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Cut Your Heating Costs
Call About Our Energy-
Efficient Gas Furnaces

†

*Timely registration required for 
10 year parts limited warranty. 
Limited  warranty period is 5 years 
for parts if not registered within 90 
days of installation. Jurisdictions 
where warranty benefits cannot be 

conditioned on registration will receive the registered 
limited warranty periods. Please see warranty 
certificate for further details and restrictions.

† AFUE stands for Annual Fuel Utilization Efficiency.
 Many models are ENERGY STAR® qualifies. Ask your 

contractor for details or visit www.energystar.gov.
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AFUE

Rogers Refrigeration Inc
8578 N 32nd St, PO Box 130
Richland, MI 49083
629-9847 or 877-859-7353
www.rogersinc.com
Financing available, see our website©

20
10

 In
te

rn
at

io
na

l C
om

fo
rt 

Pr
od

uc
ts

, L
LC

IT’S TRADITION. This time of year, when leaves begin to turn and the 
Michigan air gets just a little crisp, like any other red-blooded male, 
I can’t help thinking about one thing. No, not football … pheasant 
hunting. Yes, I said pheasant hunting. Wait, let me explain.

Any baby boomer guy who’s ever hunted as a kid has tales of 
glorious fall days walking Michigan fields with his dad and a favorite 

dog, in pursuit of the once abundant ringneck 
pheasant. Then that wistful grin sags in the di-
rection of a frown, with even a hint of a tear, as 
they repeat the Michigan mantra, “But there’s 
no pheasant around here any more.” Frankly, 
I’ve never been much of a hunter, but I, too, 
have pleasant memories of being alone with 
just my dad and our Lab, ole’ Dutch, scaring up 
some birds on a colorful, sunny, fall, Michigan 
day. It became a kind of tradition where I got 
to spend some alone time with just my dad, 
and without my pesky brother around. At least 
that’s how I remember it.

Like many lucky men, I married up. My 
bride hails from a farm in central South Da-
kota, an area known for some of the greatest 
pheasant hunting in the country. So, for the 
last 30 years or so on the fourth weekend of 
October, Ann’s four brothers and three sisters 
have taken this citified boy and painfully 

taught him the fine art of South Dakota pheasant huntin’.
Over time my wife’s family multiplied, and now, with three 

generations, numbers 50-plus. And even though they’re spread 

From the Managing Editor

— Dennis Richards, Managing Editor

from Wyoming to 
Louisiana to Michigan, 
they and theirs all 
congregate in the old 
South-Dakota family 
Sears-built home with 
one tiny bathroom, 
three unheated bed-
rooms and a kitchen 
about the size of the 
interior of a Mini Cooper. Add to that a few motor homes and 
campers brought in by the less hardy. What’s important is that 
they all simply have the time of their lives! Every youngster goes 
through a rite of passage with years of gun training starting with 
a BB gun and learning to shoot haystacks. They can’t hunt if they 
don’t help clean the birds, and the kids stay up most of the night 
running around the farmyard.

For us our pheasant hunt has become more of a family reunion 
and a family tradition, one that’s hard to explain to an outsider. It’s 
one that has created hundreds of memories and thousands of photos. 
I’m sure each of us has a favorite tradition or two that brings friends 
and families together and a little joy to our hearts.

After almost 40 years, Encore has become a local tradition, 
sharing heart-warming success stories with our Kalamazoo family, 
and we hope you’ll enjoy this month’s traditions. After all, traditions 
are the thread that holds families, friends and even communities 
together — or if you’re from South Dakota, you might say the bailing 
wire that holds the haystack together.

Dennis Richards

Luke Calvin and Jansen Konechne.
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Y FOLLOWING these simple tips, Mark Atkinson, M.D., was 
recently able to complete a bike ride from Key West to San Diego, a 

total of 3,887 miles.
Atkinson, an anesthesiologist with Kalamazoo Anesthesia, PC, and vice 

chief of staff at Bronson Methodist Hospital, has bicycled for most of his 54 years.
Earlier trips included: bicycling around Lake Michigan with a friend 

when he was 16 (“I wouldn’t let my kids do that,” he says now); a cross-
Europe adventure from Athens to Amsterdam to celebrate finishing medical 
school (at the University of Illinois College of Medicine); and a California 
trek from Sacramento to Santa Barbara, when he finished his residency (at the 
Medical College of Ohio).

Never Give Up!

Tips on biking cross country:

1. Start slow, but be consistent.

2. Always wear a helmet.

3. Take a few months off every time 
you have a joint replaced or break 
a major body part.

B

By Kaye Bennett

A nine-leg journey
of nearly 4,000 miles 
ended for Mark 
Atkinson in San Diego.

Photos: Courtesy Mark Atkinson

6 O C T O B E R  2 0 1 1



ommended by biking associations, and 
he tried to steer clear, as much as pos-
sible, of larger airports and heavy traffic. 
By fall, he was ready to start.

Leg No. 1: November, 2006. 
Though some cycling gurus recommend 
riding cross country west to east, in the 
belief that prevailing winds are easier to 
contend with that way, Atkinson decid-
ed on the opposite route. “Either way,” 

he says, “you start and end at the ocean and have moun-
tains in the middle.” Thus, his first chunk of the country 
was in Florida: five days, from Jacksonville to Panama City. 
The trip was off to a great start, though the weather was 
colder than Atkinson expected.

Leg No., 2: May 2007. Between Panama City and Baton 
Rouge, La., Atkinson saw lots of the aftermath of Hurricane 
Katrina, even though the storm had occurred almost two 
years earlier. Bridges in coastal Mississippi were still out, 
and the devastation was impressive.

Leg No. 3: October 2007. The eight 
days Atkinson biked from Baton Rouge to 
Austin, Texas, visiting two friends along 
the way, were pleasant, the wide-open 

country of east Texas providing a beautiful and relatively 
easy venue.

Then came a break for repairs, not to Bike Friday, but 
to its rider. Atkinson says he has a genetic propensity to 
arthritis, and in January 2008, he needed a new left knee. 
The surgery was a success, and Atkinson was soon ready 
to be on the road again.

Not everyone would consider biking 60 or 70 miles 
a day the best post-op rehabilitation, but it seemed to 
work for Atkinson. Four months after surgery, he was 

But in 2006, Atkinson’s 
kids were older. Mia, 20, is 
now a junior at the Universi-
ty of Michigan, and 17-year-
old triplets Nicole, Ian and 
Jonathon (Max) are seniors 
at Portage Central High 
School —  and Atkinson’s 
wife, Marla, a nurse man-
ager at Bronson, had started 
working on her master’s degree at Western Michigan 
University. So Atkinson decided it would be a great time to 
realize his long-time dream of biking across America.

His trip, however, would be a little different. For one 
thing, he didn’t want to do it in one extended session; he 
would break down the miles into week-long chunks. The 
downside to that plan, Atkinson is quick to point out, is 
that “Every time you start, it’s like starting over.” Though 
he continued riding when he was back home in Michigan, 
the first couple of days of each leg of the journey, he ac-
knowledges, were difficult.

His transport system 
was also unusual. While 
many long-distance bik-
ers have support vehicles 
accompanying them and 
others choose to work with a 
supplier who sets things up 
and generally oversees the 
trip, Atkinson wanted to be 
self-sufficient.

For the trip, he decided 
on a Bike Friday, a folding 
bike that fits into a suitcase, 
which in turn becomes a 
tiny trailer that attaches to 
the bike. The bike and suit-
case weigh 49 pounds, just 
clearing airlines’ 50-pound 
limit. That, plus a 15-pound 
carry-on, was all that At-
kinson needed for each leg 
of the trip.

People’s reactions 
to his transportation system are some of his most vivid 
memories. Leaving Baton Rouge, for example, Atkinson 
says that he rode into the airport and began disassem-
bling his bike. Looking up, he found he was surrounded 
by police and security. They weren’t concerned, just 
amazed. They asked him, “Are you going to put that bike 
into that suitcase?”

To plan his trip, Atkinson used published routes rec-

Dr. Mark Atkinson, M.D., vice chief of 
staff at Bronson Methodist Hospital.

Mark Atkinson and friend Don Brettmann stop 
for a breath at the Emory Pass marker in New 
Mexico during Mark’s final leg of his quest to 
ride across the United States.

A copper mine outside of 
Globe, Ariz.
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Atkinson

ready to resume his trip, but in a nod 
to recovery, he decided not to tackle 
west Texas hills quite yet. Instead, he 
went back to the relative flat of Florida.

Leg No. 4: April 2008. Atkinson and 
his new left knee polished off another part 
of Florida by biking from Jacksonville 
to Palm Beach, this time with a friend. 
Another first that week was the inclusion 
of an iPhone. “It revolutionized the trip,” 
says Atkinson. For the first time, he could 
find accommodations and make reserva-
tions ahead of time. The new knee held 
up just fine, says Atkinson.

Continuing to build up his strength 
through the summer, in preparation 
for the west Texas part of his journey, 

Atkinson says he “got too aggressive 
on the bike” in August 2008. Despite 
experience cycling through much of 
America and Europe, Atkinson took a 
corner too fast in Portage, Mich., fell, and 
broke his hip. Surgery and a hip pinning 

caused, not cancellation, but 
postponement of a planned 
fall journey.

Leg No. 5: April 2009. 
The five-day trip from 
Austin to Del Rio, Texas, 
was not too exciting, but did 
convince Atkinson that his 
hip and his knee were back 
in shape, but … then his 
right knee started swelling 

up and, in July 2009, Atkinson had that 
knee replaced. Once again, he prescribed 
himself cycling rehab in Florida.

Leg No. 6: October 2009. Cycling 
with a friend, Atkinson finished off the 
East Coast with flat roads from Palm 

This folding, lightweight 
cycle is appropriately 
named Bike Friday for its 
dependability as a faithful 
companion to long-distance 
bikers like Mark Atkinson.

MARK ATKINSON has owned many 
bicycles, mostly road (racing) bikes, in 
his lifetime. Currently he owns five solo 
bikes and a tandem model that he rides 
with Marla, his wife.

For his cross-country trip, however, 

Atkinson chose a model from a com-
pany in Eugene, Ore.

Bike Friday co-founders Alan 
and Hanz Scholz named their fold-
ing, lightweight cycles after Robinson 
Crusoe’s faithful companion. In a 

soaring flight of verbal fancy, they jus-
tify naming their bicycle after Daniel 
Defoe’s famous character, saying it is: 
“ … a companion of the highest order, 
competently replacing the car as the 
preferred mode of transportation, and 
thus rescuing us from our entrapment 
on the desert island of oil dependence 
and the desolation of a sedentary life.”

Poetry aside, the portability of the 
Bike Friday, according to Atkinson, is 
its main advantage. Though, he admits, 
the attention-grabbing factor is a close 
second.

Each Bike Friday is custom-made. 
To that end, Atkinson sent measure-
ments, both of himself and of his 
favorite bike, to the company. Taking 
his needs and his sizes into account, the 
company built Atkinson his own Bike 
Friday.

After putting his Bike Friday to a 
4,000-mile test, Atkinson says he was 
absolutely happy with its performance 
and that he had no mechanical prob-
lems at all during his trip.

According to the company, Bike Fri-
day prices start at $995.

For more information about Bike 
Fridays, visit www.bikefriday.com. 

Faithful Companion Bike Friday

By the time Mark reached California, this ferry crossing of the
St. Johns River in Jacksonville, Fla., seemed like a long time ago.
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MICHIGANMichigan

Look and Feel Your Best
We strive to provide a superior care experience by creating
a pleasant personal setting for the finest surgical procedures.

Julie Powell
Skin Care Specialist
Fraxel re:store® Laser Resurfacing
“THERMAGE” Skin Tightening
IPL Treatment of Skin Pigment &
 Hair Removal
Microdermabrasion, Chemical Peels, 

Custom Facials
Image Products, Gabriel Correctives 

Products
LATISSE

575 W. Crosstown Parkway, Kalamazoo
Phone (269) 343-5750

Toff-Free (877) 995-5750
www.myparkwayplasticsurgery.com

Steven M. Nitsch, MD
Comprehensive Plastic Surgical Care
Cosmetic & Reconstructive
 Breast Surgeries
Body Contouring
Cosmetic & Reconstructive
 Facial Improvements
Burn Care & Reconstruction
Skin Cancer Treatments
Scar Revision
Botox & Injectable Fillers

Member
AMERICAN SOCIETY OF

PLASTIC SURGEONS

Beach to Key West. It took five days, and 
Atkinson says he was impressed by the 
bike paths and bike bridges in the Keys. 
At a hotel in Coral Gables, he recalls, 
hotel staff were convinced that the two 
cyclists pulling up to the hotel were 
homeless and refused to let them stop. It 
took a while, says Atkinson, to convince 
them that they did, indeed, have reserva-
tions at the posh hotel.

By spring, Atkinson’s body parts, old 
and new, were in shape, and he felt ready 
to take on the head winds and moun-
tains that would characterize the next 
1,500-plus miles.

Leg No. 7: April 2010. Atkinson 
traveled from Del Rio to El Paso, Texas, 
which he said was the toughest part of the 
trip, alone. There was lots of open space 
and not much to see, and the winds were 
harsh. Much of the week, he had to ride 
on the shoulder of Interstate 10, since 
there weren’t many of the small roads 
that he normally favored. (He used routes 
recommended by the Adventure Cycling 
Association, which publishes a network 
of cross-country cycling routes.) After 
Fort Davis, Texas, Atkinson was into the 
mountainous miles of his adventure.

Leg No. 8: October 2010. Atkinson 
approached the eight days he’d allot-
ted to the ride from El Paso to Phoenix, 
Ariz., with trepidation: He had to cross 
the Rockies on this leg.

Cycling this week with a friend, 
Atkinson was struck by the “amazing 
transition” between Texas and New 
Mexico. The winds weren’t so fierce, and 
the people they encountered were de-
lightful. In Las Cruces, admirers bought 
their dinner, and after spending a night 
in a spa in Truth or Consequences, their 
climb began. Cyclists in this part of the 
world were not only welcome but were 
included in local festivities. When a wed-
ding was held at the bed and breakfast 
where Atkinson and his friend were 
staying in Kingston, N.M., the entire 
town was invited to the reception, and 
so were Atkinson and his friend. One of 
the fellow revelers they met at the recep-
tion joined them the next day to ride to 
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THEATER  RENTAL

The Wellspring Theater offers a unique 
and beautiful setting to hold your next 
performance, workshop or meeting.  

