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The Michigan Humanities Council has 
selected Stealing Buddha’s Dinner, by Bich 
Minh Nguyen, for the 2009-10 Great 
Michigan Read.

“It’s an honor to be chosen for a program like this,” 
said Nguyen. “I hope that residents all over the state 
enjoy the book and that it stimulates all kinds of impor-
tant conversations.”

Stealing Buddha’s Dinner is a memoir chronicling 
the author’s migration from Vietnam in 1975 and her 
coming of age in Grand Rapids, Michigan in the 1980s. 
Along the way, she struggles to construct her own cul-
tural identity from a menagerie of uniquely American 
influences. The book is appropriate for adult and high 
school readers.

With a statewide focus on a single book, The Great 
Michigan Read encourages Michiganians to learn more 
about their state, their history, and their society. The 
Council’s free supporting programming will focus on 
three themes: immigration stories, cultural understand-
ing, and contemporary history.

“The book is a perfect springboard for exploring 
these important issues,” said Janice Fedewa, executive 
director of the Council. “It’s a great read featuring an 
honest, youthful voice.”

Copies of Stealing Buddha’s Dinner are available for 
purchase at all Meijer stores and other retail partners, 
along with free reader’s guides and bookmarks. 

“We’re grateful for Meijer’s support not only as a retail 
partner but as a major program sponsor,” said Fedewa.

Partner organizations can register online for free 
copies of additional materials and will be eligible for 
Council grants for supporting programming. 

Readers of The Detroit Free Press will receive a free 
Great Michigan Read supplement, featuring a full chap-
ter from the book, in the October 9, 2009 edition of the 
paper. Additional free copies of the supplement will be 
available to partner organizations and classrooms.

On October 13-17, 2009, the Council will feature 
Nguyen on a five-city author tour, with stops in Grand 
Rapids, Lansing, Metro Detroit, Midland, and Traverse 
City. All appearances are free and open to the public.

Other programs and resources, including a teacher’s 
guide, special media projects, and Facebook applica-
tions, will debut throughout the year. The 2009-10 
Great Michigan Read will conclude with a Michigan 
Author Homecoming, scheduled for April 2010. 

The book was selected by a group of nearly 50 
librarians, teachers, students, professors, authors, and 
others from all corners of the state. More than 75 
Michigan-related titles were considered for the program.

Michigan Humanities Council Executive Director 
Jan Fedewa interviewed Stealing Buddha’s Dinner 

author Bich Minh Nguyen for this newsletter.  Below, 
find Nguyen’s thoughts about sharing her personal 
experiences for this memoir, her inspirations for writing, 
the struggles she faced with her own cultural identity, 
her immigration stories, as well as the role that food and 
popular culture played in her life. 

Q: How old were you when you knew that 
someday you would pen a book? How long after 
your decision did you begin to write? Why did 
you decide to write a memoir? 

A: Like most writers, I dreamed of writing because I 
loved reading. I loved going to the library. I loved falling 
into someone else’s imagined world and getting carried 
forward within his or her language and narrative. 
At first, wanting to write stemmed from wanting to 

emulate the writers 
I admired, such as 
Louise Fitzhugh 
(Harriet the Spy) and 
Beverly Cleary (the 
Ramona Quimby 
books), and later, 
Dickens and Austen 
and Hardy and Steinbeck. Writing 
also felt like an enormous kind of freedom. In real 
life, I was so shy I sometimes couldn’t answer when 
someone asked me a question; in the imagined life, I 
could speak through writing. I could pretend to be not 
so afraid. I was also intensely interested in language. 
While I wasn’t conscious of it at the time, I’m sure that 
part of my obsession with reading, writing, spelling, 
and language was connected to my desire not only to 
learn English but to master it. It was my way of dealing 
with my self-consciousness as a “foreigner”—which is 
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Council Announces

Stealing Buddha’s Dinner 
Chosen for 2009-10 Great Michigan Read

continued on page 4

CALENDAR
May 19, 2009 
Program Launch

 Books and reader’s guides available 
at Meijer, other retail partners .

 Organizations and teachers can reg-
ister as Great Michigan Read partners 
– and request free reader’s guides, 
teacher’s guides, bookmarks, posters, and more – at 
www.michiganhumanities.org .

July 1, 2009 
Great Michigan Read Quick Grants Open

 Grants of up to $500 to partner organizations for sup-
porting programs; rolling deadline; details forthcoming; 
check www.michiganhumanities.org for updates .

September 14, 2009 
Teacher’s Guide

 Free publication for teachers including curriculum 
suggestions, essays for classroom use, and additional 
educational resources .

September 15, 2009: 
Great Michigan Read Major Grant Deadline

 Grants of up to $5,000 to partner organizations for larger 
supporting programs; details forthcoming; check www.
michiganhumanities.org for updates .

October 9, 2009 
Detroit Free Press Great Michigan Read Special Section 

 Featuring an introduction from the author, an excerpt 
from the book, and additional reader and classroom 
resources .

