
“I just don’t think Kalamazoo was ready 
for it. The idea for Ope’s was 15 to 20 
years ahead of what anybody could really 
comprehend.”

In 2003, both restaurants closed. 
Undaunted, Oppenlander was still con-
fident in the idea of convenient, healthy 
food that was produced in an environ-
mentally responsible way. Southwest 
Michigan might not have been ready for 
a vegetarian fast-food joint, but perhaps 
some of those entreés could be packaged 
and sold in a different way — to consum-
ers, schools, universities and hospitals.

The business was reinvented as 
Export Ope’s. The family-owned com-
pany sells pre-packaged organic cookies, 
burger patties and sandwiches. Other 
products from the Ope’s restaurants may 
be added in the future, but for now the 
Oppenlanders prefer to keep the offer-
ings simple. 

It’s a family business, with Rick 
Oppenlander at the center and support 
from Jill and their adult daughters, Ricci 
and Lauren. The three Oppenlander 
women were instrumental in launching 
Export Ope’s, and Lauren now manages 
all of the company’s day-to-day opera-
tions. She also oversaw the recent launch 
of Opescookies.com, which the Op-
penlanders believe to be the world’s first 
Internet-based healthy gourmet cookie 
outlet. Rick and Jill’s son Ty, who is a 
student and professional water skiier in 
Florida, isn’t involved in the day-to-day 
operations, but he’s a shareholder and a 
supporter.

Ope’s sells its products to hospitals, 
K–12 schools, universities and grocery 
chains. It’s been a slow road to estab-
lishing distribution channels because 
of funding challenges and educational 
hurdles, according to Oppenlander. In 
trying to place the company’s products 
at the University of Michigan, for ex-
ample, it took more than two years and 
numerous presentations to even crack 
the door.
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Oppenlander

“There is one person in charge of 
ordering for most of these organiza-
tions,” notes Oppenlander. “And that 
person has been influenced by all of 
the years of marketing by the meat and 
dairy industry. They tend to think that 
animal products are necessary for good 
health, and that vegetarian products 
won’t appeal to their customers — even 
though the students at U of M were ac-
tually asking for Ope’s. So with almost 
every distribution channel, there’s an 
educational hurdle that we have to 
overcome.”

The overarching goal at Ope’s 
remains the same: produce convenient, 
organic, vegan food that will appeal to 
people’s taste buds and at the same time 
help open their eyes to the environmen-
tal benefits of foregoing meat and dairy 
products.

“The pace of our society is becom-
ing faster and faster, and there are times 
when we only have minutes to grab 
something to eat,” Oppenlander says. “In 
those cases, it’s easiest to have something 
put together for you that you know is 
healthy in every way, and also environ-
mentally responsible. That’s Ope’s.”

Oppenlander isn’t blind to the 
growing local foods move-
ment. He’s a proponent, in 

fact, and Ope’s always looks for local 
products first, then regional, then na-
tional if necessary. He realizes, how-
ever, that while buying locally grown 
food and cooking it from scratch might 
be ideal, it’s not necessarily realistic all 
the time, especially for the masses.

“If you’re driving down the road 
in an unfamiliar town and you need to 
eat, you’re not going to rent a kitchen 
to make your food,” explains Oppen-
lander. “Locally grown food is great, but 
I’m looking at what’s negatively impact-
ing the health of the world, and the best 
way to change it quickly.” 

Organic, environmentally respon-
sible foods cost more to produce, and 
those costs do get passed on to the 
consumer. Although Oppenlander and 

his family work hard to keep prices 
affordable, some of that price difference 
is unavoidable. The secret the Oppen-
landers have discovered for their own 
family is to eat a bit less overall, but 
eat very high quality foods. They feel 
better — Oppenlander notes that he 
hasn’t missed a day of work because of 
sickness in more than 30 years — and 
the cost balances out.

In recent years, the number of or-
ganic convenience foods has exploded. 
What makes Ope’s different is Oppen-
lander himself.