Our state-of-the-art 120-seat theater 
offers many amenities in downtown 
Kalamazoo's exciting Epic Center.

Wellspring's Studio 19 offers 
a more casual atmosphere for 

rehearsals, meetings or classes.

CALL WELLSPRING AT 
269/342-4354 OR VISIT 

WELLSPRINGDANCE.ORG FOR 
RATE AND AVAILABILITY 

INFORMATION.
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Atkinson

its challenges. The next-to-the-last day, 
the Coastal Range near San Diego was 
the biggest single climb of Atkinson’s 
trip. Though the whole experience was 
gratifying, Atkinson says, “I didn’t feel 
like it was a big accomplishment ’til I 
climbed the Coastal Range.” That behind 
him, he finished the trip in San Diego, 

Emory Pass, crossing the Continental 
Divide at elevation 8,228 feet, the highest 
peak of Atkinson’s entire trip.

Atkinson recalls that the most 
frightening part of his trip also 
happened on this leg. Descending 

from the mountains, he was on a steep 
downhill when he came to the Queen’s 
Creek Tunnel. A sign at the mouth of 
the tunnel warned: “Tunnel Lights Out. 
Turn on Headlights.”

Atkinson’s bike lights (flashing LED 
lights at the back and the front) were 
designed more for being seen than for 
seeing. So he ended up going downhill at 
30 mph in the dark, not able to see where 
he was going or where the lanes were. “It 
was one of the scariest things I’ve done 
on a bike,” he says.

Leg No. 9: April 2011. The eight-
day ride from Phoenix to San Diego was 
the last leg of Atkinson’s trip. Leaving 
Phoenix, he encountered another cyclist, 

a retired submarine commander, who 
was going the same direction. The two 
rode together periodically (including 
the longest single day of Atkinson’s trip: 
a 95-mile day through the desert), and 
kept track of each other for the remain-
der of the journey.

Even the very end of the trip brought 

This country store/post office was in Vanderpool, Texas, between Austin and Del Rio, Texas.
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dipped his wheel in the Pacific, had a 
beer with his submariner fellow cyclist, 
went to a Padres game, and came home.

Mark Atkinson shares these 
thoughts for readers contemplating long-
distance bicycle trips:

death-defying act. “I was very comfort-
able riding in cities. These days lots 
of cities, like Phoenix, Austin and San 
Diego, have good bike networks.”

Atkinson e-mailed local bike clubs ahead 
of time for up-to-date tips about biking 
in their area.

 “Don’t worry about having a sore 
butt,” he says. You will have one, but after 
a week or so, you’ll get over it. The trick is 
to start slow, but be consistent. Atkinson 
says he tried to ride a thousand miles at 
home in between legs of the journey.

you’re tempted not to.

are the same for bicycles as for cars. 

known: signal.
Having completed his nearly 4,000-

mile odyssey across the United States 
without mishap, Atkinson was laid low 
yet again in Portage in May 2011. A car-
bike collision sent him to the hospital 
with a broken back and necessitated 
another surgery.

But even as he recovers, Atkinson is 
already planning future bike excursions. 
He wants to ride more along the East 

Coast, he says, and someday would like 
to do the coast-to-coast trip all at once, 
instead of in chunks.

“A trip like this can change you,” says 
Mark Atkinson. “There’s plenty of time 
to think about your life. And 10 mph is 
a great way to see our country.” He com-
pares his trip to medical school: “I just 
took it day to day, and then, when I got to 
the end, I thought, ‘This is pretty cool.’ ”

For more information on biking 
trips and equipment, visit www.adventu-
recycling.org. 

Mark pedals across a waterway and enjoys yet another spectacular view.
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Lake Trasimene. It was there in 217 B.C. that Hannibal engi-
neered the Battle of Lake Trasimene, arguably one of the largest 
and most successful ambushes in military history. The invad-
ing Carthaginian army trapped the Roman legions between the 
marshes of the valley and the Tuscan hills. Hannibal lost 2,500 
men and Rome lost 15,000.

Hannibal’s victories in this Second Punic War sowed the 
seeds of Carthage’s complete obliteration 70 years later.

During the late Renaissance (1500 A.D.), a canal was dug 
through the center of the Val della Chiani, linking two towns 
that had begun as Etruscan settlements: Arrezzo in the north 
and Chiusi in the south. The marshy land was systematically 
drained and turned into fertile farmland. A patchwork of vine-

In the spring of 2011, my 
wife and family travel 
agent, Terry, took me 
with her on a nine-week 
tour of Italy that was punctuated by two bicycle trips. Somehow 
I survived and learned this from my experience: A 67-year-old 
retiree can ride successfully, if not without incident, in Tuscany and 
through the Veneto. In fact, these two challenging cycling experi-
ences are among the most memorable of our sunny Italy experience.

Day Trip in Tuscany: After living four weeks in an 
 apartment in Florence, Terry and I trained south for a 
week’s stay in Montepulciano, a classic Tuscan hill town 

famous for its “vin nobile,” its noble red wines. Montepulciano 
and other Tuscan hill towns overlook the Val della Chiani, a 
blessedly flat valley of farms, orchards, and vineyards that has 
been cultivated for at least 3,000 years,

From the balcony in our Montepulciano apartment, we 
could see a large body of water at the northern end of the valley, 

By Pat Norris
Photos by Terry Norris

Prior to embarking on the bike trip, Pat was inspired by a sign on this 
dumpster in Florence, which read: “Yes We Ken.”

In Asolo, where the 
bikers experienced 
the steepest climb, Pat 
and his companions 
take a break in a 
coffee bar just off the 
town’s plaza.

“Yes We Ken”
Six days in
“the saddle” were 
evidence enough
that retirement
need not be a 
sedentary lifestyle.
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yards, olive groves, sunflower and hay 
fields still flourish on both sides of the 
Canale Maestro Della Chiana, the Master 
Canal of the Chiana Area. 

The tourism Web site, www.
sentierodellabonifica.it, proclaims: “The 
Path of the Reclaimed Lands is a journey 
through time and nature.” Our bike tour 
operators (www.coloritosani.com) met 
us at the train station in Chiusi with 
road bikes, full water bottles, and a map 
to guide our 36-mile journey.

The bike path had originally been a 
towpath along the bank of the canal and 
was converted into a bikeway, recycled 
much like our own abandoned railroad 
right-of-ways. 

Even in April, the day was sunny 
and warm. And off we went.

Directional signs made it difficult to 
get lost as we pedaled along the canal. 

Our tour operator, Jacopo, was 
waiting to deliver us from our pedaling 
six hours later as arranged, a few miles 
south of Arrezo. We had been en route 
for almost six hours and were relieved to 
see him.

As he cheerfully drove us in his 
Italian tour van to the train in Arezzo, 
Jacopo explained to me that a plant I had 
discovered along the way on my journey 
into nature was well known to any Ital-

ian child over the age of 2. 
About halfway into the trip, my 

bike had skidded in a gravel patch and 
slid out from under me. As the bike 
went sideways, I landed rather cleverly, 
I thought at that moment, in the soft 
weeds at the side of the pathway rather 
than on the dusty, gravel surface. Relax-
ing for a moment in a very green and 
flourishing border, I suddenly began to 
itch and then to burn. I had landed in 
a flourishing patch of “ortica,” stinging 
nettle, a plant whose spiky leaves almost 
instantly cause large and painful welts 
on exposed skin. The consequences of 
my journey into nature were a series of 

large, scary-looking blisters and a pain-
ful sensation of pins and needles all over 
my arms and legs. These blisters, I dis-
covered, would last through the evening, 
only gradually tapering off as the welts 
slowly faded. 

Ortica is actually a medicinal plant 
that has been used for centuries to 
treat everything from congestive heart 
failure to anemia, arthritis, hay fever, 
and dandruff. Cooked nettle tastes like 
spinach and is rich in vitamin A, C, iron, 
magnesium, and calcium. Cooking re-
moves the stinging chemicals and allows 
them to be used to numb the pain of 
sprains and broken limbs. Consequently, 
stinging nettle has truly been a boon to 
mankind — but not to me. 

Six Days Pedaling Through the 

Veneto: Nettled though I was 
on the canal ride, I began to feel 

confident that I might survive the main 
event — a six-day, 175-mile group cycling 
trip through the Veneto. This relatively 
flat region in northern Italy historically 
linked northern Europe to the Mediter-
ranean world via the man-made city of 
Venice. For several centuries, the route 
to the Orient ran through the Veneto 
until Fifteenth-Century Portuguese and 
Spanish mariners explored a new route 

This view of the road from a biker’s vantage point 
shows a lovely Palladian church hugging the 
route on the way to Venice.
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of riders whose ages ranged from 40 to 
75, particularly on unpaved sections of 
our route. I was the third oldest. Two 
women in their mid-70s passed me early 
and often. Part of the difficulty was that 
I was returning to a road bike after a 
Michigan winter in which I had trained 
on a stationary bicycle and elliptical 
machines. Balance was a problem for 
me. On 700 mm tires, I found challeng-
ing the rutted, gravel, bike paths that 
we sometimes encountered. I stumbled 
several times but always at low speed 
and in low gear. I really missed my Giant 
Sedona, a fat-tired comfort bike with 
shock absorbers on the seat post and 
front forks.

Scenery flowed past as we rode over 
country roads, city streets, and waterside 
bikeways at a consistent eight mph pace. 
My balance, speed, and self confidence 
improved daily as we traveled. We all grew 
saddle sore. The rain that we had dreaded 
never came. In all, we enjoyed a pleasant, 
well-paced tour amid lush, spring land-
scape and Palladian architecture.

During the Renaissance, a lowly 
stone mason who became a famous ar-
chitect and was renamed Andrea Palladio 
(1508–1580), reinterpreted Greek and Ro-
man ideals of proportion and balance in 
distinctive buildings that dot the Veneto 
region. Near Vincenza we lingered at two 
famous examples of his work.

First was the Villa Almerico Capra, 
a domed cube sitting atop a hill on our 

to the East and discovered the New 
World along the way. 

The Venice Lands tour (the Veneto) 
meant riding 20 to 39 miles each day in a 
loop that began in and circled back to Vi-
cenza. Our first two days involved a rise 
in elevation as we rode first to Bassano 
del Grappa and then through Asolo in 
the Alpine foothills. We traveled through 
vineyards and villages with a constant 
view of snow-capped mountains to the 
north. The climb was so gradual that we 
were able to stay in the saddle until we 
neared Asolo, where more than half of 
our group of 10 bikers walked our bikes 
up a mile-long steep climb. 

After Asolo, it was all downhill and 
relatively flat through Treviso, Maestre, 
Venice, Chioggia, Padua, and back to Vi-
cenza. We hit the road at 9 a.m. and were 
in our next hotel shower by 5 p.m. Mid-
morning and afternoon rest stops and 
an hour’s lunch broke up the eight-hour 
ride. We stopped at regular intervals to 

cross main highways, sip water, and pho-
tograph roadside scenes of interest. Time 
was available every evening for a nap or 
a stroll through a piazza before dinner 
together at 8 p.m. Each morning we left a 
comfortable hotel fueled by an American 
breakfast buffet for our upcoming ride.

 I struggled to keep up in the group 

Norris

A night’s stop in Chioggia provided the Norrises with this street scene. Like Venice and other coastal 
towns on the Adriatic Sea, Chioggia has canals that serve as byways.
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route. Nicknamed the Villa la Rotonda, 
it presents four, identical, colonnaded 
faces. As we rode past, the building 
seemed to trick the eye, offering the 
same front on all four sides. It reminded 
me of Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello, as 
pure a Palladian villa as any in the mas-
ter’s home town. 

On the same day, we walked our 
bikes up a short, steep hill to visit a 
second Palladian masterwork, Villa 
Valmarana al Nani, the Villa of the 
Dwarves. According to legend, this 
grand house was home to a noble family 
whose only child, a girl, had been born 
a dwarf. Determined to shield her from 

the harsh realities of life, the parents 
surrounded her with dwarf servants and 
companions. But when she learned that 
she was exceptional, the little girl killed 
herself. Grief turned her companions 
into the stone statues that now top the 
villa’s courtyard walls. 

Andiamo: During the bike tour, 
the Italian word “andiamo” (let’s go) 
was the signal to mount up. Our escort, 
Dagmar, would indicate an impend-
ing departure with a German accented 
“on-dee-ah-moh!” The phrase echoed 
down the line and off we would go. For 
me, andiamo now invokes memories 
of spectacular scenery, blue water, and 

slow travel through a sunlit landscape. 
I would return tomorrow if I could, and 
you can go, too.

To learn more, visit the two Internet 
sites that introduced us to the possibility 
of biking in Italy: www.cyclingsafaris.
com where we discovered and booked 
the Veneto tour, and www.girolibero.com 
who supplied our bikes, our hotel itiner-
ary, and our skillful guide, Dagmar. 

The writer, Patrick Norris, was direc-
tor of the Kalamazoo Valley Museum for 
25 years and retired in 2010 after a 36-year 
career as a college instructor and museum 
administrator.

15W W W . E N C O R E K A L A M A Z O O . C O M



It was business as usual in the city 
that would soon become the “arsenal 
of democracy.” Not a hint troubled the 
minds of most Americans, it seems, of 
the war raging in Europe, the materiel 
needs of which had finally begun to pull 
the American economy out of the Great 
Depression. Not one word in the nearly 
150-page May issue of the Ladies’ Home 
Journal spoke of the world war into which 
the United States would be thrust on 
December 7, 1941.

That same issue provided intimate 
details of the Case family’s domestic 
routine and life style when it included an 
in-depth study of the Dearborn family in 
its popular series, “How America Lives,” 
read by at least 3.5 million subscribers. 
The series began in February 1940 and 
ran in each of the following 15 issues of 

the monthly 
magazine. The 
Cases were the 
fourth family 
to be profiled 
when, after ex-
tensive research, 
Mary Carson 
Cookman, the 
managing editor 

of the project, decided they fit the descrip-
tion of a typical family living “life as it is 
really lived in America” during the tail 
end of the Great Depression. 