October 13-17, 2009 
Bich Minh Nguyen Author Tour 

 Free and open to the public at venues in Grand Rapids, 
Lansing, Metro Detroit, Midland, and Traverse City; check 
www.michiganhumanities.org for updates .

April 2010  
Michigan Author Homecoming

 Location, authors, and exact date forthcoming; check 
www.michiganhumanities.org for updates .

continued on page 6
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I grew up in rural Kansas in a small town where there were no streetlights. The largest buildings in the town were the grain 
elevator and the Catholic Church. When I think back to that simple life, I realize how much small town values were so 
entrenched in our daily lives. But, like most teens, I became restless and longed to be part of a larger landscape, a community 
that offered opportunities to grow, to be creative, and to some degree be somewhat unknown and free from small town tradi-

tions and culture.   

Following high school graduation and without much planning, I packed my suitcase, purchased a bus ticket, and headed to the 
big city. I had one goal in mind and that was to find a job. I knew I wanted to eventually go to college, but I didn’t have the money 
or the encouragement from my parents. 

I had never been to Topeka, but knew it was the best place to begin my journey. Upon arrival, I was drawn to the State 
Capitol, which was near the bus stop. I remember being mesmerized by its vastness, architecture, and its historical significance, but 
my goal was far different from exploring its history.   

While in the rotunda, I observed an older man, in a suit, walking toward me. I felt ill at ease and unsure if I had the nerve to 
talk to him about my desire to find work. However, I was immediately attracted to him because of his demeanor, self-assurance, 
and friendliness. I took a deep breath and approached him.  He was very accommodating, inquired about my skills, and seemed to 
be interested. He invited me to join him in his office.  He began to make telephone calls to arrange interviews. I was hired that day 
although I did not necessarily possess all the qualifications for the job. Even though he sensed that I wasn’t comfortable in this new 
setting, he later told me that he wanted to help me because of my unpretentious approach, my sincerity, and my desire to be part of 
a broader community.

For the 2009-10 Great Michigan Read, as Michigan residents read Stealing Buddha’s Dinner by Bich Minh Nguyen, I know 
they too will discover moments in their lives when they have felt somewhat isolated within this complex world. In a very different 
way than Bich, I experienced that feeling of being an outsider when I made the transition from a rural life to an urban setting.  

          
I encourage you to read Bich’s story and join the many conversations centered on her work. You may discover stories from your 

past that you will want to share – like I did – that reflect upon one of many threads woven into her masterpiece.

119 Pere Marquette Dr.

Suite 3B

Lansing, MI 48912-1270

phone: (517) 372-7770

fax: (517) 372-0027

www.michiganhumanities.org
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VISION

The Michigan Humanities Council will be known 
as a unifying force throughout Michigan, whose 
programs help people connect with one another 
and the places where they live, by fostering a greater 
understanding and engagement in the cultures, 
histories, and values which tell us who we were, are, 
and hope to be .

MISSION

The Michigan Humanities Council connects people 
and communities by fostering and creating quality 
cultural programs .

Designed by: 
Media Graphics, Inc .

Lansing, MI

Rick Knupfer

Council Remembers  
Former Executive Director 

The Michigan Humanities Council is saddened by the loss 
of its former Executive Director, Walter “Rick” Knupfer . Rick 
died on March 31, 2009 at the age of 59 . Rick served the Council 
from 1998-2002, after previously directing Humanities Iowa . 
He was passionate about food and had an early career in the 
restaurant industry before earning his Ph .D . in American Studies 
at the University of Iowa . Rick enjoyed his outdoor experiences 
in the American Midwest . Rick frequently shared his love and 
joy for his family, his wife Joyce Meier and his sons Franz (29) 
and Christopher (15) . The Michigan Humanities Council Board of 
Directors and staff extend their condolences to the Knupfer family .

Six Join Council’s Board of Directors

The Michigan Humanities Council welcomes six civic leaders recently elected to its Board of 
Directors. The Council’s Board of Directors consists of 23 members whose responsibilities 

include program and proposal review, planning, fundraising, advocacy for the humanities, liaison to 
projects, and other representation of the Council at activities around the state. Five members of the 
Council are gubernatorial appointees while the Council Board elects 18. Each began their term on 
January 1, 2009. The new members are:

Steven Brisson

John Berry

John Hiner

John Berry of Holland. 
Berry is a consultant for 
Greystone Global and has 
more than 35 years of pro-
fessional design involvement 
and is a public relations and 
communications strategist. 
He currently chairs Design 
West Michigan and has 
previous experience leading 
the IGS Division of The 
Smith Group, the Society 

of Environmental Graphic Designers, and served 
as Vice President of Corporate Communications 
with Herman Miller.

Steven Brisson of 
Cheboygan. Brisson has 
served as the chief curator 
for Mackinac State Historic 
Parks since 2003 and has 
worked in the Park’s col-
lections since 1996. He 
has presented at national 
museum association 
conferences, has published 
several works on Mackinac 
history, and was awarded 

several preservation and conservation grants. 
He also has previous experience as a curator at 
the Stonefield Historic Site in Wisconsin.