“None of these other compa-
nies have at their core a lecturer and 
researcher who is trying to make the 
world a better place,” he says. “They 
may do a little bit of that, or they might 
use a percentage of their profits to try 
and do that second hand, but it’s not 
the core. Ope’s is about education and 
change, not just about business.” 

As part of that mission moving 
forward, Oppenlander plans to continue 
speaking about nutrition around the re-
gion and the country. Over the past eight 
years he’s lectured to medical students, 

Dr. Richard Oppenlander is still a practicing 
dentist who spends his nonpractice time 
lecturing about food quality and helping with 
the family business.
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university and high school groups, nutri-
tionists, physicians, activists and venture 
capitalists. At one time he was speaking 
several times a week, but over the past 
year his schedule has slowed down to 
create more time for writing.

The fruit of that writing is a book 
due out in early 2009. Oppenlander 
plans to explore the connection be-
tween diet and global depletion in a 
book written for the masses. He’s had 
offers from several different publishers, 
and says,

“It’s really just a matter of finishing 
the book.” Speaking allows him to take 
his message to a few hundred people at 
a time, but a book might affect millions.

“I wish everybody could just tune 
in for a few minutes and hear every-
thing I’ve learned,” Oppenlander says. 
“Even if they don’t care about their 
own health, they should care about the 
health of our world, and the footprint 
we’re leaving.

“I’m going to do this — writing 
and speaking and creating healthy food 
products — until I die. My whole goal is 
to make our world a healthier place.” 

Ope’s cookies are formed by hand, the old-fash-
ioned way. Here assistant production manager 
Lisa Slovinski gets a batch ready for the oven.

“You may go in sir. They aren’t praying now — just text messaging.”
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IANA COHEN has begun her 
second year as concertmaster 

of the Kalamazoo Symphony Or-
chestra. Music lovers in the region will 
want to thank the toy industry for start-
ing her on the career that has brought 
her here.

It was a toy violin that Diana Cohen 
received when she was 4 years old (about 
24 years ago) that inspired her to become 
a violinist. The toy frustrated her, she 
remembers, because it didn’t make 
any sound. Even at age 4, Cohen knew 
what good music sounded like. Her 
father, Franklin Cohen, was (and still 
is) principal clarinetist of the Cleveland 
Orchestra, and her mother, the late Ly-
nette Diers Cohen, was an accomplished 
bassoonist. Having endured for years the 

vicissitudes of reeds and mouthpieces, 
both parents were only too glad to see 
their daughter drawn to a stringed in-
strument instead.

(Diana’s brother, Alexander, would 
also spurn mouthpieces and reeds, 
becoming a timpanist; today 24-year-
old Alexander has just spent a year as 
principal timpanist with the San Diego 
Symphony.)

A native of Cleveland, Cohen 
graduated with honors in 2001 from 
the Cleveland Institute of Music, where 
she won the 2000 Jerome Gross Prize in 
violin and was a winner of the Darius 
Milhaud competition. After gradua-
tion, she started work on a master’s 
degree at Cleveland and then took time 
off to stay home with her terminally ill 

mother. Following her mother’s death in 
2004, Cohen returned to school but was 
called away once again, this time by the 
concertmaster position in Charleston, 
S.C., which she was offered at age 23. 
(Little did she know then that the skills 
she would hone the next year in travel-
ing back and forth from the orchestra in 
South Carolina to school in Ohio would 
prepare her for her current, dual New 
York/Michigan life.) 

After spending three years in 
Charleston, Cohen moved to New York 
to freelance. She loves living in New 
York City, which is, she says, just exactly 
where she needs to be at this point in her 
life. “There is so much music happening 
in New York,” she said.