Born in Plymouth, Pa., Stanley Case 
quit high school in the 10th grade and 
went to work. He clerked in a grocery 

EVERY weekday at 
7:15 a.m. during 
the spring of 1940, 

a “spritely little fellow with 
curly hair” in his late 30s 
gave his slender, dark-haired wife a hurried 
peck on the lips and dashed out the front 
door of the cottage-like home they rented 
on Audette Avenue in Dearborn, Mich. 
Whistling and swinging his lunch bucket 
loaded with three cheese sandwiches and 
an apple, Stanley Absalom Case walked 
briskly for a mile toward the city’s business 
district to be picked up in a car pool and 
driven to the big Cadillac plant on Detroit’s 
west side where he worked.

Shortly after 5 p.m. he reappeared 
and was promptly swarmed over by his 
5-and-a-half-year-old daughter, Beverly, 
and his 4-year-old son, Dean, and excit-
edly yapped at by Skippy, the family’s 
frizzy, mixed-breed puppy. In an apron, 
wife Edith scurried from the range where 
she was preparing one of her specialty 
entrées, green-pepper meat rings, rice 
cheese puff or stuffed pota-
toes with liver, and embraced 
her husband.

Nazi thugs had been 
rounding up Jews, gypsies 
and intellects for nearly a 
year, storm troopers had 
goose-stepped into Poland, 
Denmark, Norway, Belgium 
and Paris, Russia had in-
vaded Finland, and the rising sun flapped 
over more and more of China. Only when 
German bombs rained down on the 
Netherlands did Arthur Vandenberg, the 
powerful isolationist senator from Grand 
Rapids and a Dutch descendent, begin to 
pull his head out of the sand.

About the Author
Larry B. Massie is a Michigan product and 
proud of it. Born in Grand Rapids, he grew 
up in Allegan. Following a tour of duty in 
Viet Nam as a U.S. Army paratrooper, he 
worked as a telephone lineman, construc-
tion laborer, bartender, pickle meister and 
archivist, before earning three degrees in 
history from Western Michigan University. 
Massie was recently awarded the first ever 
Lifetime Achievement Award from the 
Historical Society of Michigan.  

Massie’s activities range from histor-
ic research and writing, old book apprais-
als, museum consultations and displays, 
historic walkways and Michigan history 
storytelling. He travels both peninsulas 
of his beloved state to share his enthusi-
asm for Michigan’s colorful heritage with 
conferences, school assemblies, libraries, 
community groups and festivals.

A former Booth newspaper columnist 
and a frequent contributor to numerous 
magazines, his recently published “Two-
Tracks To Michigan’s Past” is his 20th 
book about Michigan history. 

An avid book collector, he lives 
with wife and workmate, Priscilla, their 
daughters Maureen and Autumn, as well as 

their 35,000 volume reference 
library in a rambling 1880 
schoolhouse nestled in the 
Allegan State Forest.

Massie’s
Michigan

their 35,000 volume reference 
library in a rambling 1880 
schoolhouse nestled in the 
Allegan State Forest.

Meet
the Cases

of Dearborn
A Depression-era 
Michigan family gets 
by with frugality and 
determination.

By Larry Massie

“I get so sick of 
cooking oatmeal 
… but it’s cheap,
and I feel the 
children need it.”
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store, labored in a silk mill, and dur-
ing World War I, when Detroit factories 
boomed with defense orders, he moved to 
the “Motor City” and started his 22-year 
career in the industry as a $25-a-week 
tool checker in the old Chalmers plant, 
then manufacturing caterpillar tractors 
for the government. Given the value of the 
dollar, based on the consumer price in-
dex, that $25 a week’s pay in 1918 equals 
an annual salary of $23,114 in 2011 terms 
(throughout the rest of the article figures 
in parentheses represent 2011 values). By 
1940 Case had secured a middle-income 
position at the Cadillac factory as a tool 
inspector making $1,600 a year ($26,240) 
or slightly above what is now considered 
the poverty level.

Edith Playfair was born of Scotch 
and Irish parents on a farm near Perth, 
Ontario. After attending the Ontario La-
dies College, she worked as a bookkeeper 
in a Montreal trust company before cross-
ing the Detroit River to seek her fortune 
as a buyer for the mammoth J.L. Hudson 
Department Store in Detroit. She rented a 
room from Stanley’s parents.

One evening he invited her to a 
hockey game, and eight months later they 
were married at the Wayne County clerk’s 
office during their lunch break.

That was in 1929, 
not a very propitious 
time for a young 
couple planning their 
future. But things 
went well at first. 
Their combined an-
nual income equaled 
about $3,000 
($39,870) with 
which they rented 
a nice apartment, 
bought a shiny new 
car, “weekended 
gloriously,” and bought a lake lot for a 
get-away cabin. They had put away $500 
($7,470) in a Detroit bank, but in 1933 
that bank, as well as many others across 

the nation, failed. Luckily, 
Stanley kept his job at Cadillac through the 
Depression, except during times of labor 
strife, sit-down strikes and periodic layoffs.

Stanley Case at 
work as a tool 
inspector in the 
Detroit Cadillac 
plant.

The Cases’ 
cottage-like 
bungalow in 
Detroit.
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Despite the vicissitudes of the 
 economy, the Cases decided to 
start a family. Daughter Beverly 

was born in 1934 at a total cost for doc-
tor and hospital of $100 ($1,753). Edith 
remained at her job close to the deliv-
ery, and she blames that fact, probably 
unfairly, for the baby weighing only four 
pounds and three ounces. Doctors ex-
pressed doubts about her survival.

The Cases took the tiny infant home 
and spent $100 ($1,753) of money they 
barely had for a special formula ordered 
by the doctor and fed her the nourishing 
stuff every three hours, night and day, for 
six months. Edith nearly wore herself out 
through that ordeal. She weighed less that 
100 pounds before it was over. But that 
motherly love saved Beverly’s life, and in 
1940 the child was a robust lass weigh-
ing 45 pounds. Her little brother joined 
the family in 1936, and the Cases wisely 
decided that two children were enough 
if they were to be raised and provided for 
the way they wanted them to be.

The following year the Cases got a 
boost in income when UAW-sponsored 
sit-down strikes at General Motors result-
ed in a 5-cent-an-hour (82 cents) raise for 
workers. They were then renting a larger 
home with a room for the children to 
play in. But the landlord decided to raise 
the rent from $35 ($573) to $40 ($655) a 
month because of that raise. Instead of 
allowing that increase to swallow up all 
the strike had achieved, they moved to a 
small, two-bedroom cottage at a rent of 
$35 ($573) a month. 

The house was too small for the 
family to comfortably live. The only 
place the children could play in inclem-
ent weather was on the linoleum floor, 
underfoot Edith, in the diminutive 
kitchen. That floor, incidentally, Edith 
insisted on scrubbing on her hands and 
knees. “Never owned a mop — dirty 
things,” she said. But the property 
contained one boon, a number of 
peach trees. Edith canned 50 quarts of 
peaches each year as well as 150 quarts 
of vegetables. That helped with the 
food bill, which at $468 ($7,675) or 30 

Massie
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percent of their annual income, was the 
largest expense. 

Food cost considerably more in rela-
tive terms in 1940 than today. According 
to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
a family of four taking home about the 
same income nowadays would spend 
only $4,257 a year on food, including 
$1,189 at restaurants. It had been many a 
year since the Cases had seen the inside 
of a restaurant. To save money, Stanley 
carried his lunch to work. Edith baked 
everything except bread and shopped as 
wisely as she could, buying such relative-
ly inexpensive items as MacIntosh apples 
at 2 cents (33 cents) a pound — and good 
old Kalamazoo celery. She bought milk 
directly from a nearby dairy. But even 
then it cost 10 cents a quart, which in to-
day’s dollar equals $6.56 a gallon, about 
twice the current price.

Clothing also was relatively higher 
in 1940 than today. The Cases spent 
$150 ($3,460) a year for clothes, while a 
similar family today would likely spend 
only $1,088. They paid $120 ($1,968) for 
insurance compared to the $1,123 a mod-
ern family spends. Although now that is 
often supplemented by employer benefits, 
which was not usually the case in 1940. 
The Cases paid $12.50 ($205) yearly for 
subscriptions to newspapers and maga-
zines, while similar modern families only 
spent an estimated $47 on reading mate-
rial, which may reflect a reliance 
on other forms of media for news 
and entertainment. The Cases did 
listen to Jack Benny, Major Bowes, 
the Green Hornet and Amos & 
Andy on their big, floor-model radio 
they had purchased in 1930 for $120 
($1,595) during relatively flush times.

Amodern family of similar 
means spends more than the 
Cases for housing, at $10,665 

($5,888); for utilities, at $3,033 ($1,869); 
and for transportation, at $4,790 
($3,148). But Stanley cut down on trans-
portation expense by walking two miles 
each day to and from the car pool while 
Edith nursed along their 7-year-old Pon-

tiac in need of a new paint job, driving to 
Beverly’s school and on shopping errands 
for a total of 6,000 miles a year.

With the exception of Stanley’s bad 
teeth, which cost the family budget $35 
($574) a year, the Cases were a healthy 
family that avoided medical bills. Edith 
credited that with the food she put on the 
table. For breakfast there was always fruit 
juice, usually orange, fresh squeezed on 
the green “Depression glass” juicer. They 
went through six- dozen oranges in a 
typical week. That was invari-

ably followed by oatmeal — “I get so sick 
of cooking oatmeal,” she confided to 
Lovella Shower, the interviewer, “but it’s 
cheap, and I feel the children need it.” The 
kids spiced up the porridge by sprinkling 
corn flakes on top. The adults had toast 
with their coffee.

Edith and the children usually 
lunched on bread and butter, milk, fruit 
and soup, a favorite being potato and 
onion. For dinner the family gathered 
around the table for a hearty main dish 
of pot roast with vegetables, tuna fish or 
salmon casserole or tomato pilaf, boiled 
carrots or spinach, and a cottage-cheese or 
vegetable salad. The Cases consumed an 
entire loaf of bread and three or four quarts 
of milk each day. Having grown up on a 
farm, Edith maintained a traditional belief 
in the nourishing properties of plenty of 

butter — the family used three 
pounds a week. “The children 
can bread their butter if they 
want to,” she joked.

The staff of Ladies Home Journal cal-
culated the food value of the Cases’ diet as 
being well in excess of the recommended 
daily calories, protein, calcium, phos-
phorus and vitamins. The interviewer 
concluded, “Economy or not, the Cases 
get thoroughly and enjoyably fed. They 
are all as fit as a fiddle.”

For recreation, the cash-strapped 
family had “their fun on the cheap.” 
They hadn’t been to a movie in several 
years — not even with the allure of such 
1939 classics as “Gone with the Wind” 
and “The Wizard of Oz.” Instead they ice 

Edith Case serves Beverly and Dean one of their 
favorite foods—cottage cheese.

Edith and Beverly Case get a “make-over” by the 
staff of the Ladies Home Journal.

The Cases and an 
architect inspect the 
site of the new home 
they are building.
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skated in the winter, listened to free radio 
programs, played Chinese checkers fre-
quently in the evenings, held an occasion-
al lawn party with cookies and lemonade, 
once in a while danced at neighborhood 
get togethers, and Edith joined an after-
noon handiwork club that met once a 
week to crochet and quilt. Church going 
was not a part of their weekly schedule as 
their rigidly pious parents, his Methodist, 
hers Baptist, had made organized religion a 
painful ordeal. “Besides,” Edith explained, 
“Sunday morning is the only time I ever 
have to relax in.”

Despite the austerity of their situa-
tion, when asked at what period in their 
married life they had enjoyed most them-
selves—“really had a whale of a good 
time they would remember the rest of 
their lives”—Edith promptly responded: 
“Right now! We pay our own way. Thank 
goodness, we’ve never had to use a cent of 
anybody else’s money. We have two fine 
children. We’re having a perfectly swell 
time right here and now!”

And that philosophy perhaps 
explains the difference between that 
family of “the greatest generation” and a 
similarly situated family of today earning 
far more in relative terms yet unhappily 
burdened by credit-card debt and a home 
beyond their means.

Be that as it may, the Case’s scrimp-
ing and saving while trying desperately 
to live within their means seems to 
have paid off. The Ladies Home Journal 
articles about them ends with their 
contemplating the blueprints provided 
by the magazine of a new, fashionable, 
six-room Cape Cod cottage. The house 
and lot cost $4,800 ($78,682). The 
Cases had saved the down payment of 
$700 ($11,473), and with a 25-year FHA 
mortgage with monthly payments of 
$33 ($541), they were well on their way 
to achieving the “American Dream.”

How those pre-war dreams fared 
during the ensuing years — the home-front 
days of victory gardens, ration stamps, 
air-raid wardens, Rosie the riveters and 
dreaded letters from the War Depart-
ment — remains a question unanswered. 

Massie

Rites

Don’t tell me that at least the sun is out 
and how much better it makes us feel.
I want to know how good you are at your job.

Don’t tell me to relax, just relax,
that it will be easier if I do.
I want to know why you have turned my breast into silly putty.

Don’t tell me to wait just a minute,
that you will be right back.
I want to see the picture you are taking away. 

Don’t tell me it’s okay, it’s okay;
that you need just one more.
I want to know what you are really thinking.

And when you come back again, 
don’t tell me that one more
and then more and more
are just for comparison.
I want to know why you are interested.

Please don’t just tell me that I’m all set, 
that I can shed this robe and go.
I want your face to show that this has all been a mistake.

   By Jo Wiley

Jo Wiley lives in Kalamazoo and teaches communications at Western Michigan 
University. She holds a master’s degree in professional writing from Western 
Michigan University and recently earned a MFA from Queens University of 
Charlotte.  Jo was the recipient of the 2009 Kalamazoo Community Literary 
Award for Adult Poetry and has an essay, “The Rest of the Story,” published in 
“Chicken Soup for the College Soul.”
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Perambulation
By Elizabeth Kerlikowske

Spirit of
Kalamazoo

Elizabeth Kerlikowske 
breathes in the fresh air 
of fall while on a stroll.