John Hiner of Auburn. 
Hiner was recently named 
as executive editor for the 
Flint Journal, Bay City 
Times, and the Saginaw 
News. He has served as the 
editor of the Times since 
2006 and as its metro 
editor since 1994. Hiner’s 
journalism career also 
includes work as a reporter 
and assistant metro editor 

at the Jackson Citizen Patriot. He has received 
Associated Press newswriting awards for inves-
tigative reporting, news, features, columns, and 
editorials.

Juanita Moore of Detroit. Moore is cur-
rently the president and CEO of the Charles H. 
Wright Museum of African American History in 
Detroit, a position she has held since September 
2006. She previously served as the executive 
director of the American Jazz Museum in Kansas 
City, as the executive director of the National 
Civil Rights Museum in Memphis, and in lead-
ership capacities at the National Afro-American 
Museum and Cultural Center in Wilberforce, 
Ohio. 

Margaret Byington Potter of Grand 
Rapids. Potter is the director of the Detroit River 
Tunnel Corporation and the vice president of 
the Fort/Jefferson Industrial Park in Detroit. She 
previously worked as president of Great Lakes 
Corporate Resources, as executive assistant to 
Detroit Mayor Dennis Archer, and as chief 
deputy director of the Michigan Department 
of Commerce under Governor John Engler. 
She was elected to the Kent County Board of 
Commissioners from 1978-1988.

Pat Waring of Grand 
Rapids. Since 1998, 
Waring has served as 
the community rela-
tions director in the 
Office of the President 
at Grand Valley State 
University. She also 
served as the fund 
development officer for 
Project Rehab and as an 
Instructor at Davenport 

College, Metropolitan College (Chicago), and 
International College (Fort Wayne, Indiana). 

Pat Waring

From Rural to Urban
By Jan Fedewa, Executive Director, 

Michigan Humanities Council
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what I often felt like even though I was eight months 
old when my family came to the United States. I could 
“de-foreignize” myself through English. 

I didn’t set out to write a memoir, but the genre 
insisted on my attention. I found that I could write 
in the nonfiction form what I could never seem to 
articulate so well in fiction or poetry: how my family 
fled Viet Nam on April 29, 1975, and how we left my 
mother behind in our flight; how we settled in, slowly, 
to life in Grand Rapids, Michigan. It turned out that 
writing about this in fiction and poetry felt, in a way, 
like “hiding.” I felt like I had to acknowledge the story 
as the truth—or my truth, the truth as I knew and 
experienced it. I’m also interested in the shape a memoir 
can take. It doesn’t have to be confessional and full of 
trauma (a persistent misconception, I think). Rather, 
it can be a gathering of ideas and personal history, 
thematically bound—a meditation on memory and 
metaphor—or what the writer Patricia Hampl calls “the 
intersection of reflection and narration.” 

Q: What author was an inspiration to you and to 
some degree influenced your writing? Why?

A: I was deeply influenced by the books I read as a 
kid—everything from Laura Ingalls Wilder to Richard 
Peck to Jane Austen to Thomas Hardy. I especially 
loved big British novels (still do), even when I didn’t 
fully understand what was going on in them. Then in 

college I discovered new realms 
of contemporary literature. I read 
Maxine Hong Kingston, Toni 
Morrison, Lorrie Moore, Stuart 
Dybek, Bharati Mukherjee, Sandra 
Cisneros, Marilynne Robinson, 
Li-Young Lee, Louise Erdrich, 
Louise Gluck…. So many of these 
writers showed me that not only 
was it possible to write about one’s 
own personal experience, back-
ground, and identity, but that one 
should write about these things. So 
I would say that my literary influ-
ences include classic writers as well 
as contemporary-day writers. 

Q: In reading Stealing Buddha’s Dinner, it 
becomes apparent that you want to achieve an 
American identity. How successful were you 
in becoming a “real” American? Why was this 
important to you as a child growing up?  Is it as 
important as an adult?  

A: Well, as a kid I had a completely misguided 
idea about what it meant to be a “real” American. 
(In a way, a memoirist is always looking back, at any 
time period, and wondering: what was I thinking, 
and why?) Growing up in the 80s, I thought being 

a “real” American meant being Caucasian, basically, 
with bonus points if you could trace your family back 
to the Mayflower. I wanted to fit in so much with the 
dominant society that I embraced everything that 
could be deemed “American,” from food to literature to 
clothes. Stealing Buddha’s Dinner is filled with images 
of consumer culture because I truly bought into the 
consumerism; my subconscious thought was that if I 
could consume as much Americanness as possible, then I 
could be a true American. It took me years of schooling, 
reading, and learning to realize that there is, of course, 
no one definition of a “real” American—that’s one of the 
great things about being American. I am an American, 

that I could become fully “American.” Back then, when 
I was a kid, I thought it was basically either/or: either I 
could be “American,” or I could be “Vietnamese.” As a 
consequence, I have numerous regrets now: I regret not 
knowing much Vietnamese anymore, and I regret that I 
didn’t participate more in aspects of Vietnamese culture. 