But since mid-2007, part of Cohen’s 

Diana Cohen, Concert Master
Kalamazoo Symphony Orchestra

In   Tune  With
Diana  Cohen
Conductor 
Raymond  Ha�ey 
calls  Cohen “… 
a solid   leader  
and  an  excellent 
musician.”
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time is also being spent in another city 
where a lot of music happens: Kalama-
zoo, Mich. Following the retirement of 
its longtime concertmaster, Dr. Barry 
Ross, in 2004, the Kalamazoo Symphony 
Orchestra had spent two years looking 
for a successor. 

Julie Evans, second violinist and 
assistant principal and a 13-year veteran 
of the KSO, was part of a committee 
charged with the formidable task of find-
ing a replacement for Ross. The commit-
tee was comprised of musicians, board 
members, Music Director Raymond Har-
vey, and KSO Executive Director Stacy 
Ridenour. As Evans recalls, the group 
debated and researched the possibility of 
securing a full-time concertmaster, look-
ing at a number of orchestras in compa-
rable-size communities, but ultimately 
they decided to look for a part-time 
person who could spend up to 13 weeks 
each season in town. However, they also 
knew they needed someone willing to 
become active in the community, as well 
as someone whose personality meshed 
with the KSO and — oh yes — he or she 
would need to be a fine musician and an 
outstanding leader. 

The committee realized that, to find 
such a person, they would need to cast 
a wide net, so they launched a national 
search. Ultimately, a handful of violin-
ists were invited to Kalamazoo to play 
with the orchestra, to meet with Harvey 
and Ridenour, and to see whether or not 
there would be a good fit. Evans says it 
was “ ... very obvious that (Cohen) was 
the right one.”

When Cohen made her premier as 
concertmaster with the KSO in Novem-
ber 2007, she was presented with a huge 
floral bouquet and a card signed by the 
entire orchestra, Evans remembers. She 
says that Cohen was “surprised and 

touched” by the gesture. She adds that 
Cohen has quickly made friends among 
fellow musicians and that she “ ... has 
been an amazing addition to the orches-
tra, and she has become a dear friend  
to me.”

Evans describes Cohen as being 
very personable, as well as “an incredible 
violinist and a very skilled leader.” Yet 
she has found the new concertmaster to 
be humble and “strong, in a nonthreaten-

ing way.” She praises Cohen’s combina-
tion of strength and maturity, and says 
that the musicians find that “she is easy 
to be with and easy to take instruction 
from without feeling intimidated.” 

Cohen’s impact on the orchestra 
has already been felt, says Evans. She 
particularly praises Cohen’s exactness in 
rhythm and entrances and the skill with 
which she relays Harvey’s ideas to the 
musicians.
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Cohen

Barry Ross, concertmaster of the 
KSO for 32 years, is thrilled 
with the choice of Cohen as his 

successor. “She’s a terrific violinist,” he 
says, “and she’s a lot cuter than I am.” 
(Audience members of all ages who 
have enjoyed Ross’s oft-costumed role in 
many Family Discovery series concerts 
might feel he is being overly humble in 
this comparison.)

Cohen plans to continue her 
geographic duality, living in New York 
and coming to Kalamazoo for a week 
or so for each of the KSO subscrip-
tion concerts. Unlike Cohen, Ross was 
— and continues to be — a full-time 
resident of Kalamazoo. He explains that 
his day job, that of music professor at 
Kalamazoo College and conductor of 
the Kalamazoo College and Commu-
nity Orchestra, made that possible. The 
conductor of the symphony for most of 
Ross’s years as concertmaster was Mae-
stro Yoshimi Takeda. For many of those 
years, Takeda himself was a commuter 
to Kalamazoo, traveling from his home 
in Albuquerque. This made it necessary 
for Ross to be the on-site, local repre-
sentative for the orchestra. Now, with 
Maestro Harvey living full-time in the 
area, the new concertmaster can be the 

one who commutes. 
In his retirement, Ross continues to 

serve as the KSO’s assistant conductor. In 
this role, he conducts the youth, family, 
touring and some of the pops concerts, 
with the help of assistant concertmasters 
Julia Neckermann and Audrey Lipsey. 
Maestro Harvey conducts the subscrip-
tion concerts, with Cohen sitting in the 
concertmaster’s chair.