I WAS RAISED by my grandmother, a short woman who compen-
sated by sprinting everywhere. I tagged along the best I could. By 
high school, it was obvious I would never have a career in sports. 
I already had bad knees. Therefore, I became a walker. 

Kalamazoo is a great walking town. I feel my neighbor-
hood is anywhere I can walk. It’s three miles from my house 
to Bronson Park, less than an hour. I’ve walked from M and 

M Dodge on Sprinkle to my house in the Winchell neighbor-
hood. When I took classes at WMU, I walked there because it 
was easier than parking, and cheaper! Walking is time alone; 
it’s a form of thinking. I don’t stop up my ears with ear buds. I 
wouldn’t hear the crows receive their morning instruction or 
sirens screaming down Stadium. I wouldn’t hear people who 
speak to me, the greatest loss of all.

When my kids were little in the Edison neighborhood, I 
walked with one strapped to my chest. When there were two, I 
pulled a wagon. We walked up hill to the Miller Road post of-
fice and then stopped to play at a secret park behind Aunt Mil-
lie’s bakery. We called it (because someone else did) Peter Pan 
Park. The smell of warm bread made us all feel cared about. 
And then we’d stop at the store and go home and nap.

Once the Edison Neighborhood Association sponsored a 
race/walk past historic sites and busi-
nesses. It poured. Once I was soaked, I 
didn’t care if cars splashed me. I started 

to dare them to. It was not the peaceful, educational walk I 
anticipated, but it was memorable.

Regular walkers know when the geese change clothes on 
Parkview. We know the secret spaces such as the Engineer-
ing College. Circuitous, well-groomed paths winding through 
prairie plantings and a pond. Frequent visits by herons, finches, 
deer in adjoining fields. Benches for contemplation and tables 
for eating or studying. Walking there last year, I followed the 
tree trimmers and picked up what they left and built a chair. 
(Full disclosure: I came back with a truck.)

I love fall walking, kicking up the leaves, that scrapy sound
(continued on page 43)

If someone were to ask you to describe the essence of the spirit 
of Kalamazoo, how would you respond? Following is the answer 
from Elizabeth Kerlikowske, local poet, professor and walker.
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WHEN NOAH PYZIK, his dark hair styled and spun like cotton 
candy, stepped onto the Kalamazoo Civic stage as Hector P. 
Valenti last spring, he was stepping into the perfect role.

Like Hector, the irascible showman of Bernard Waber’s 
“Lyle the Crocodile,” Noah aspires to be “star of stage and 
screen.”At only 14, Noah has already amassed an impressive 
repertoire that includes plenty of Civic stage time, both in the 
youth and adult theaters, as well as camp, school and neigh-
borhood summer stock.

His role as Hector earned him the Civic’s Excellence 
Award for Outstanding Actor, a People’s Choice Award voted 
on by the theater’s dedicated volunteers and awarded to only 
two actors a year.

“ ‘Lyle’ was a really fun, high-energy show,” said Noah, a 
freshman at Portage Central High School who cannot remem-
ber a time when he didn’t like to be on stage. “I got to do an 
Italian accent and experiment with different voices. It was such 
a great show to be a part of.”

With parents who exposed their children to lots of art and 
theater, and with a brother, Nathaniel, this year a senior at Por-
tage Central, who also plans a career in theater, Noah’s passion 
should come as no surprise. In fact, he and his brother, along 
with several neighborhood children, started a summer theater 
they dubbed Declarchwood Neighborhood Theater Troop, after 
two local streets. In 2005, they performed “Wicked,” and in 
2007, “Into the Woods.” The rehearsals, which went on almost 
the entire summer, culminated in elaborate driveway produc-
tions with an audience of parents and siblings in lawn chairs.

“Planning the whole production was a lot of fun,” Noah 
said. “It was a new opportunity to not just act in a play, but to 

help design and direct it, too.”
Theater is a good fit for Noah. His mother, Tina, says he 

thrives on being busy and creative. “In my day-to-day life, I’m 
always energetic and am a dramatic person. I definitely like to

(continued on page 44)

The Land of Make Believe
By Theresa Coty O’Neil Creative Kids

Earlier this year Noah Pyzik played Hector P. Valenti in “Lyle the Crocodile” 
at the Kalamazoo Civic Theatre.
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Performing Arts
Plays

“Blithe Spirit” — WMU’s University The-
atre presents Noel Coward’s comedy about 
a spirit summoned by accident. Oct. 6–8 
& 13–15, 8 p.m., Oct. 16, 2 p.m. Williams 
Theatre, WMU. 387-6222.
“King Lear” — Considered by many to be 
the greatest of Shakespeare’s tragedies, this 
drama is sure to be a highlight of the sea-
son. Oct. 7, 8, 14 & 15, 8 p.m., Oct. 6, 7:30 
p.m., Oct. 9, 2 p.m. Parish Theatre, 429 S. 
Park St. 343-1313.
“The Tale of the Alergist’s Wife” — A 
window rattling comedy of mid-life mal-
aise. Oct. 7, 8, 14, 15, 21, 22, 28, 29, Nov. 4, 
8:30 p.m. New Vic Theatre, 134 E. Vine St. 
381-3328.
“Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland” — 
Civic Youth Theatre presents an all new 
adaptation of the classic tale. Oct. 28 & 
Nov. 4, 7 p.m., Oct. 29 & Nov. 5, 1 & 4 
p.m., Nov. 1 & 2, 9:30 a.m. & 12 p.m., Nov. 

3, 5 p.m. Civic Audi-
torium, 329 S. Park St. 
343-1313.

Musicals & Opera

“My Fair Lady” — This 
Lerner & Loewe musical 
is considered by many 
the greatest musical ever. 

Oct. 19 & 19, 7:30 p.m. Miller Auditorium, 
WMU. 387-2300.
“The Rocky Horror Show” — A new pro-
duction of the classic stage show presented 
by Miller Auditorium and the WMU De-
partment of Theatre. Oct. 28 & 29, 8 p.m.  
Miller Auditorium, WMU. 387-2300.

Symphony

University Symphony Orchestra — This 
WMU orchestra will perform with violin-
ist Mayumi Kanagawa, the 2011 Stulberg 
silver medalist. Oct. 9, 3 p.m. Chenery Au-
ditorium, 714 S. Westnedge Ave. 387-4667.

“Mozart & Schubert” — The KSO wel-
comes guest conductor Matthias Bamert 
and soloist Anthony McGill for Schubert’s 
Symphony No. 5, Mozart’s Clarinet 
Concerto and more. Oct. 21 & 22, 8 p.m. 
Chenery Auditorium, 714 S. Westnedge 
Ave. 349-7759.

Chamber, Jazz, Orchestra
& Bands

Merling Trio — A recital performed by 
this WMU faculty ensemble. Oct. 12, 7:30 
p.m. Dalton Center Recital Hall, WMU. 
387-2300.
“Octoberfest” — The Kalamazoo Concert 
Band, under the direction of Dr. Thomas 
Evans, will perform. Oct. 15, 7:30 p.m. 
Chenery Auditorium, 714 S. Westnedge 
Ave. 806-6597.
SFJAZZ Collective — Fontana Chamber 
Arts presents this all-star jazz ensemble 
paying tribute to the music of Stevie Won-
der. Oct. 21, 8 p.m. Dalton Center Recital 
Hall, WMU. 382-7774.
Gilmore Rising Stars Recital Series 
— Michael Brown, winner of the 2010 
Concert Artists Guild Competition, will 
perform. Oct. 23, 4 p.m. Wellspring The-
atre, 359 S, Kalamazoo Mall. 342-1166.
Dave Liebman Quartet — A special Guest 
Jazz Artist Recital. Oct. 30, 8:15 p.m. Dal-
ton Center Recital Hall, WMU. 387-2300.
tubaWEEN — This annual free concert is 
a low brass Halloween spectacular. Oct. 
31, 8:15 p.m. Dalton Center Recital Hall, 
WMU. 382-7774.
Jazz Masters at Miller with Special 
Guest Paquito D’Rivera — This amazing 
performer and composer will perform with 
the WMU University Jazz Orchestra. Nov. 
3, 7:30 p.m.  Miller Auditorium, WMU. 
387-2300.

Vocal

University Chorale & Cantus Femina — 
These WMU vocal groups will perform. 
Oct. 19, 7:30 p.m. Dalton Center Recital 
Hall, WMU. 387-2300.

Miscellaneous

Masters of Illusion Live! — The hit televi-
sion shows comes to the Miller stage for 
live a magic extravaganza. Oct. 14, 8 p.m.  
Miller Auditorium, WMU. 387-2300.
Bob Newhart — Unquestionably one of 
the greatest comics of our time. Oct. 23, 8 
p.m. Miller Auditorium, WMU. 387-2300.
“Symphony in Style” — The Kalamazoo 
Symphony Orchestra League presents a 
fashion show featuring styles from 10 local 
shops with entertainment and refresh-
ments. Oct. 25, 6:30 p.m. The Epic Theatre, 
359 S. Kalamazoo Mall. 372-4486.

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

Kiera Faber: Living Organics — The art-
ist is a visual artist working in the media 
of film, photography, and drawing. Oct. 
10–26. Atrium Gallery.
Animal Logic: Jennifer Catron & 
Paul Outlaw, Paul Sydorenko, Squeak 
Carnwath — An exhibit of photographic 
narratives, paintings and sculptural 
installations. Oct. 13–Nov. 11, Albertine 
Monroe-Brown Gallery.

Kalamazoo Institute of Arts
349-7775

Second Skin: Peeling Back the Layers — 
Featuring the work of Indonesian artist, 
Entang Wiharso. Through Nov. 6.
Shimmerings of Light, Mysteries of 
Shadow: The Etching Revival of the 
19th Century — An exhibition of prints 
by Whistler, Meryon, Palmer and more. 
Through Nov. 27.
Turning Point: Japanese Studio Ce-
ramics in the Mid-20th Century — An 
exhibition that explores a crucial period 
of contemporary ceramic art in Japan. 
Through Dec. 4.

Everything has 
beauty, but not 

everyone sees it. 

Confucius
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Off the Wall: Art in Three Dimensions 
— An exhibition of free-standing sculp-
tures and wall reliefs from the 1950s to the 
present. Through Dec. 4.
ARTbreak — Informal free presenta-
tions on art-related topics. Degas and the 
Dancer: The Man Behind the Easel, pt. 1, 
Oct. 11; Degas and the Dancer: The Man 
Behind the Easel, pt. 2, Oct. 18; Sculpture 
by the Sea, Oct. 25.

Miscellaneous

Saniwax Gallery — An exhibition fea-
turing youth works from the Black Arts 
& Cultural Center. Opening reception 
during Art Hop, Oct. 7, 5–9 p.m. Through 
Oct. 21.
Midtown Gallery — Featured are 
Gretchen Huggett-Fiber with The Indigo 
Show and guest artists Caitlin DuBrule, 
photography and Jim Garrison, sculpture. 
356 S. Kalamazoo Mall. 372-0134.
Art Hop — View the works of local art-
ists. Local venues/galleries in downtown 
Kalamazoo. Oct. 7, 5–9 p.m. 342-5059.
Quilts Kalamazoo — The Kalamazoo 
Log Cabin Quilters will display over 
300 quilts with vendors, a raffle and an 
appraiser on hand. Oct. 15, 10 a.m.–5 
p.m., Oct. 16, 11 a.m.–4 p.m. Kalamazoo 
County Expo Center, 2900 Lake St. 

Literary Events

Kalamazoo Public Library
553-7809

Spooktacular Comedy Show — This Hal-
loween show features costumes, comedy, 
juggling, music and more and it’s free. Oct. 
11, 6:30–7:30 p.m. Tickets must be picked 
up at the Eastwood branch starting at 5:30, 
day of the show. Central Library.
Rest in Peace — A presentation that will 
explore local burial grounds and cemeter-
ies. Oct. 18, 7–8 p.m. Central Library.
Classics Revisited — Join lovers of 
classic literature to discuss Chekov’s The 
Cherry Orchard. Oct. 20, 7–8 p.m. 
Central Library.

Ultra Monster Movie-o-Rama — A 
double feature of Halloween fun geared 
to grades 7–12. Oct. 29. “Ghostbusters” 
at 12:30 p.m. and “9” at 2:30 p.m. Central 
Library.

Portage District Library
329-4544

Solo Exhibit — This new art exhibit 
features multimedia work from Jessica 
D’felio, Dana Toader and Justin Kellner. 
Oct. 7–Nov. 11.
Memoir Writing Workshop — Colleen 
Peters will teach a workshop for budding 
memoir writers. Oct. 12, 19, 26, 6:30 p.m.
Open for Discussion: A Drop-in Book 
Discussion — “Once Upon a River” by 
Bonnie Jo Campbell will be the topic. Oct. 
18, 10:30 a.m. & 7 p.m.
A Reading and Craft Talk — “To Ac-
count for Murder” is written by William 
C. Whitbeck, Kalamazoo native and Chief 
Judge of the Michigan Court of Appeals. 
He will discuss the book and the craft of 
writing. Reception and book signing will 
follow. Oct. 23, 2–3:30 p.m.

Museums

Kalamazoo Valley Museum
373-7990

Fractals: Mathematics and Science as 
Art — Fractals are based on mathematical 
equations that result in fantastic 2-di-
mensional images; they are sure to inspire 
your imagination and curiosity! Through 
Jan. 22, 2012.
CSI: Crime Scene Insects — This exhibit 
dives into forensic entomology, the use of 
insects such as flies, maggots and beetles, 
to reveal critical details of a crime scene. 
Sept. 17–Jan. 1.
Sunday History Series — Tom Dietz, 
Curator of Research, will discuss the 
naughty side of life in Kalamazoo during 
the early days. Oct. 9, 1:30 p.m.