At the same time, of course, my father and grand-
mother and uncles were thrilled to be in the U.S. and 
very much wanted to be a part of its culture. In Stealing 
Buddha’s Dinner, that joy in and fascination with 
American culture gets revealed in, for example, my dad’s 
fondness for Burger King, my uncles’ obsession with 
rock music, and my grandmother’s addiction to soap 
operas.

Q: What role did popular culture play in devel-
oping your identity?

A: It’s embarrassing to admit, but I really did buy 
into the pop culture and commercialism of the 80s. 
All the songs, television shows, and foods in Stealing 
Buddha’s Dinner are there to show the context in which 
I sought an identity. They were the identity I wanted. 
To help remember that, I listened to a lot of 80s music 
while writing this book. Journey, Styx, Cyndi Lauper, 
Prince—the songs called forth endless memories, like 
how I used to wait for the school bus at the corner of 
the street and sing pop songs at the top of my lungs. The 
songs also revealed the ethos of the time. If the music 
of the 60s and 70s emerged from times of political 
and economic struggle, the music of the 80s emerged 
from a time of intense materialism. This resulted in a 
lot of truly awful songs (many of which I love). But at 
the same time, I think there’s a grappling with identity 
politics, including sexuality, going on behind some of 
the materialism. This kind of mixing of messages helped 
define my 80s experience.

Today, I can still appreciate the good badness of 
the 80s: Lionel Richie, Back to the Future, “The Facts of 

Life.” It was an era of confusion: excess and indulgence 
and synthesizers, backlit by the Cold War and the rise 
of multiculturalism. It was a bad-fashion, teased-hair 
decade in which to grow up, but it did teach me some-
thing about irony and complication. The 80s provided 
a lesson in aesthetics, and in how notions of taste and 
beauty can be entirely culturally constructed.

Q: In your book, you often connect cultural 
differences to food. Do you think this has always 
been the case or is it more prevalent today 
among immigrants? Why?

A: I would say that if there’s one thing immigrants 
always retain, it’s their food culture. It’s a way to keep 
heritage going, and to provide comfort. Food can 
also mark the boundary between cultures, creating a 
dichotomy between what’s eaten inside the home (within 
the “immigrant” culture) and what’s eaten outside the 
home (within the “dominant” culture). Happily, this 
separation has lessened a great deal over the years. Now 
just about every town has Thai and Indian restaurants, 
for example, along with Mexican-American restaurants, 
Italian-American restaurants, and so on. The landscape 
of American cuisine seems to me vast, and very much 
influenced by all of the different immigrant cultures that 
have shaped it. 

Q: We are very pleased to unveil your work for 
Michigan’s one-book, one-state reading initia-
tive. What were your thoughts when you realized 
that your title was chosen?

A: I was surprised, delighted, moved, and so honored. 
I’ve always been proud to call myself a Michigander, 
and all of my schooling took place in this state, in public 
schools. Michigan is definitely one of my subjects, and 
the setting of Michigan finds its way into almost all of 
my work.

Bich Minh Nguyen (pronounced: bit min 
win) was born in Saigon in 1974 .
During the Fall of Saigon in 1975, she and 

her family fled Vietnam as refugees and even-
tually resettled in Grand Rapids, Michigan . Bich 
and her family were part of the first significant 
wave of Vietnamese immigration to the United 
States .

Bich spent her childhood in Grand Rapids 
and attended the University of Michigan in 
Ann Arbor, where she earned a Bachelor of Arts 
in English in 1996 and a Master of Fine Arts in 
Creative Writing in 1998 .

Currently, she is an Associate Professor in 
the English Department at Purdue University . 
Her first book, Stealing Buddha’s Dinner, won 
the PEN/Jerard Fund Award and received criti-
cal acclaim for its honest, convincing portrait of 
a young woman’s coming of age in a commu-
nity whose dominant culture, appearance, and 
lifestyle had little resemblance to her own .

Her forthcoming novel, Short Girls, will be 
released July 2009 . Her writings have appeared 
in Gourmet Magazine, The Chicago Tribune, 
Dream Me Home Safely: Writers on Growing up in 
America, and Watermark: Vietnamese American 
Poetry and Prose . She has co-edited three 
anthologies including short stories and creative 
nonfiction .

Bich is married to novelist Porter Shreve 
and resides in Chicago and West Lafayette, 
Indiana .

Bich Minh Nguyen

continued from page 1
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and have always been proud to claim that identity. And 
I’m glad that my understanding of American identity 
is now far more informed by complexity, history, and 
awareness.

Q: How difficult was it for your father and 
grandmother to understand American culture 
that you embraced? 

A: I think it must have been difficult for my father, 
uncles, and grandmother to watch my siblings and me 
try to assimilate so much. It must have been painful to 
see how obviously I tried to shed my Vietnameseness so 

continued on page 6

“I wanted to fit in so much with the dominant society that I 
embraced everything that could be deemed “American,” from 
food to literature to clothes.”