Cohen and he have already had 
quite a bit of interaction, says Ross. “We 
love to ‘talk fiddle,’” he says. Like Julia 
Evans, Ross admires Cohen’s technique 
and style, as well as her leadership skills, 
and says that she will be a great asset to 
the community. “Everyone will love her,” 
he says.

The relationship between an orches-
tra’s concertmaster and its music director 
is a crucial one, and Cohen and KSO mu-
sic director Raymond Harvey have words 
of high praise for one another. Cohen 
says that Harvey is great to work with, 
and she is happy to be serving under “... 
such a dedicated musician. He brings a 
special musical energy, and he loves to 
perform in concert.”

Harvey calls Cohen a “ ... solid 
leader and an excellent musician. Every 
music director,” he continues, “ ... wants 
a concertmaster who can be on the same 
wavelength with him and convey his 
intentions to the rest of the orchestra. 
Ms. Cohen is innately equipped to do 
just that.”

Diana Cohen’s musical resume is 
lengthy. In addition to the Charleston 
Symphony, she has served as concert-
master with the National Repertory 
Orchestra, Red (an orchestra), IRIS 
Chamber Orchestra, and the Cleveland 
Institute of Music Orchestra. She has 
been guest concertmaster with the 
Rochester Philharmonic Orchestra and 
the Phoenix Symphony. Also, she has 
substituted with the New York Philhar-
monic and was principal second with 
the New York String Orchestra. She 
performs a great deal of chamber music 
— her “true love,” she says — with a va-
riety of groups in New York and abroad. 

Some of her regular projects include: 

winning Orpheus Chamber Orchestra, 
which was started in 1972 and is distinc-
tive for performing without a conductor. 
This season Cohen will be touring with 
Orpheus in this country and Europe, as 
well as performing in several Orpheus 
concerts at Carnegie Hall. 

Here’s what an orchestra’s concert-
master does*: 

the stage

musical pieces

string section (so that all the 
bows move in the same direc-
tion at the same time)

-
ductor and orchestra

-
ductor and assistant conductor 
are absent

-
cate ideas to the orchestra

the first violin section of the 
orchestra

-
ductor’s left

stroke or musical effect so that 
all violins play the same pas-
sage the same way

*Information from Miles Hoffman’s “The 
NPR® Classical Music Companion:  
Terms and Concepts from A to Z” and 
comments from well known Florida 
violinist and concertmaster Scott Flavin, 
as quoted from a web site of South 
Florida Musicians: www.afm655.org.

A   Concertmaster’s  Role

Diane Cohen’s parents, the late Lynette Diers 
Cohen and Franklin Cohen, were always 
supportive of Diana’s musical interests. 
Her father is the principal clarinetist of the 
Cleveland orchestra and her mother was an 
accomplished bassoonist.
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ELEGANT UNIQUE CUSTOM KITCHENS

KALAMAZOO CUSTOM KITCHENS

(269) 488-8900
4203 Portage St. 
Kalamazoo, MI
www.kalamazookitchens.com

New Seminar Series
Call for Details

friend Eric Jacobsen and his brother 
Colin, a group that is a New York City-
based group for which Cohen predicts 
a great future. Described on its Web 
site (www.knightsmusic.net) as “a 
flexible chamber orchestra, appearing 
often as a conductorless string orches-
tra, (which) expands accordion-like 
to include some of New York’s most 
sought-after winds and percussion,” 
this group is performing some of the 
most exciting music today.

her dad, Franklin, “ ... one of my best 
teachers.” The two seek out composi-
tions that feature violin and clarinet, 
and then add other musicians to fill 
in the rest of the parts. They have 
performed pieces from Bartok and 
Brahms to Osvoldo Golijov (a con-
temporary Argentinean composer). 
When her mother was still living, Co-
hen remembers fondly that the family 
performed Stravinsky’s “Soldier’s 
Tale,” which had roles for all four of 
the talented Cohens.