(continuted on page 45)

Not only was the Cotton Club in Harlem 
one of the hottest clubs in New York from 
1924 to 1940, boasting performers like 
Dizzy Gillespie, Nat King Cole, Billie Hol-
liday and a house band called the Duke 
Ellington Orchestra, but it served as a 
meeting spot for the celebrities of the day, 
too. Jimmie Durante, George Gershwin, 
Al Jolson, Irving Berlin and Mae West 
were regulars. In hindsight it is easy to 
see the hypocrisy at play here. The per-
formers were mostly African-Americans 
while the clientele was exclusively white. 
Ellington was asked to write “jungle 
music” so that the dancers could perform 
in exotic tropical settings portraying 
African tribal dancers. Regardless of the 

racist atmosphere, though, the perform-
ers were given a real boost if they played 
the Cotton Club. Others of note who 
performed there and went on to stardom 
were Lena Horne, Dorothy Dandridge, 
Coleman Hawkins, Sammy Davis Jr. and 
Bill “Bojangles” Robinson.

STEPPING BACK
WITH THE ARTS

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

350 South Burdick St., Suite 214
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Cello and Piano
By Kaye Bennett
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The Uchimuras head to 
Alabama for a Merling Trio 
performance.

28 O C T O B E R  2 0 1 1



RUCE UCHIMURA, cellist, professor of music,
and orchestra conductor at Western Michigan 
University, is a third-generation Japanese-

American, his grandparents having immigrated to 
Hawaii from Japan early in the 1900s. SUSAN WIERSMA 
UCHIMURA, pianist, resident artist with the Merling Trio 
and a member of the piano faculty at WMU, is a third-
generation 
Dutch-
American, her 
grandparents 
having moved 
to America from the Netherlands. Their stories are wildly 
different geographically, yet remarkably similar in outcome.

Bruce’s mother’s family were tea farmers in Japan, but 
the two eldest sons moved to Hawaii to work in the pine-
apple and sugar cane fields. When the second brother, Bruce’s 
grandfather, arrived, he realized he didn’t like field work, 
so, according to Bruce, he “learned to be a welder and later 
became a farmer.

“He also became a landlord and rented various proper-
ties that he owned to other Japanese immigrants and their 
families.” In short, Bruce says, his grandfather “did well for 
himself.” 

He also acquired a “picture bride,” a common way for 
young immigrants to marry in those days. Back in Japan, 
Bruce’s grandmother’s family arranged a match with his 
grandfather’s family. They took a photograph of their daugh-
ter, sent it to the prospective groom in Hawaii, and she soon 
followed in person. Some of these marriages didn’t work out, 
says Bruce, but fortunately in this case, when her ship arrived 
in Hawaii, the bride-to-be thought her groom was handsome. 
Their wedding celebration lasted for three days.

That couple had three children, all daughters. The only 
one who married was Bruce’s mother; her two sisters would 

always be fiercely devoted aunts to Bruce and his two broth-
ers. “They were more like sisters and second moms to us,” 
said Bruce. “They were heavily involved with raising us three 
boys and were our greatest cheerleaders.”

Second-generation immigrant Japanese-Americans, Bruce 
says, were grateful for their parents’ sacrifices, and they shared 
their determination to succeed. In Hawaii, this generation, 

known as Nisei, 
produced such 
notables as Sen. 
Daniel Inouye and 
astronaut Ellison 

Onizuka. The Nisei’s children, called Sansei, have it made, 
Bruce says with a laugh. “They just want the third-generation 
to do whatever they want to do.”

The Uchimura family lived in Honolulu, where Bruce’s 
father was a U.S. customs inspector and his mother analyzed 
fingerprints for the police department. They didn’t make a 
lot of money, but they wanted to give their three sons every 
advantage possible.

This included sending each of their sons to Punahou, a 
much-lauded kindergarten through 12th grade private school 
in Honolulu that was founded in 1841. (Punahou boasts a 
long list of high-achieving alumni, including Steve Case, the 
founder of AOL, and Barack Obama. Obama graduated with 
one of Bruce Uchimura’s bothers, and Bruce knew the future 
president “slightly” when they were in school.)

Bruce recalls that tuition at Punahou was the same as 
that of many colleges. Multiply that by three sons, 12 years 
each, add in three college careers, and then figure out how 
a customs inspector and a fingerprint analyst managed to 
pay the school bills. Bruce says that his father responded to 
that question in his pidgin-English accent: “The bill comes, 
you gotta pay.” Bruce says he knows now that the family had 
absolutely no discretionary dollars. But, he says, “We didn’t 
get the sense that we were poor.”

It was while he was at Punahou School that Bruce’s musi-
cal career took root. No one in his family had ever been musi-
cal, but an extraordinary teacher named Peter Mesrobian, 
says Uchimura, started him on his musical pathway.

Mesrobian was the school’s orchestra director. Bruce’s 
first instrument was the piano, but when Mesrobian looked at 
the boy’s hands, he told him they were the hands of a cellist 
(short palm and long fingers). From Mesrobian, Bruce learned 
the intangibles of music and the importance of communicat-
ing through the instrument.

Bruce was in the string section of the school’s orchestra 
and was playing in string quartets by seventh grade. “Music 
bites you,” says Bruce. “When you develop a love affair with 
music, it lasts all your life.”

Though Bruce’s parents knew nothing about music, he 
says they never tried (as so many parents do) to discourage 

B

Bruce Uchimura conducts the Western Michigan University 
symphony orchestra.
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Uchimura

WHEN VIOLINIST Renata Knific, pianist Susan Wiersma 
Uchimura, and cellist Bruce Uchimura started the Merling 
Trio (named for Renata’s violin from Danish violin maker Paul 
Merling) in 1988, they did it on their own time, outside their 
responsibilities in the School of Music at Western Michigan 
University (WMU).

But it didn’t take long for the trio to start having some suc-
cesses, and soon WMU president Diether 
Haenicke could see the value to the 
university of enfolding the Merling Trio 
into the school. He created an ongoing 
position for the trio at Western in 1990, 
hiring Susan Wiersma Uchimura as its 
artist in residence.

“Western has supported us all 
along,” says Bruce Uchimura. “The 
Merling Trio has provided a powerful 
incentive for all of us to stay here. It’s a 
wonderful professional outlet for us.”

The trio is also a plus for Western 
and its School of Music, enhancing stu-
dent recruitment and garnering national 
and international attention for the uni-
versity. “Wherever we go, our first words 
from the concert stage are that we are all 
teachers at Western Michigan University in Kalamazoo,” says 
Susan. The trio includes an educational component on their 
concert tours, always providing master classes and lectures.

The Merling Trio has appeared in 38 states and, to date, 
three countries. The trio made its New York debut in 1993 at 
Carnegie Hall and was a finalist for the Naumberg Foundation 
Chamber Music Award in 1994.

Several composers, including C. Curtis-Smith and Terry 
Winter-Owens, have written works for the Merling Trio. Their 

performances have been broadcast on radio and television. They 
have recorded three CDs. 

Susan describes the group’s most recent CD, “Postcards in 
e,” released in 2009: It “features works by Eastern European 
composers Shostakovich and Dvorak, which are both in the 
key of e minor … hence the title. One of the things we take into 
consideration when deciding what to record is feedback from 

our audiences, and we were regularly get-
ting requests from audience members fol-
lowing our performances of those works 
to put them on CD. Most people these 
days seem to be loving our Ravel Trio, so 
that may be next.”

Bruce Uchimura characterizes the 
philosophy and the spirit of the Merling 
Trio: “We play like we’re at Carnegie 
Hall, no matter where we’re playing. We 
consider ourselves ambassadors for clas-
sical music.” 

The trio’s schedule for the coming 
year includes concerts in Wisconsin, 
Minnesota, Michigan, North Carolina, 
California, Ohio, Maryland, Virginia and 
West Virginia.

To learn more about the Merling Trio 
and to sample their music online, visit www.merlingtrio.com.

The Merling Trio will be appearing in Kalamazoo on 
Wednesday, October 12, 2011, at 7:30 p.m., in Western Michi-
gan University’s Dalton Center. The concert will be part of the 
new “Dalton Wed @ 7:30 p.m.: Live and Interactive!” series and 
will feature works by Brahms and Beethoven. For more details 
on the concert, visit www.wmich.edu/music. Tickets will be 
available at the door, or call (269) 387-2300 or order online at 
www.millerauditorium.com.  

On a Merling Trio concert tour, Susan and Bruce 
stand in front of the Shattock Center, Asbury 
College, Ky.

him from pursuing a musical career. 
They never told him that he wouldn’t 
be able to support himself with music. 
When Bruce, at age 18, went alone to 
New York City to audition at Juilliard, 
his mother, who had never been reli-
gious, spent her lunch hour in a church, 
praying that he have a successful audi-
tion.

A benefit of living in Hawaii, Bruce 
points out, is that it is a frequent stop-
over for big-name musicians traveling 
between the United States and Asia. 
While in Honolulu such greats as famed 

frequently introduced to them and given 
the chance to play for them. “I was a big 
fish in a small pond,” he recollects.

Having the opportunity to meet 
and play for music legends increased 
his desire to learn to play the cello well 
enough to share his thoughts musically 
with audiences. “It’s difficult when you 
have a lot to say, but you can’t play the 
instrument well enough to say it.” 

So he embarked on a journey to 
learn. First stop after Honolulu was Juil-
liard. Bruce recalls his first encounter 
with New York’s snow: “It was late fall 

cellists Leonard Rose and Janos Starker 
would spend time with island musicians. 
As a young prodigy, Bruce Uchimura was 

Brian Mast, a former graduate assistant and 
recent WMU graduate, is given instruction 
by Bruce Uchimura.
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and there were a few flakes. I dressed up 
like I was going to climb Everest.”

But the heights he climbed at Juil-
liard had nothing to do with altitude. “I 
loved the school. I loved the music. I was 
in contact with some of the most fantas-
tic musicians on earth.”

After Juilliard, Bruce went to Ohio 
to pursue his master’s degree at the 
Cleveland Institute of Music. That was 
where he met a tall, blond, piano perfor-
mance major from Michigan.

Susan Wiersma’s grandparents were 
also immigrants, but in her case, 
the families had both come from 

the Netherlands. Her mother’s people 
ended up farming in Iowa and Minne-
sota, and her father’s folks, fleeing the 
brewing war in Europe in 1939, estab-
lished a farm in Alberta, Canada.

Two generations later, Susan would 
be born in Seattle and then live in Iowa 
until she was 8, while her father com-
pleted a doctorate in education at the 
University of Iowa. From there they 
came to Michigan where Susan grew up 
in Grand Rapids, graduating from Grand 
Rapids Christian High School.

Susan describes her mother’s intro-
duction to music: “My grandmother was 
pretty much the only farmwife in Edger-
ton (Minn., population 1,000) who made 
sure that her daughters studied piano, 
whenever a piano teacher happened to 
be passing through town … there was no 
resident piano teacher. Lessons were 75 
cents and were paid for by the money my 
grandmother surreptitiously put aside 
when she sold eggs.”

The next generation of the family 
faced a similar financial struggle. Susan’s 
mother argued against music lessons 
for Susan and her brothers because the 
family was cash-strapped while Susan’s 
father was in graduate school. But her 
father responded, “We can always get the 
money back, but we can never get the 
years back.” He took a night job, and the 
lessons — lessons that would eventually 
lead to two Wiersmas becoming profes-
sional musicians — began.
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from Hawaii; Bruce’s mother folded the 
traditional Japanese thousand cranes; 
and the bride and groom themselves 
prepared and supervised the dinner, 
which included Asian delicacies such as 
cold ginger chicken and sesame noodles, 
as well as Dutch traditions like “banket.” 
Both families pitched in to help and, 
26 years later, Susan and Bruce still get 
comments about what a great time every-
one had at their wedding.

Cooking and food have always 
played a major role in Bruce and Susan’s 
life. Susan recalls that her family was 
shocked by Bruce’s unique combination 
of candor and humor when, early in the 
marriage, he was asked how he liked a 
dinner she had cooked. He scored it, on a 
scale of one to 10, as a five. The Wiersma 
family suggested Bruce learn “to speak 
the truth in love,” says Susan. But, she 
adds, “He’s learned diplomacy since 
then. But I’ve also become a much more 
accomplished cook.” Today, they pride 
themselves on a broad ethnic culinary 
spectrum; their repertoire includes 
middle-Eastern, Indian, Thai, Japanese, 
Greek and Italian food.

Food and culture aside, it’s music 
that is the driving force in the Uchimura 
household.

After marrying, the couple moved 
south, where Bruce became the prin-
cipal cellist and associate conductor 
with the Augusta (Georgia) Symphony, 
and Susan started graduate school at 
the University of South Carolina in 
nearby Columbia. After two years of 
thoroughly enjoying the South (“espe-
cially the fried chicken,” says Bruce), he 
had already made plans to stay another 
year in Augusta when he got a call from 
Renata Knific in Kalamazoo.

Knific had met Bruce and Susan 

Susan is not the only Wiersma fam-
ily member who, in Bruce Uchimura’s 
words, was bitten by music. Her older 
brother, Calvin Wiersma, is a violin-
ist in New York City where he plays 
with the Manhattan String Quartet and 
teaches; his wife is Katherine Anderson, 
a violist with the Metropolitan Opera 
Orchestra. “Both my brother and I have 
perfect pitch (the ability to recognize a 
pitch or sing any given note), which my 
mom attributes to the fact that she was 
still taking piano lessons and sometimes 
teaching them while a young housewife 
in Iowa,” says Susan. “We were both sur-
rounded by music in-utero!”

In Michigan, Susan took piano 
lessons from Marilyn Slenk, whom she 
says is “still as incredible a teacher as she 
always was.” Today, Susan’s own piano 
students frequently compete against 
Slenk’s in state competitions.

Once Susan graduated from high 
school, her father insisted she attend 
Calvin College, where he was a profes-
sor, for at least a year, to get a liberal 
arts background. Susan, determined 
to attend a music school, says that her 
parents didn’t want to hold her back, and 
when the year at Calvin was over, she 
transferred to the Cleveland Institute 
of Music. “I fell in love with what I saw 
there,” she says.

What she did not fall in love with 
so easily, however, was graduate student 
Bruce Uchimura, who had just come to 
Cleveland from Juilliard. “Who does he 
think he is?” Susan remembers think-
ing, observing the crowds of friends who 

always seemed to surround the gregari-
ous young cellist.

Bruce recounts the evening Susan 
revised her initial impression: “The 
pivotal, this-is-the-girl-for-me moment 
came when we were at the same restau-
rant.” They had started out in separate 
parties, he says, but they found them-
selves together, talking till 3 a.m. “We 
closed the restaurant. I knew she was a 
special person. I walked her home.”