From Vietnam to Grand Rapids, Michigan

Top: Bich Minh Nguyen’s grandmother, Noi, and family .  Above left: Bich, center, with sister Anh (left) and step-sister Crissy (right), September 1980 . Above right: Grandmother 
Noi with Vinh (left) and Bich (right) . Opposite page: Bich (right) with sister Anh and bicycles in January, 1977 .  Photos courtesy Bich Minh Nguyen .
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What is the intended result? What is its relevancy to 
contemporary life? Who is the audience? Then, what is 
the best format for presenting these answers or explor-
ing the subject? The format could be an exhibit, a film 
showing and discussion, an interpretive drama followed 
by an audience discussion with the actors and producer 
while being moderated by a humanities professional, a 
reading and discussion group, or a video/documentary/
web-based outcome. All grants have some type of resource 
outcome and all require a public programming component. 
These are just a few examples. One is only limited by the 
boundaries of one’s creativity or methods.

Potential applicants often find it helpful to review 
the small write-ups provided for previously funded 
grants in the Grants Archive on the Council’s website. 
You can also look at a previously submitted and suc-
cessful grant narrative. Review the Committee’s score 
sheet so you know where and how the project scoring is 
weighted. Also, review the sample budget forms. 

Before you begin writing, a quick phone call to the 
Council may help you determine if your idea is one that 
could be considered for possible funding. Staff is avail-
able to review and critique a draft proposal up to three 
weeks prior to the major grant postmark deadline. As 
you write, follow the guidelines listed in the application 
by including the headings provided in the narrative 
instructions. This serves as an outline to which you can 
go back and fill in the pertinent information to educate 
the reviewers about your project. A Grant Review 
Committee comprised of board members and two out-
side volunteers make all final award decisions. Staff does 
not make the award decisions.

For further information about Michigan Humanities 
Council grants, contact Cynthia Dimitrijevic, Grants 
Director, at cdimitrijevic@mihumanities.org or  
517-372-7770.  The next major humanities grant 
postmark deadline is September 15, 2009. Long-range 
planning, strategizing, and brainstorming could result 
in an effective grant proposal. Visit the Council’s 
website and grant archives at 
www.michiganhumanities.org/grants

*Humanities disciplines include comparative religion, ethics, 
philosophy, archaeology, classical and modern languages, 
linguistics, jurisprudence, history, literature, history and criti-
cism of the arts, and those social sciences that employ historical 
or philosophical approaches such as anthropology and geogra-
phy, international relations, political science, or sociology.
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The “Business” of Humanities Granting

Throughout the year, the Michigan Humanities 
Council is contacted with ideas and questions 
about how to create a project that would be 

awarded a Council grant. This article is an attempt to 
discuss what the Council considers when awarding 
public humanities grants and to also clarify the differ-
ences between the humanities and the arts. Here at the 
Council, we guide ourselves by:

•  Placing ourselves into a context that 

is larger than simply that of our own 

experience;

• Developing empathy for others;

•  Looking for opportunities to join our per-

sonal life experience to the larger human 

story in progress;

•  Learning how things came to be the way 

they are today—gaining a deeper under-

standing of the present by investigating 

the past; and 

•  The arts present and perform “it” but the 

humanities discuss or give meaning to “it .”

The humanities* are the ways in which we think 
about what it is to be human—our diverse histories, 
values, ideas, symbols, words, and dreams. Webster’s 
defines humanities as “…the branches of learning 
having primarily a cultural character.” Webster’s 
defines art as: “…in its most distinct sense it…implies 
a personal, unanalyzable creative power…. Skill in 
performance acquired by experience, study, or observa-
tion…” By awarding a grant to a particular Michigan 
nonprofit organization, the Council is looking to 

motivate humanities programming for the benefit of 
a larger audience. An artistic endeavor can, if finessed 
appropriately, be a springboard to a deeper humanities 
understanding. 

In 1956, President Eisenhower stated: “If we are 
going to take advantage of the assumption that all 
people want peace, then the problem is for people to 
get together . . . To work out not one method, but 
thousands of methods by which people gradually learn 
a little bit more about each other.” While Eisenhower 
referenced peace, the essence of his statement is the 
humanities. There is not one method, but thousands for 
people to learn more about each other. This is what the 
Council’s Grant Review Committee attempts to achieve 
each time it awards humanities grants.

In an era of dwindling resources it is increasingly 
important to clearly state the need for your desired proj-
ect’s funding, the humanities benefits it will provide or 
enhance, the collaborative nature of the programming 
(involvement of other groups or organizations within the 
community to share and utilize resources), and to ask 
yourself if it is a project that can be easily replicable in 
other communities. 

The Michigan Humanities Council offers various 
granting opportunities: quick grants of up to $500; 
planning grants of up to $1,000; and major humanities 
project grants of up to $15,000. The latter category is 
primarily what constitutes the basis for this commentary 
even though some of the same standards apply to all 
three grant categories. All three categories must include a 
humanities scholar for participation purposes at some level. 
Many of the major grants may have several humani-
ties scholars or professionals. This enables the grant 
applicant to ensure the humanities are central to the 
programming being created.