herself, her Marlboro Festival col-
league pianist Renana Gutman, and 
Cleveland Orchestra cellist Tanya Ell. 
This group came together for the first 
time last fall for a series of concerts in 
Cleveland. After their first week to-
gether as a trio, says Cohen, they real-
ized that they “worked incredibly well 
together, had a lot of fun, and were 
being received with great enthusiasm 

At 4 years old, Diana Cohen was inspired by 
a toy violin she received as a gift.
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Cohen

by audiences and critics alike.” Since 
their debut, they have each taken time 
out of their individual musical lives 
to come together as a trio. Recently, 
they spent two weeks in Banff, and the 
group has more concert dates sched-
uled for the coming season.

Life for Diana Cohen is lived 
quite literally on the fly — as 
she travels from New York to 

Kalamazoo and most other parts of the 
globe. Such a life does, of course, offer a 
few challenges. Air travel can be hassle 
for the professional musician, especially 
in recent years, says Cohen. She relates 
that musicians, carrying with them the 
instrument that is their livelihood and 
that can frequently cost tens of thou-
sands of dollars or much more, face 
many hurdles, many of them requiring 
the power of persuasion.

Convincing flight attendants that 
violins cannot be put in the underbelly 
of the plane, convincing customs offi-
cials of the value and age of the instru-
ment, even convincing border officials 
that the ivory trim on the bow is a legal 
use of a protected substance — all these 
are way-too-common experiences,  
says Cohen.

Some of Diana Cohen’s cherished 
musical memories have been the festivals 
with which she’s been associated. Her 
favorite is the Marlboro Music Festival 
in tiny Marlboro, Vt. (population 978), 
where she was a junior participant in 
2004, 2005 and 2006. Created by pianist 
Rudolf Servin in 1951, the Marlboro 
introduced the concept of master artists 
playing with young professional musi-
cians. Unlike most other festivals, the 
Marlboro is more about learning than 
performing, says Cohen. That goal, along 
with the summer-camp atmosphere 
in which musicians set the tables and 
deliver the drinks at mealtime and go 
swimming in the pond, makes Marlboro 
unique, she says.

In 2008, Cohen participated for 
the second year in the Steans Institute 
for Young Artists, held at the renowned 

Ravinia Festival, in Highland Park, 
Ill., just north of Chicago. One of 30 
outstanding young musicians chosen 
from around the world, Cohen spent five 
weeks studying and performing with 

such internationally famed artists as 
Leon Fleisher, Pamela Frank and Sylvia 
Rosenberg.

Cohen’s experiences at summer 
festivals may be what has given rise to 

A young Diana Cohen concentrates on her music.

The Kalamazoo Symphony Orchestra’s 2008-2009 schedule will showcase Diana 
Cohen’s solo talents in the following performance:

Miller Auditorium. Concertmaster Showcase. Cohen will perform the Mendelssohn 
Violin Concerto.

She will also be performing with the Kalamazoo Philharmonia (The Orchestra of 
Kalamazoo College and Community):

 
Dalton Theater, Light Fine Arts Center, Kalamazoo College. She will perform 
Vaughan Williams’ “The Lark Ascending.” Tickets $5/$2 students. For more 
information, or to reserve seats, call the Kalamazoo College music office at
269-337-7070, e-mail Laurie.Krahn@kzoo.edu, or visit www.kzoo.edu/kcco.

Look  for   �ese  Cohen  Solos
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Celebrating 150 
Homeowner Families

Thank you for 
building with us,
Kalamazoo!