Three years later, in 1985, they 
married in a ceremony that was a lively 
fusion of Japanese and Dutch cultures. 
Until the rehearsal dinner, Bruce’s fam-
ily from Honolulu had only seen Susan 
in a photo. Meeting the bride, whose 
Dutch genes contrasted so strongly 
with their own Japanese genes, they 
were very impressed with her 5-foot-
7-inch height, laugh Bruce and Susan. 
“But bear in mind, his grandma was 4 
feet 9 inches and his mom was 4 feet 
11 inches, so anything seemed tall to 
them,” says Susan.

Bruce and Susan wanted their 
wedding to reflect themselves and 
their cultures. Held in the Wi-

ersma family church in Grand Rapids, it 
was a do-it-yourself affair. Flowers came 

Uchimura

Susan Uchimura relaxes at her piano.
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when all three were teaching at the 
ENCORE School for Strings, a summer 
music camp put on each year by the 
Cleveland Institute of Music. In 1987, 
violinist Renata Knific and her husband, 
bassist Tom Knific, had both just been 
hired by WMU’s School of Music. When 
she learned that the department had a 
newly vacant opening for a cello profes-
sor, Knific thought of Bruce Uchimura.

Bruce says that things happened 
fast. He auditioned for the job in July and 
they moved to Kalamazoo in August. Su-
san, having just completed her master’s 
degree in piano pedagogy, “came along 
as a spouse.” She didn’t have a job lined 
up, but knew she’d be able to freelance 
(accompanists are in great demand) and 
to do private lessons.

What surprised her was the location 
she’d be moving to. “It was pure coin-
cidence that I ended up back in West 
Michigan,” says Susan. “I had no inten-
tion of doing that.” Later, when their 
daughters came along, she and Bruce 
realized how fortuitous the move had 
been. “We couldn’t have toured without 
my parents here to help with the kids,” 
she says. “They’ve been everything and 
more to all of us.”

Soon after Susan and Bruce got to 
Kalamazoo, Renata Knific had an 
idea. According to Susan, Renata 

said simply, “Let’s start a trio.” That 
idea led to the Merling Trio, comprised 
of Renata Knific and Bruce and Susan, 
which is still thriving 23 years later. (See 
sidebar for the story of the Merling Trio.)

Susan recalls travelling with the 
trio in the early ’90s. By that time, they’d 
begun their family (Melanie was born in 
1991 and Marissa in 1994). For out-of-
town appearances, they used to fly with 
quite an entourage: Susan, Bruce, Renata, 
a cello, a baby, a car seat, and a grandma. 
On one such trip, they ran into Diether 
Haenicke, the late former president 
of WMU, in the Kalamazoo airport. 
Haenicke’s wry comment on seeing the 
group: “That looks very stressful.”

It was indeed stressful, says Susan. 
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Bruce has a dozen or more cello stu-
dents at Western, plus five or six of the 
area’s most talented high-school cellists 
as private students. He travels nationally, 
conducting all-state honors orchestras 
and judging solo and ensemble competi-
tions. His efforts are appreciated by his 
peers: Bruce was named Michigan String 
Educator of the Year in 2010 by the 
Michigan chapter of the American String 
Teachers Association.

Susan’s position as resident artist 
with the Merling Trio at WMU includes 
staff-accompanying duties such as 
performing with students for recitals, 
master classes and lessons. Bruce praises 
his wife’s collaborative skills. “It’s rare to 
find a pianist who can communicate and 
listen to other players like they should. 
Susan is stellar. She knows how to make 
anyone sound good.” At Western, Susan 
also manages the Merling Trio, coordi-
nating all its touring schedules, publicity 
and travel arrangements.

Outside of her duties at Western, 

“When Marissa was six months old, 
she kept me up all night before a very 
important concert at Merkin Hall in New 
York. I think I slept half an hour. I went 
to the performance in a daze, but appar-
ently I played very well. One thing I can 
say about being exhausted is that it takes 
your nerves completely away.”

Today both daughters are serious 
pianists. (Susan touts the fact that her 
piano genes triumphed over Bruce’s cello 
genes.) Melanie is majoring in piano at 
Baldwin-Wallace Conservatory in Berea, 

Ohio; Marissa, a student at Kalamazoo 
Christian High School, has studied piano 
for 11 years with Jill Christian. Melanie 
interned last summer with the Kal-
amazoo Symphony, while Marissa spent 
three weeks at the Indiana University 
Piano Academy in Bloomington. Next 
year, when younger daughter Marissa 
leaves for college, Susan says she is “100 
percent dreading” the empty nest. But 
the couple envisions doing more inter-
national travel with the trio and con-
certizing more as a duo. “Bruce is also 
pressing me to manage his conducting 
career, but we’ll see what offer he makes 
me,” says Susan.

In addition to his cello teaching 
responsibilities at WMU, in 1998 Bruce 
became the conductor of the school’s 
75-plus-member orchestra. It’s a role 
he relishes. “The kids are not jaded yet. 
They just want to play well. They are like 
bucking broncos. All you need to do is 
learn to harness that energy and you can 
make some great music.”

Uchimura

Bruce and Susan (center) tied the knot in 1985. Here they are photographed with their parents.

The Uchimuras’ daughters began young as 
musicians. Here Marissa (l) and Melanie practice 
duets at ages 6 and 9. The girls continue to love 
performing together.
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A Musician’s Life

Auditoriums mark my life.
Ballads tell my stories.
Cacophony rules my life.
Dissonance preempted me.
Expression marks dot the pages of
Finales yet unplayed.
Gigs need booking,
Head voices need warming.
Incomplete cadences echo through the hall.
Keyboards line the wall,
Laments to great composers.
Maestros wave their arms while
Oboe reeds get tested. A
Piano score lays forgotten on the floor.
Quarter notes are playing. Songs from the
Romantic period echo up and down the corridor.
Scales are sung while
Techniques are practiced. Songs sung in
Unison echo throughout.
Vibrations from bass and cello ring, while
Woodwinds congregate in the hall. A 
Xylophone is rolled on stage and a 
Yodeler walks through the door. The
Zeitmass begins and the curtains come up.

   By Emily Luppe

Emily Luppe, 18, attends Kalamazoo Valley Community College. Her dream 
is to become a fashion designer, and she plans on attending Western Michigan 
University next year to get a degree in fashion design/merchandise.

Susan has a small, private, piano studio, 
with students who range in age from 
beginners to college students. One of her 
pet interests is getting children off to a 
great start musically, “so that I can bear 
the fruit of their training once they get to 
more advanced repertoire.” Her students 
have recently won area competitions 
such as the Kalamazoo Symphony Youth 
Soloist Auditions, the Grand Rapids Bach 
Festival and the Fort Wayne Philhar-
monic Young Artist Competition. 

Few married couples experience 
the level of togetherness that Susan and 
Bruce have. Between working in the 
same department at Western, being mar-
ried and parents, and being members of 
the Merling Trio, the two spend a great 
deal of together time. “We’re always 
together, but we function independently 
as needed,” says Susan. “It takes a lot of 
cooperation, mutual respect, faith and 
especially friendship.” They give part of 
the credit for the strength of their mar-
riage to their music. “As we learn to play 
better together, we learn to communicate 
better, and vice versa,” says Bruce.

Years ago, Susan Wiersma Uchimura 
and Bruce Uchimura made a conscious 
decision to stay in Kalamazoo. Today, 
they are very happy they did so. “We 
could not be more grateful for the price-
less friendships and community ties that 
our entire family has developed,” says 
Susan. 

“We’re very lucky,” says Bruce, “that 
WMU has allowed us to grow into the 
musicians we are today.”  

The Uchimuras—Marissa, Melanie, Susan and 
Bruce—take a boat ride while visiting Bruce’s 
family in Hawaii off the Napali Coast of Kauai.
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without the tests, grading or aca-
demic credit. Courses are taught 
by volunteers such as community 
experts and active or retired local 
professors from WMU, KVCC and 
Kalamazoo College — all giving of 
their time and expertise.

The formal thrust of the LLA 
is to “provide intellectual and 
cultural stimulation, personal 
growth, and social engagement 
for adults in an informal, lively, 
learning atmosphere.”

According to Heinig, it is al-
ready fulfilling that mission. “You 
could spend your whole life doing 
this, taking classes on everything 
from landscaping to combat-
ing infectious diseases and from 
physics to Spanish,” she notes. 
“I personally find it difficult to 
choose from so many interesting 
options. One of our fall offer-
ings is called: ‘Everybody Get 
Naked’ — a study of the Roman 
baths and how they influenced 
the culture of the times.” 

Heinig is currently a member 
of the far-reaching LLA advisory 
board, the chairman of which is 
her colleague, D. Terry Williams. 
“We are dispelling the myth that 
retired seniors or older adults are 
content to stay home, read, travel, 
or basically be put out to pas-
ture,” he stresses. “Lifelong learn-
ers are intellectually curious, love 
to explore new areas of interest, 
and have conversations about 
new topics ranging from religion 
to literature or the environment. 
We all need to have our minds 
stimulated on a daily basis.”

Williams was also surprised 
by the turnout in February for 
the academy’s first open house. 

“We expected 50 to 75 people and 285 
showed up, which also negated the ste-
reotype that everyone of retirement age 
tends to leave Michigan in the winter.”

Dr. Williams is also teaching a 
course this fall, on three plays from 

OU ARE never too old to 
learn something new. Under-
scoring that simple statement 
is the burgeoning popularity

of the new Lifelong Learn-
ing Academy (LLA) at Western 
Michigan University (WMU). In 
its first course offerings in spring 
2011, the academy brought in a 
large group of lifelong learners, 
ranging in age from 50 to 90. The 
four weeks of topics ran the gamut 
from genealogy and opera to the 
disintegration of communism. 
Summer program courses includ-
ed biofeedback, a literature study 
of Mark Twain and the sociology 
of baseball. Currently, the LLA is 
offering a full eight weeks worth 
of courses for this fall’s “semester.”

This emerging program oper-
ates under the auspices of the 
Office of Lifelong Learning and 
Education at WMU and is geared 
toward older adults. It is often 
referred to as “the brainchild” of 
several active and retired WMU 
professors, most notably professor 
emerita of communication, Ruth 
Heinig.

“I may have been the first 
person to put forth the idea, but 
this is a true community collabo-
ration,” says Heinig, who retired 
from teaching in 1992. “Several 
advocates, including D. Terry 
Williams, professor and chair emeritus 
of theatre, helped explore the options, 
and we eventually took the proposal to 
WMU President John Dunn in 2010. A 
dedicated advisory board and curricu-
lum committee patterned the concept 

after other successful efforts for older 
adults, including the Osher Lifelong 
Learning Institutes, which operate 
nationwide.”

Funded primarily by annual mem-
berships and course fees, the LLA has 
all the benefits of college-level classes, 

Lifelong
Learning
Comes to

WMU

“The natural 
movement of ‘from 
cradle to grave 
learning’ enriches 
our lives.”

By Patri ce Mindock
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According to Professor Emerita of Communication Ruth Heinig, one 
of the first to actively promote a lifelong learning program, “This 
photo was taken after President Dunn helped support the LLA via 
incorporating the program into the Extended University Programs 
department. He said the university did not have anything budgeted 
to help us, but he gave me a ceremonial dollar that he autographed, 
‘One to grow on.’ I have it framed.”
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“the dean of American playwrights,” 
Edward Albee. “Once a teacher, always 
a teacher,” says the chair emeritus of 
WMU’s theater department. “We are 
receiving excellent support in engaging 
current academics and our retired ranks 
as well as community experts. Many 
qualified people are willing to volunteer 
their expertise to teach LLA courses 
because they enjoy working with non-
traditional students. Lifelong learners 

take the class assignments 
very seriously. They come 
prepared with questions, and they also 
want to get involved in a dialogue on 
the subject.” 

Don Gladstone is 63 and retired 
from a financial analyst/accoun-
tant position with The Upjohn 

Company, now Pfizer. He was among the 
first group to sign up for the academy’s 

inaugural courses, choosing a history 
topic on aviation in World War II. “It 
was a wonderful diversion, and I made 
the acquaintance of several interesting 
people who shared their experiences 
growing up during that period,” he says. 
“Their personal anecdotes helped put 
things into perspective in a way you can-
not get from any history book.”

WMU Emeritus Professor of Education Ed Heinig shares his interest in World War II 
history with Dan Christian during an LLA class.

Don Gladstone, Verlan Van Rheenen, Dr. William Comai, and 
Douglas Ketchum (seated) share a photo album in a class on World 
War II history. The album is Don Gladstone’s, from his father-in-law, 
Dr. William Kavanaugh, who served as a flight surgeon with the 
Eighth Air Force in England.
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working to coordinate these lifelong 
learning efforts in other Michigan 
communities with a WMU physical 
presence, such as Benton Harbor, Battle 
Creek, Muskegon, Traverse City, Lan-
sing and Metro Detroit.” 

One of the other spinoffs from the 
LLA may take the form of independent 
interest groups meeting separately to 
explore topics in depth, since many of 
the participants are travelling from as 
far away as Marshall, Otsego and Vicks-
burg to attend classes in Kalamazoo. 
The majority of these are held in the 
College of Health and Human Services 
building as a partnership with WMU’s 
Center for Gerontology. It’s expected 
that more local courses will branch out 

Gladstone already has a group of 
fellow history buffs who frequently take 
trips to museums, and now they plan to 
add the courses of LLA to their itiner-
ary. “It’s informal, fascinating, and we 
won’t ever have to write a term paper or 
take an exam,” he quips.

“This initiative is a natural fit for 
my department at WMU,” says Dr. 
Dawn Gaymer, associate provost of 
Extended University Programs. “We 
oversee non-credit and professional-
development activities and already had 
an Office of Lifelong Learning. The 
natural movement of ‘from cradle to 
grave learning’ enriches our lives. In 
higher education, we often get involved 
in the overall process, such as testing or 
grades, and we forget the freedom of the 
sheer love of learning.”