Keeping these previously mentioned standards in 
mind (need and or benefit to audience, collaboration, is 
project replicable, involvement of humanities scholar[s]), 
ask yourself the following: what do you want to achieve? 

Stealing Buddha’s Dinner 
continued from page 1

Sue Patterson, Adult Services Librarian at the 
Plymouth District Library, served on the book selec-
tion committee. “Stealing Buddha’s Dinner is an ideal 
choice for the next Great Michigan Read. It reflects 
the growing diversity of our state, yet is a univer-
sal coming-of-age tale that illustrates the desire to 
belong,” she said. “The selection process mirrors this 
choice. Representatives from communities across the 
state were invited to participate in the process, lead-
ing to the consideration of a wide variety of titles and 
viewpoints.” she said.

This is the Council’s second Great Michigan 
Read. The 2007-08 initiative featured Ernest 
Hemingway’s The Nick Adams Stories, inspiring 
more than 500 programs, events, and activities in 
75 of the state’s 83 counties. Highlights included a 
six-city author tour with Valerie Hemingway and a 
Michigan Author Homecoming with Richard Ford, 
Jim Harrison, and Thomas McGuane.

The Great Michigan Read is made possible by 
support from Meijer and the National Endowment 
for the Humanities.

“If we are going to take advantage of the assumption that all people want peace, 

then the problem is for people to get together . . . To work out not one method,  

but thousands of methods by which people gradually learn a little bit more about  

 each other.”

President Dwight D. Eisenhower

Michigan Humanities Council
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The Michigan Humanities Council funded the Kalamazoo Institute of Arts (KIA) 
and Interlochen Arts Academy (IAA) for a pair of public humanities projects . 
In 2008 at the KIA, the Perspectives on Place project incorporated interpretive 
programming, including exhibiting artwork, for the public to better understand 
deindustrialization . At right in 2007, the IAA collaborated with Traverse City High 
School Language Arts to create a radio drama of Dr . William Beaumont’s medical 
career at Mackinaw Island from 1819-1833 .

— President Dwight D. Eisenhower

Q: What are your plans for the future? 

A: My first novel, Short Girls, will be published this 
July 2009. It revolves around two sisters: Van, an immi-
gration lawyer who lives in Ann Arbor, and Linny, an 
aspiring chef who lives in Chicago. The sisters haven’t 
gotten along in years, but they are bound to each other 
by their demanding, eccentric father, who is a failed 
inventor of products to improve the lives of short people. 
Also, Van and Linny are both keeping secrets: Van is 
hiding the fact that her husband has left her, and Linny 
is hiding a relationship with a married man. Through 
these complicated relationships, the novel explores the 
idea of what it means to be short in a tall world—to be 
sometimes overlooked, for instance, or simply to feel 
overlooked. Of course, the sisters have to come to terms 
with things they cannot change—their face, race, fam-
ily, and height, and in so doing try to make progress in a 
world that often feels out of reach. 

I’m currently at work on my next book, a novel 
about Laura Ingalls Wilder.

continued from page 5
Bich Minh Nguyen

“... when he was in a happy 
mood, my father let us walk 
with him to Meijer to get 
groceries and choose any kind 
of candy we wanted.” (p 18).    
 
Meijer is fondly noted in Nguyen’s 
memoir as a place she frequented in her 
childhood.  Meijer is also a proud sponsor 
of the Michigan Humanities Council’s 
2009-2010 Great Michigan Read.

or contribute on-line at
www.michiganhumanities.org

I wish to support the Michigan Humanities Council

You can help bring public humanities programs and more to Michigan and to your community by making a tax-deductible donation as 
a Friend of the Humanities in Michigan. Contributions will be recognized on the Council website and in a following newsletter. 

Friend name  ❑ Please list my name as “anonymous.”

Address

City / State / Zip

Organization

E-mail address

Gift Amount   ❑ Check*  ❑ MasterCard  ❑ Visa   

Card number        Expiration Date

Your Signature

*Please make your check payable to the Michigan Humanities Council.

I’d like my gift to support:

❑ Please use my gift where needed (or designate a program below)

❑  The Great Michigan Read ❑  Arts & Humanities Touring Program 

❑  Endowment ❑  PRIME TIME®

❑  I would consider making a gift to MHC through my estate plan or will. Please contact me.

Giving Levels:

❑ Sage ($1,000+)    ❑ Philosopher ($500-$999)  ❑  Master ($250-$499) 

❑ Mentor ($100-$249)   ❑ Scholar ($50-$99)    ❑  Other: ($1-$49)

 
Mail this form to:

Michigan Humanities Council
119 Pere Marquette Dr., Suite 3B 

Lansing, MI 48912-1270 

Paperback version 
of Stealing Buddha’s Dinner.
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How To Use Quick Grants:   

The package arrived in mid-December. 
There was no ribbon, no bow, in fact 
no decoration at all except a return 
address label with a lovely graphic of the 

Mackinac Bridge and the tag line “Michigan People, 
Michigan Places ... Our Stories, Our Lives.” It was a 
season of gifts, and like a kid I ripped it open as fast 
as possible. 