Kalamazoo Valley Habitat for Humanity
525 E. Kalamazoo Ave., Kalamazoo, MI 49007
(269) 344-2443

Kalamazoo Valley 
Habitat for Humanity RESTORE
1810 E. Lake St., Kalamazoo, MI 49001
(269) 381-5523

www.habitatkalamazoo.org

This advertisement proudly sponsored by
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Securities offered exclusively through
Raymond James Financial Services, Inc.
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Heilman’s
NUTS & CONFECTIONS
kind of nutty, but in a good way!
1804 South Westnedge Ave  269-383-1188  www.nuts2you.com

NU
kind 
1804 South

THE FOUNTAINS offers so much more than
a service-enriched retirement living

environment. From our delicious meals and
wide variety of social activities to our friendly
staff, our residents find they have the time to
enjoy what’s most important to them while
living amidst beautiful surroundings.

Call 269-382-3546 or visit us today 
to discover maintenance-free living.

Experience life 
to the fullest

Enrich your retirement atone of her dreams, one which could soon 
also become a dream of other music lov-
ers in this state: She would like to start 
a chamber music festival “somewhere 
in Michigan.” Right now she’s scouting 
for a lakeside community that would be 
willing to host her musical friends from 
around the world. Anyone who’s inter-
ested in the project can contact Cohen 
via the KSO.

Another dream is to be able to 
continue to teach. Possibly it was that 
early toy violin that led Cohen to one 
of her most memorable musical endeav-
ors. While at the Cleveland Institute of 
Music, she studied Suzuki pedagogy, a 
program that included teaching violin 
to inner-city kindergartners. Cohen 
remembers being amazed by the chil-
dren’s innate rhythm and the dedication 
their parents showed to the lessons. 
Since then, Cohen has taught students 
of all levels and, while she knows it will 
be difficult to establish continuity, not 
being a full-time resident of Kalamazoo, 
she would like to be able to make some 
contributions to music education in  
this city.

For her part, Diana Cohen says she 
has been impressed by the unique musi-
cal climate in Kalamazoo. She arrived in 
time to enjoy the 2008 Gilmore Key-
board Festival and was amazed by the 
confluence of so many top musicians. 
She was in concert with Gilmore Artist 
Ingrid Fliter at this year’s festival, and 
she made time to attend a performance 
by her friend, Adam Golka, winner of 
the Gilmore Young Artist Award.

In addition to Kalamazoo’s musical 
climate, Cohen says she is also enjoying 
its natural environment. She’s a walker 
and a runner and a swimmer, and the 
opportunities to be outdoors have made 
her a fan of southwest Michigan. 

With her youthful energy and en-
thusiasm, not to mention her incredible 
talent and penchant for hard work and a 
good electronic calendar, Diana Cohen is 
up to the challenge of making music in 
New York, southwest Michigan and just 
about everywhere else in the world. 
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575 W. Crosstown Parkway – Kalamazoo
Phone (269) 343-5750 – Toll-Free (877) 995-5750

Steven M. Nitsch, M.D.

Body Contouring
Liposuction, Abdominoplasty

Breast Surgery
Augmentation, Reduction, Reconstruction

Facial Surgery
Facelift, Eyelid Lift, Brow Lift, Rhinoplasty

Reconstructive Procedures
Burns and Burn Scars, Facial Trauma,

Congenital Deformities
Skin Rejuvenation

IPL Treatment of Skin Pigment Abnormalities,
Small Blood Vessels and Hair Removal,

Laser and Chemical Peels

Look And Feel Your Best.
“We strive to provide a superior care experience by creating a pleasant

personal setting for the finest surgical procedures.”

On-site surgical center providing
quality, confidential care

  (Continued from page 31)

Air Zoo
382-6555:

“Sea Wings: The Story of Carrier Avia-
tion” — This exhibit features over 400 
photographs combined with descriptive 
text. In addition to the visual materials, the 
exhibit also features a variety of artifacts.