WMU emeriti, faculty, and staff 
have collaborated for years on educa-
tional opportunities for older adults, 
but Dr. Gaymer says the impetus now 
is fueled by the enthusiasm of  “a very 
active and enthusiastic” advisory board. 
Online learning has also opened a vast 
new arena of options. “Our technol-
ogy courses are filling first,” she notes. 
“These older adults wish to incorporate 
more computer usage, Internet search-

ing techniques, and social networking 
into their lives.”

The LLA also plans to offer more 
lectures, special events and presenta-
tions, and travel programs. For ex-
ample, this past summer a study of the 
freshwater resources of the Great Lakes 
was combined with a trip to Traverse 
City. “We are well aware that this type 
of organized ‘academy’ has been needed 
for some time, and the university is 
pleased to finally be in the implementa-
tion phase,” Dr. Gaymer adds. “Current 
statistics estimate that 8,000 people will 
turn 60 every single day, and that trend 
is expected to continue for the next 20 
years.

Extended University Programs is 

Lifelong Learning

Professor and Chair Emeritus of Theater D. Terry Williams greets some of the guests at the first open 
house announcing the creation of a Lifelong Learning Academy at WMU.
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to other locations, such as the KVCC 
and Kalamazoo College campuses as 
well.

According to Gaymer, “The chal-
lenge for the future of the Lifelong 
Learning Academy is in exploring how 
we can take this established academic 
infrastructure at WMU and partner 
with other West Michigan institutions 
and communities.” 

Whenever she is asked to explain 
who should consider the LLA courses, 
Heinig states, “Anyone with a pas-
sion for learning, although courses are 
geared toward older adults.

“I prefer not to focus on an age 
range because access to more knowl-
edge and an increase in human inter-

action actually makes us all better as 
individuals.” As a prime example of 
that concept, Heinig points out that the 
eldest student currently enrolled in the 
LLA is 90-year-old Tennho Connable of 
Friendship Village in Kalamazoo. “She 
is enjoying her classes and is definitely 
the quintessential lifelong learner,” she 
says.

“Tennho was the first woman to 
ever receive an engineering degree at 
the University of Michigan, and now 
in her ninth decade of life, she is still 
interested in learning more each day.” 

As for LLA attendee Gladstone, “It 
was always in the back of my mind to 
attend some of the Elderhostel pro-
grams,” he notes. “Having this lifelong 

learning program locally gives me the 
opportunity to more easily explore 
topics and interests I did not have time 
for while I was so busy working in my 
career. Now I can learn more about pho-
tography, history, philosophy, science 
or art and not have to travel or stay for 
a long period in a dorm room on a far-
away university campus. I will certainly 
continue to take more classes and then 
enjoy sharing what I learn with my 
grandchildren.” 

“Socialization is a big part of the 
appeal,” says Heinig. “There is such 
connectedness among like-minded 
people and a form of wellness that 
occurs when we are growing intellectu-
ally. This LLA is a malleable place of 
learning where we explore new things, 
converse, glean information from each 
other and share our passion for knowl-
edge.”

Optional membership costs are 
$35 per year, which allows for prior-
ity registration, access to discounts on 
class fees and other perks. For further 
information and to sign up for fall or 
winter classes at the Lifelong Learning 
Academy in Kalamazoo, visit http://
www.wmich.edu/offcampus/lifelong/ or 
call 269-387-4174.  

A crowd of over 300 gathered on February 9 in the lobby of Walwood Hall on WMU’s campus for the LLA 
open house.
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THE FLOOD was not typical, the result of a swollen river that rises 
slowly and gives people fair warning. No, this flood originated with 
a cloudburst and thundered down from higher elevations. 

Official estimates of downpour volume vary widely from 
one-half inch to nearly 10 inches in a region that gets an average 
of six-tenths of an inch during the month of August — and it all 
fell within one-half hour from 1:30 to 2 a.m. “The rain washed 
down water channels formed by glaciers or humans toward 
the Indus River,” catching people asleep and unaware, Rachit 
explains. 

The death toll was set at a little over 200 people, with more 
than that missing. “They don’t know how many bodies were 
washed away,” says a mountain climber who was there during 
the flood. 

Katherine Johnson, an Architects Without Borders volun-
teer, was trekking and caught in the storm. She, her compan-
ions, and their guide dealt with hypothermia, sodden terrain, 
and roaring rivers in which she and a friend nearly drowned.

Rebuilding in the aftermath in remote regions is a major 
task. So, when Rachit labels his managerial work here in La-
dakh as “a small project,” he’s referring to the size of the homes. 
Constructed by skilled Nepalese masons and local Ladakhi 
laborers, these are one-room structures, about 20 feet by 20 feet, 
in which many family members might live. 

Yet, Rachit’s work, and that of others who oversee the proj-
ect, is far from small. In volume, the Architects Without Borders 

“I’d rather be 
100 percent 
responsible for 
a small job than 

two percent responsible 
for a big job,” states Rachit 
Srivastav, a 23-year-old graduate 
from an architectural college 
in Delhi. Rachit, “not wanting 
a corporate job,” is working, 
instead, high in the Himalayas 
in the northern Indian region of 
Ladakh. Here, as a member of the 
nongovernmental organization 
Architects Without Borders, he’s 
helping Ladakhis rebuild their 
homes after a killer flood roared 
through these mountains on 
August 6, 2010. 

Rebuilding
   Lives

Volunteer 
Rachit 
Rivastav

This SEEDS and Architects Without Borders home construction site features 
breath-taking views of distant mountains and terraced fields of ripe wheat 
and potatoes. The workers who live here and work on the construction 
demand higher pay because the location is far from town and social life.

Story and Photos by Robert M. Weir
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people are constructing eight homes and two public shelters at 
five job sites. Rachit’s goal is to build 25 to 30 homes. Manag-
ing the labor force is a tremendous growth experience for this 
young man. At two sites, the masons protest their wages, and 
Rachit engages them in lengthy conversation before resolving 
the issue — at least for now.

Administration of funds to both the contracted laborers and 
the homeowners is the work of Amita Shanbhogue, a 27-year-
old volunteer with the NGO SEEDS India. “We pay the contrac-
tors 110,000 rupees ($2,400 U.S.) for the labor,” she states. “This 
is more than normal because the homes are in the mountains.” 
Here, the views are spectacular, but the work is devoid of social 
life and, to the workers, deserving of higher wages.

In addition, SEEDS gives the beneficiaries 300,000 rupees 
($6,500 U.S.) to buy construction materials. “If they spend 
more, they have to pay it themselves,” Amita adds, “so I help 
them manage their money and be careful with material selec-
tion and cost.” 

Amita, although a volunteer there, is an Indian who works 
for Deloitte Consulting in Philadelphia, Pa. At one site she gives 
one of seven weekly installments to a beneficiary. The elderly 
Indian is illiterate and marks the receipt with an inked thumb 
impression. “This is common and all the banks accept it as his 
signature,” she explains. 

Many of the destroyed homes and businesses were between 
Leh and nearby Choglamsar where a Tibetan Children’s Villages 
(TCV) facility is located. Sonam, an administrator there, says 
that educational roles were set aside for four weeks after the 
flood due to elders, adults, and children taking in displaced 
neighbors. 

Some of the homeless were Tibetans who (or whose par-
ents) had migrated from Tibet when the Chinese invaded that 
nation in the 1950s. Many others were Ladakhis, thus creat-
ing a beautiful irony of Tibetans, who were once immigrants 
themselves, taking in Ladakhis who had helped them and their 
families decades earlier. 

Of people who required medical assistance, Sonam adds, 
“We treated them at our clinic for three or four days. Then they 
were taken to the hospital in Leh.” 

This spirit of cooperation typifies the ongoing endeavors 
of Ladakhis and Tibetans to maintain their distinct cultures 
in an amalgamated society where winter temperatures reach 
minus-30 Celsius and environmental conditions necessitate 
cooperation. 

T his spirit of identity and blending are also visible in the 
homes being funded by SEEDS India and designed by 
Architects Without Borders. 

The principle building material is mud brick covered with 
mud plaster inside and out. The roofs are made of poplar beams 

This typical Ladakhi home, not built by SEEDS and Architects Without 
Borders, isn’t covered with mud plaster and doesn’t have buttressed 
corners. The white tin building to the left was provided as a dwelling by 
the Indian government. Most Ladakhis, however, don’t use these structures 
because they don’t provide adequate warmth in this climate, where 
temperatures reach minus 20 degrees Celsius.

Amita Shanbohogue, a volunteer with SEEDS India, is responsible for 
distributing money to homeowner beneficiaries so they can buy building 
materials for their replacement homes. A native of India, she’s on a 
temporary leave from her employment with Deloitte Consulting LLP in 
Philadelphia, Penn.
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inches away from the exterior surface. 
“This creates a greenhouse effect,” says 
Rachit. “The sun’s heat is trapped during 
the daytime — then radiates through the 
wall to warm the house at night.” 

One morning, Toby Pear, an archi-
tectural volunteer from England, talks 
about going home soon. “My mum will 
be happy if I’m there for Christmas,” he 
says. That night, his face is reddened 
from exposure to high-altitude sun while 
working on the community shelter proj-
ects. But with cockney spirit, he says, 
“It looks like I’ve wangled myself a job 
back here again next year.” His smile is 
unusually broad. “I can’t think of a better 
place to work.”  

and twigs from the local talu tree, cov-
ered with grass and clay. “The grass is for 
insulation and the clay for waterproof-
ing,” Rachit explains, “and it breathes,” 
which is beneficial for properly venting 
the dung-burning bukhari stoves, set in 
the middle of the room, for winter heat.

At the same time, these young, edu-
cated professionals bring technological 
innovations that are acceptable to the lo-
cals. “We want to give them earthquake 
safety, flood safety, and passive solar 
thermal heat,” Rachit states. 

Earthquake safety comes from but-
tressed corners that are not typical of La-
dakhi homes. “The corner is the weakest 
point. When the corner gives, the wall 

falls, and the ceiling collapses. That’s the 
major cause of death in an earthquake,” 
Rachit explains. 

Flood safety is provided by a build-
ing technique known as “seismic bands,” 
which are connected pieces of wood that 
surround the building above the founda-
tion and below the ceiling plate. The 
concept is the same as encasing boxes on 
a pallet with shrink-wrap plastic prior to 
shipping. 

Thermal insulation is the result of 
walls up to two-feet thick, a technique 
that the Ladakhis have used for centuries. 
However, the architects are teaching the 
locals to paint the southern exposure 
black and then install a sheet of glass two-

Rebuilding Lives

Rinchen Dolma, Sonam Palmo, and Kunzes 
Dolma are sitting in front of their shops in the 
Moti Market in Leh, India, as I approach. They’re 
chatting, smiling, and laughing — just as they 
were when I first met them. They recognize me 
within seconds even though it’s been a little 
more than a year since we last saw each other.

Rinchen rises from her chair and reaches 
out to greet me. “You want chai?” Sure that I’ll 
accept her offer, she runs to get some from a 
nearby tea shop. 

The gathering of neighboring shop owners 
grows to six women and a child clustered in 
front of these series of shops that are tiny 
by Western standards. Kunzes’ and Sonam’s 
stores are smaller than a single-car garage, and 

Rinchen’s is about the size of a walk-in closet. 
They all sell cloth goods of one sort or another. 

Last year, Rinchen and I engaged in signifi-
cant conversation on subjects of love marriage 
versus arranged marriage, family, health, edu-
cation, and commerce. She gladly reports that 
her migraine headaches are gone, and she no 
longer travels to Delhi for treatment. Also, her 
teenage son is now studying communication in 
a boarding school in southern India. Supported 
by a wealthy benefactor, he will likely complete 
his formal education in a different nation. 
Prepared for that eventuality, Rinchen proudly 
produces her recently acquired passport. On 
her digital camera, she shows me photo after 
photo of her blossoming 10-year-old daughter. 

This reunion is especially gratifying for me 
because one week after I got to know these 
delightful women in late July 2010, I heard 
inadequate news reports of a flood in Leh. Not 
able to contact them, I wondered, “Are they all 
right?” And, so, I’ve come back to find out. 

They are.
“The flood was down there,” says Kunzes, 

dismissively gesturing toward a lower eleva-
tion closer to the nearby Indus River. Then we 
turn our attention to the photos I had taken 

last year and brought with me now. They’re 
delighted to receive them. 

Also OK are Tsewang, another shopkeeper 
who sells children’s clothing a few meters 
away, the Tibetan proprietors of Montessori 
Restaurant with whom I had conversations 
about the Dalai Lama, and the young family of 
wallet vendors who daily spread their wares 
on a blanket on the curb of a busy street. All of 
them were glad to have these photos; the fam-
ily gave me a 25-percent discount on a wallet 
in appreciation.

The only tragic news comes from Kelsang, 
the cousin of Tseten, a jeweler I had met in 
another part of Leh. “She’s no longer with us,” 
Kelsang states. “She died giving birth in April. 
An infection, and they didn’t have money to 
treat it. The child is alive.” Kelsang, who now 
owns and runs the tiny 6-foot by 6-foot shop, 
holds back tears as I give her photos of Tseten I 
had taken last year. 

The Women in the Moti Market

Merchant friends on the Moti Market in Leh are OK. 
The flood passed about one kilometer downhill from 
their shops that range in size from a walk-in closet to 
less than a single-car garage.

Tsetan Lhamo is one 
person Encore writer 
Robert Weir was not 
able to reconnect 
with in his return to 
Leh, India, this year. 
According to her 
cousin, Kelsang, who 
now runs the small 
Tibetan Exile jewelry 
shop, Tsetan died in 
childbirth in April. 
The baby survived.
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       he Blue Room . . .
just one of the beautifully 
decorated dining rooms.

Private dining . . .
one of the many benefits of 

Park Club membership.

WW here Business Meets Pleasure . . .

satisfying rush of water. In moments the prob-
lem is solved. Another public service performed 
by walkers. (Because you would look like a nut 
if you drove around unclogging drains.)

Walking down Howard Street hill, I found 
a hospital bracelet in the street. I imagine the 
freedom the newly released patient felt to be 
rid of the bracelet. After knee replacement, 
I couldn’t wait to cut the bracelet off ... but I 
saved it. My new knee will be six in December. 
I remember how I missed walking, the freedom 

to move, to prowl Kalamazoo on a level that cars miss. We 
walkers know more about Kalamazoo than you realize. What is 
the best time to dumpster dive at which place; who likes to give 
away flowers as the Farmers’ Market is closing. 