Earlier the Michigan Humanities Council 
selected me to serve as one of its 27 adjudicators, 
all of whom had been carefully scrutinized to make 
sure we were qualified to render informed and 
impartial judgments. I was honored and eager to get 
to work. Individually and then in small groups, we 
were to study and evaluate the applications sent by 
artists, presenters, workshop leaders, and exhibits 
staff who wanted their works listed in the 2009 
-2012 Arts & Humanities Touring Directory. 

That December package contained my assign-
ments. Like other adjudicators, I first read the 
proposals, formulated appropriate questions, and 
identified concerns. Then I called the applicants’ 
references to ask about the quality and professional-
ism of the product. I asked if interpretations were 
valid and meaningful to audiences and worthy of 
new or continuing support. 

People were generous with their compliments, 
time, and thoughts. Some detailed how their 
community or institution was inspired to take a 
program/exhibit a few steps further. Inevitably some 
references were less enthusiastic than others. 

In mid-January, a series of panels met to share 
the information gathered about applicants, to dis-
cuss recommendations and concerns, and to tally up 
numerical scores. Staff convened the meetings, oper-
ated the AV equipment, and made sure we panelists 

didn’t get too far behind. They answered our ques-
tions. However, they offered absolutely no opinions 
regarding whether we should accept or deny an 
application. Staff let the adjudicators who had 
contacted references and studied the applications 
persuade each other of the value of every application 
without prejudice. 

It was easy and very enjoyable to approve many 
of the applications, and sometimes even easy (but 
not at all enjoyable) to vote no. Other decisions were 
agonizing. In the end, we knew some applicants 
would be disappointed just as others would be 
delighted. However, we knew that we had made the 
best choices possible. 

For the next three years Michigan’s nonprof-
its will be able to look in the 2009-12 Arts & 
Humanities Touring Directory to find important 
resources for our communities. Open the Directory 
and discover all “about you” creativity and crafts-
manship, determination and generosity, knowledge 
and thought-provoking expressions of ideas. The 
entries are as varied as our terrain, as resourceful 
as our people, and a most “pleasant” part of our 
heritage.

Barbara Heydenberk Brose describes herself as native to 
Michigan after years spent in Ohio, Georgia, Ontario, 
and North Carolina. She credits her parents and some 
nifty cultural organizations in Battle Creek for exposing 
her to the arts and museums; and notes that it wasn’t 
until much later – while working as the Director of 
a museum of art and history – that she realized how 
empowering these early experiences had been. Barbara 
is currently a consultant for Museum Strategies, and she 
is working on a collection of true stories about Michigan 
during the Great Depression. 

Touring Performers Are a 
Pleasant Part of Our Heritage

by Barbara Heydenberk Brose

The Michigan Humanities Council awards 
grants of up to $500 to Michigan nonprofit 
organizations for public humanities pro-
grams or services that fall outside the design 

and deadline schedule of the Council’s major grants. 
Eligible expenses may include (but are not limited to): 
honoraria and travel for humanities professionals as 
consultants; guest speaker fees for scholars participat-
ing in humanities events, conferences, or lectures; or 
promotional expenses relating to proposed humanities 
programs. Last year, more than 60 quick grants worth 
more than $30,000 were awarded to communities in 29 
different counties. 

An example of a successful quick grant award was 
the February 18, 2009, visit by Dr. Rae Alexander-
Minter to the Muskegon Museum of Art (MMA). Dr. 
Alexander-Minter made a public presentation relating 
to the context and experiences of her great uncle, 
Henry Ossawa Tanner (1859-1937), a foremost African 
American artist. Her talk was presented as part of the 
recent display of three paintings by Tanner: “The Holy 
Family,” owned by the MMA, “The Visitation” owned 
by the Kalamazoo Institute of Arts, and “The Disciples 
See Christ Walking on the Water,” owned by the Des 
Moines Art Center. According to E. Jane Connell, 
Senior Curator at MMA, the last time the three paint-
ings were viewed together at the same location was in 
1911 at the Thurber Galleries in Chicago. 

The Council’s grant helped to provide the public 
with an opportunity to learn about Tanner and his 
work. Connell stated the importance of Dr. Alexander-
Minter’s presentation: “To interpret any work from our 

permanent collection is important because it highlights 
something that is the pride of the community’s heritage. 
She also talked about the paintings in a way that others 
could understand, thereby enhancing their interest and 
providing meaning.”

The nature of Tanner’s paintings is primarily reli-
gious, providing a unique opportunity for the MMA 
to reach out to a newer audience. The MMA sent 
information about the exhibition and presentation to all 
churches in Muskegon County, including the African 
Methodist Episcopal (AME) churches.  Dr. Alexander-
Minter also visited Muskegon High School and engaged 
with students in a dialogue about the artwork. Several 

from the AME and from the high school attended the 
presentation at the MMA, which was near capacity.