Nature
Kalamazoo Nature Center
381-1574:

Fall Color Hikes — Enjoy the fall colors 
on a walk. Oct 12 & 19, 2 p.m.
Connecting Women & Nature — Women 
age 14+ will enjoy the nightlife of the au-
tumn nature-center woods and learn about 
the stages of the moon. Oct. 14, 6:30–8 
p.m.
Pumpkin Party — Carve pumpkins to 
light the trail during our Creatures of the 
Night Celebration. Registration required. 
Oct. 21, 4–6 p.m.
Creatures of the Night: Tricks & Tales 
— A nonscary alternative to Halloween of-
fers a glimpse into nature after dark. Treats 
are collected as we meet characters along 
the trail. Oct 25, 4–7 p.m.

Kalamazoo Audubon Society 
345-6541:

What Duck is That? — This month’s 
speaker will be John Coluccy, Ducks Un-
limited Conservation Manager. Oct. 27, 7:30 
p.m. People’s Church, 1758 N. 10th St.

Kellogg Biological Station
671-2510:

Fall Bird Walks — Walks will focus on 
bird identification, including both migrant 
and residential species, along with some 
natural history. Birders will explore 
behind-the-scene areas of the Kellogg Bird 
Sanctuary, Kellogg Biological Station and 
the Kellogg Forest. Oct. 4 & 15, 9–10:30 
a.m. Kellogg Bird Sanctuary
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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

Residing in the Oakwood neighborhood with his family, James 
A. McDivitt was known as “String Bean” at Kalamazoo Central 
High School and, not surprisingly, was a sprinter on the track 

team. While a student there, he 
worked at the local Bowl-O-Drome 
for a time. James’ father was employed 
at Ingersol’s Steel and Disk Division 
of Borg-Warner Corp. as an electrical 
engineer, having brought his family 
to the area from Chicago when James 
was a sophomore. After McDivitt’s 
graduation in 1947, he went on to 
college and became a NASA astronaut. 
His family eventually moved to 
Jackson, Mich.

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

Although costumed as a fictional John Wayne in our centerfold, 

Ron Kilgore really does ride herd over the Kalamazoo financial 

scene. He has been involved in banking and finance his entire adult 

life. Since 1998 he has been CEO, Director and Senior Trust Officer 

for Greenleaf Trust.

Born in Elkhart, Ind., Ron came to the area to attend Kala-

mazoo College. He graduated with a Bachelor of Arts in 1958 and 

promptly found a job in the banking sector. He’s been rounding up 

cash and roping fortunes ever since.

Ron and his wife, Suzanne, have been married for 42 years, 

and together they raised 4 children. Their only daughter, Julie 

Ries, resides in Kalamazoo and has two children. Sons Barry and 

Mark also live in Kalamazoo and have two children each while 

third son Chip lives in Florida. The grandchildren range in age 

from 8 to 22 years old.

Ron is an active golfer and former sailor who can boast of par-

ticipating in several of the sailboat races annually run to Mackinac 

Island. He also used to do some woodworking in his spare time.

Ron’s community service includes 17 years as treasurer of 

the Kalamazoo Rotary Club of which he is still an active member. 

He also serves on the board for the Kalamazoo Air Zoo and the 

Dorothy Dalton Foundation and has also given of his time to the 

DeLano Clinic, the Greater Kalamazoo United Way, and Kalama-

zoo College. 

As long as we have Ron Kilgore around, Kalamazoo doesn’t 

need to worry about any black-hatted strangers coming to town.

Answer To

Ron Kilgore

Costume by Tony Gerard of Timid Rabbit Costume Shop.
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Ed Annen, Jr.

When former Kalamazoo mayor Ed Annen, Jr., began to feel

a dull ache in his chest and sweating, he was spurred to action

and went to the Chest Pain Emergency Center at Bronson. 

Within seconds of arrival, Ed was diagnosed with a heart attack

and a stent was immediately put into place to open the artery.

What impressed him most? The advanced technology

and compassionate care delivered by the specially trained

team of experts. 

During his stay, Ed saw firsthand many of the new ways

Bronson provides exceptional heart care — like introducing

the first accredited Chest Pain Emergency Center to

southwest Michigan. He joined the majority of people in

Kalamazoo County who prefer Bronson for treating chest pain.

bronsonhealth.com