Walking is free. No special clothes are required. Anyone 
can do it. You can do it. Get out there. Meet your neighbors. 
Kalamazoo is a city of small sanctuaries, sanctuaries you will 
never find by driving. 

of rib on rib, my shoes, the pavement. I 
discovered two years ago that being with 
a child makes almost anything you do 
okay. I didn’t have a child with me when I 
went picking up bright leaves and putting 
them in a plastic bag. The second time 
the cruiser went past slowly, I realized 
someone on Frederick (or Fredrick, as it 
has different spellings on either end) had 
called the cops. Clearly, I was suspicious 
alone picking up leaves. It’s not just Fred-
erick/Fredrick residents that were given spelling choices. Rus-
set/Russett is the next street over. I always prefer the shorter 
spellings, but it’s nice having choices.

Once on my way home from Gale’s True Value, one of the 
best hardware stores ever, I heard crows gathering on Tree-
haven. I saw them flying across the field between campus and 
Stadium, hundreds of them. They roosted, calling for an hour. 
In my car, I might not have noticed. Walking, there was no 
way to avoid it. Crows frequently zoom 
low over our streets with whole slices of 
stale white bread clamped in their beaks 
to soften them in my birdbath. My cousin 
took a direct hit to the head that seemed 
intentional. Later we found a bird’s head 
bobbing in the bird bath. A small touch of 
The Godfather.

I also take care of the storm drains on 
my routes; so does my friend. It’s not hard to 
figure out that a big puddle means a blocked 
drain. With a stick, we ditch witches wade 
in and move the massed leaves. There’s a 

Spirit of Kalamazoo
(continued from page 22)

Elizabeth Kerlikowske

Who was this prominent
Kalamazoo resident
and what role did he play
in Kalamazoo’s history?

(Answer on page 45)

Who was this prominent
Photo courtesy 
of the Kalamazoo 
Public Library 
History Room’s 
Margean 
Gladysz, former 
community 
information 
librarian, now 
part-time and 
a substitute, 
and, at age 83, 
still a skilled 
researcher.
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talk a lot and am very expressive,” Noah 
said.

Noah’s first foray onto the stage 
came in first grade when, as a student at 
Woods Lake Elementary School, a Mag-
net School for the Arts, he had the role of 
Max in “Where the Wild Things Are.” He 
liked the experience, and several more 
school plays followed.

At 9, Noah was old enough to audi-
tion for Civic Youth Theatre plays. While 
he didn’t earn a part the first couple of 
auditions, Noah eventually landed a role 
as a froglet in the chorus of “Honk, Jr.” 
Following his first foray, he has had the 
opportunity to experience many aspects 
of theater, including as Ben in the pre-
miere of “Sleepy Hollow,” as an innkeep-
er’s son in “Fiddler on the Roof” and the 
lead role as Charlie in “Willy Wonka.”

“That was my first really big role,” 
said Noah, who as a former member of 
the Kalamazoo Children’s Chorus, didn’t 
shy away from singing. “Because it was 
adult theater, I was expected to be pro-
fessional and responsible.”

A highlight of “Willy Wonka” for 
Noah, who is not a big fan of rollercoast-
ers, was that he “got to fly.” A company 
was hired to provide harnesses. “In the 
Fizzy Lifting Drink scene, Grandpa Joe 
and I were lifted high above the stage 
where we sang a song about flying. That 
was one of the most amazing experi-
ences I’ve had in a show.”

Noah has certainly been on stage, 
and soon he will even be on screen. He 
has a part in “Eddie in Decatur,” a movie 
by local up-and-coming filmmaker Mike 
Salerno, based on ventriloquist Edgar 
Bergen. He plays Edgar’s older brother, 
Clarence, in a flashback. The film, which 
has trailers on YouTube, will be released 
in December on Public Access Televi-
sion and on the Internet. It may also be 
released in local theaters.

“That was different than stage,” said 
Noah, who enjoyed the experience. “You 
don’t have an audience and you can do 
many takes if you don’t get it right.”

Somewhat auspiciously, Noah is en-
tering Portage Central the same year the 

district is opening the newly renovated 
theater, a stage he is looking forward to 
helping inaugurate.

Clearly, acting is in Noah’s blood. 
Last year as his family prepared for his 
Bar Mitzvah, they faced the challenge of 
finding photos, besides those taken at 
family vacations where Noah wasn’t in 
costume.

Noah’s dream is to go to college for 
theater, and, after graduating, head to 
New York and earn a part in a Broadway 
production. During high school, he plans 
to continue increasing his repertoire 
and working on his technique. “I want 
to learn more about how to get into a 
character, how to approach a part and to 
act truthfully,” he said.

“I like the idea of becoming a char-
acter and being something other than 
myself,” said Noah. “Being involved with 
theater just feels right. You’re always 
learning something different and meet-
ing new people and making new friends. 
It’s what I have to do.”  

Creative Kids
(continued from page 23)
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We’d love to share your 
poetry with Kalamazoo-area 
readers. Please submit
a short personal profile to 
accompany it.

Young actor Noah Pyzik plays Charlie Bucket in 
“Willy Wonka & the Chocolate Factory” at the 
Kalamazoo Civic Theatre.
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NOVEMBER 10–20, 2011 

Over 20 Events
{BOTH FREE & TICKETED}

Venues throughout Kalamazoo

MICHIGAN
FESTIVAL

SACRED
MUSIC

  10TH

ANNIVERSARY

  music…
celebrating
many faiths

The man in the photograph is none other 
than Kalamazoo’s former mayor, 
Walter R. Taylor, a republican who 
crushed his democratic opponent, 
the Hon. Samuel Folz, in the 1905 
election. His victory was largely 
due to his superior reputation 
and prominence in fraternal 
organizations, including the 
Freemasons, Odd-fellows, and 
Knights of Pythias. Born in 1859 
in Kent County, Taylor pursued a 
law degree while working in the 
office of the register of deeds and 
then became assistant reporter for 
the supreme court before admission 
to practice law in 1890. He moved to 
Kalamazoo soon after, and eventually 
became a delegate to the State of Michigan 
constitutional convention and was elected 
to the state senate.

Trivia Column by Maureen Massie

Photography Way Back When
Answer!
(question on page 43)

(continued from page 27)

Planetarium Programs — DigiStar 
planetarium’s various programs. “2010 — 
Mayan Prophesies,” Mon., Wed., Fri., Sat., 
Sun. at 3 p.m.; “Big,” weekdays, 11 a.m., 
Sat., 1 p.m., Sun., 2 p.m.; “Starry Messen-
ger,” Tues. & Thur., 3 p.m., Sat., 2 p.m.
Safe Halloween — Celebrate Hallow-
een safely with Don’t Bug Me: Create all 
kinds of bugs, 11 a.m.–3 p.m.; Nitewalk: 
A haunted walk in the planetarium, each 
half hour 11 a.m.–4 p.m.; Spooky Space-
ship: Investigating ghosts in Challenger 
Learning Center, hourly 11 a.m.–3 p.m.

Air Zoo
382-6555

Super Science Saturday — “Natural Fly-
ers” is the topic for the day with special 
presentations by Charlie Mench, the “Bird 
Man,” at 11 a.m., 1 & 3 p.m. Oct. 22.

Nature

Kalamazoo Nature Center
381-1574

Bird Banding Up Close — See the bird 
banders at work and test your bird identi-
fication skills. Oct. 8, 8:30–10 a.m.
Fall Color Walk — Enjoy the colors of 
fall during an educational walk in the 
woods. Oct. 9 & 16, 2 p.m.
Boomers and Beyond — For adults over 
50 who will learn about tree color chang-
ing in this “Arboretum Color Tour.” Bring 
lunch and enjoy some sweets to finish the 
program. Oct. 25, 11 a.m.–1 p.m.
Pumpkin Party — Carve for the Crea-
tures of the Night event. Oct. 26, 4–6 p.m.
Creatures of the Night: Whooo Dun-It? 
— A walking tour geared to kids 12 years 
and under. Come in costume. Tours every 
15 minutes. Oct. 28 & 29, 4–6:30 p.m.

Audubon Society of Kalamazoo
345-9211

ASK/KRVT Fall Walks — Audubon 
Society and Kalamazoo River Valley Trail 
partner to present two-mile nature walks. 
Oct. 16, 2 p.m. Meet at 10th Street parking 
lot; Golf Cart Tours, Oct. 10 & 13, 10 a.m. 
For seniors unable to walk, meet at 10th 
Street parking lot. Golf Cart Tours, Oct. 
12, 10 a.m. & 12 p.m. Meet at Markin 
Glen Park on N. Westnedge.
Fungi — Paul Olexia, professor emeritus 
of biology at Kalamazoo College, will 
speak. People’s Church, Oct. 24, 7:30 p.m.

Kellogg Biological Station
671-2510

Birds & Beans — A bird walk followed 
by coffee and discussion. Oct. 12, 8:30–10 
a.m. 12685 E. C Ave. near Gull Lake.
Dessert with Discussion — Free 
programs with refreshments and MSU 
scientists speaking on interesting topics. 
“A Hyenas Tale” with Dr. Kay Holekamp, 
MSU Zoologist. Oct. 18, 7:30 p.m. 
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SERVICES

 Private Duty Home Care  Housekeeping/Laundry
 Home Health Aides, Companions  Alzheimer’s and Dementia Care
 Free In-Home Patient Assessment  Medication Set-up
 Personal Care Bathing/Dressing  Shopping/Transportation
 Meal Preparation  24 Hours a Day, 7 Days a Week

8080 Moorsbridge Road, Portage www.absolutehomecare.info

(269) 324-8080    (888) 875-8080

Outdoor Waterfront Dining 
On Beautiful Maple Lake

Specializing in Pizza, Pasta 
...Amoré!

Beer, Wine & Cocktails

139 W. Michigan Avenue
 Paw Paw, Michigan

(269) 657-7033
www.lacantinapawpaw.com

Open Every Day at 5pm
Closed Mondays

Est. 1936 ®

Italiano
& Pizzeria

Ristorante 

O

75th
 Year!

While BILL KRASEAN’s 
gorgeous photo of trilliums is 
a spring shot, it reminds us all 
of what’s to come again in a few short months. 

“One of the finer points of a spring in Michigan 
is the explosion of wildflowers, which erases the 
cold and gray of winter and casts a splash of color 
in fields and woods and even along roadsides,” he 
said. “These trilliums, one of my favorite wildflowers, 
emerge each May on an east-facing slope within a 
mile or so of the trailhead of the Kal-Haven Trail. 

“It’s a spring-time pleasure to be greeted with a 
smile by these beauties each year, not only for their 
exuberance but the fact that once again I can get 
out the bike and the camera and pursue one of my 
favorite passions.”

Bill shot this photo with a Nikon D5000 with 
18-135 mm lens, set at 18 mm, ISO 800, 1/000 
second at F-16.

Photography has been a part of Bill’s life since 
a family vacation at historic sites near Washington, 
D.C. in the early 1950s. At that time he hauled 
around a boxy little Kodak Brownie.

Drafted in 1966 after graduating from Michigan 
State University, he made photos in Vietnam with 
a range-finder. After discharge he worked for two 

years at the Kalamazoo 
Gazette before quitting to 
tour Europe with his wife, 
Nancy Stern.

“When I started working at the Allegan 
County News & Gazette in 1972, I became 
the chief, and only, photographer as well as a 
reporter,” he said. “During that period I did all 
the darkroom work, developing negatives and 
printing and teaching myself all the finer details of 
a successful image.”

After rejoining the Kalamazoo Gazette 
in 1977 as a reporter, he continued black and 
white photography in an improvised basement 
darkroom. Since retiring in 2005 photography has 
become the passion of his retirement years. 

“I still do freelance writing for Encore 
magazine and the Borgess Medical Center Web 
site and other publications,” he said. “But it’s the 
digital images that occupy my time.

“It gives me pleasure if others find my images 
beautiful or meaningful, but mostly I make 
them for myself so that I can examine them in 
the computer and figure how I might improve 
composition and better use of lighting. If an image 
pleases me and maybe a few others, what more 
can I ask?” 

Profile
Foto Stop
Entries Wanted!

Photographers! Please submit 
your favorite photograph to 
Encore for consideration in 
the new photo centerfold 
feature. Be it the wonders 
of the natural world in our 
area, a local cityscape that 
causes fond memories, or 
an individual or group activ-
ity that seems to speak of 
Kalamazoo-area living, we’d 
like to see it.

We invite photographers 
of all ages and abilities to 
submit your photo for publica-
tion. Please e-mail editor@
encorekalamazoo.com or con-
tact Midtown Gallery’s Terry 
Nihart (midtownkalamazoo@
yahoo.com), who is assisting 
with this photography fea-
ture. Please provide a short 
rationale detailing why your 
photo is representative of liv-
ing here, along with personal 
profile information and the 
technical specifics of taking 
the image you submit.
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NEW BEGINNINGS

When you make your fall travel plans, make 
your trip even more enjoyable. Avoid the 
hassle of driving to a distant airport, and 
shop flights through the Kalamazoo/Battle 
Creek International Airport. Vacation, after 
all, should start at home. Take advantage of 
our 30-minute parking to check out the look 
and feel of your new terminal. 

Safe. Simple. Convenient.

YOU’VE ARRIVED.



Keep your options open.
Your physician has powerful tools to provide you with medical images.

Even an Olympic swimmer with a 7-foot arm span
can stretch out in KNI’s high-field open magnet.

MRI patients who need more room, who feel uneasy in 
tight spaces, or who need specialty exams for orthopedic 
procedures often find comfort in high-field open magnets. 

KNI partners with Borgess to provide the most powerful 
and versatile medical imaging equipment available in 
Southwest Michigan. Working with Premier Radiology, KNI 
has the medical expertise to provide your physician with
the test results you need.

KNI will continue to introduce area physicians to new 
developments in breast imaging, cardiac imaging, 
neuroimaging, orthopedic imaging and functional imaging. 

So, when medical imaging is important to you or your 
family, learn more about your options at www.kniimaging. com.