Dr. Alexander-Minter 
shared her knowledge about 
the arts, African American his-
tory, W.E.B. DuBois, Booker 
T. Washington – and tied the 
experiences to Tanner and her 
own family. Connell explained 
the presentation focused on 
“how the world was according 
to important leaders of the 
time; and, how her great uncle 
folded into that era.” 

The event may serve as 
a catalyst for the MMA and 
expand its constituency for 
future cultural programming. 
“It is a wonderful thing to 

have new faces in any of our cultural institutions,” 
said Connell. “They can learn to use their community 
resources to enhance their own lives. Any way you 
are exposed to new aspects of the world is beneficial, 
especially in the arts and culture because they are so 
underappreciated, yet they affect everything we do.”

The Muskegon Museum of Art is open on 
Wednesdays, Fridays, and Saturdays from 10 a.m. – 
4:30 p.m.; on Thursdays from 10 a.m. – 8 p.m.; and 
on Sundays from 12 – 4:30 p.m. The museum is closed 
on Mondays and Tuesdays. For more information, visit 
www.muskegonartmuseum.org.

To apply for a Council quick grant for your com-
munity, visit www.michiganhumanities.org/grants

Bridging the Arts and  
Humanities in Muskegon

“ It is a wonderful thing to have new faces in any of our cultural institutions. 
They can learn to use their community resources to enhance their own lives.”

These three works of Henry Owassa 
Tanner were reunited earlier this year 
at the Muskegon Museum of Art for the 
first time since 1911 in Chicago .  Far left: 
“The Holy Family” (circa 1909-1910), from 
the Muskegon Museum of Art, Hackley 
Picture Fund Purchase, 1911 .1 . Near 
left, “The Disciples See Christ Walking 
on the Water,” (circa 1907) from the 
permanent Collections Gift of the Des 
Moines Association of Fine Arts, 1921 .1 . 
Above, “The Visitation” (circa 1890-1900), 
from the Kalamazoo Institute of Arts 
Collection, 2005 .11, gift of Ronda Stryker 
and William Johnston .

Please review the online 2009-2012 grant 
guidelines prior to submitting an application.

Interested citizens and nonprofits will find contact 
information as well as audio and/or video of each pre-
senter accepted in the program. The directory is a joint 
project of the Michigan Humanities Council and the 
Michigan Council for Arts and Cultural Affairs.  

•   The grant application is streamlined to make 
the process more efficient .

•   Grants will be awarded throughout the fiscal 
year until funds are depleted .

•   Applications will be accepted on a first-come, 
first-served basis beginning September 1, 2009, 
for programs October 1 through September 30, 
2010 .  

•   All applications must be postmarked at least 
four weeks prior to the contracted program or 
exhibition date .   

•   Grants may be requested for up to 40 percent 
of the performer/presenter/exhibition’s fees 
and travel expenses with a limit of $3,000 per 
single application .  

•   Nonprofit organizations are limited to receiving 
four grants per fiscal year with a total award of 
$4,000 .

5th
Edition

The fifth edition of Michigan’s Arts & 
Humanities Touring Directory will be due 
out by August 1, 2009, with more than 200 
listings of some of the state’s most talented 

performing and visual artists and humanities present-
ers.  Cultural programming opportunities featured in 
the directory will include the fields of dance, music, 
storytelling, theater, and traditional and visual arts. The 
new edition will be available only online through the 
Council’s website, www.michiganhumanities.org.  

The following changes to the Arts & Humanities 
Touring Program will be implemented with the new 
directory:

Humanities 
Council Electronic 
Newsletter & Twitter

Be among the first to know what’s going 
on in the humanities in Michigan!  Since 
last summer, the Michigan Humanities 
Council has issued a monthly electronic 
newsletter including news on Council 
programs, grant opportunities, monthly 
events, and other pending announcements. 
More than 5,000 individuals are signed up 
to receive the monthly electronic ‘zine. Are 
you?  If you are interested, just provide your 
e-mail address to shirko@mihumanities.org 
or through the Council’s website  
www.michiganhumanities.org/news  
and click on “Join Our Newsletter.” 

The Council is also twittering... What’s 
that?  Twitter is a free service that lets you 
keep in touch with people or organizations 
through the exchange of quick, frequent 
answers to one simple question...

“ What are you doing?”  
See what is all a-flutter over at 
http://twitter.com/mihumanities. 

2009-2012  
Arts & Humanities Touring Directory 

ONLINE

Dr. Alexander-Minter
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— E. Jane Connell, Senior Curator, Muskegon Museum of Arts
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Poetry Out Loud 

Daniel Bellomy, junior at Detroit Cass Technical High 
School, the 2009 Michigan Poetry Out Loud champion . 

Poems recited by Bellomy:

We Wear the Mask by Paul Laurence Dunbar

Danse Russe by William Carlos Williams

A Psalm of Life by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

As final lesson plans are prepared for the 2009 
school year, the Michigan Humanities Council invites 
English and Language Arts teachers to consider adding 
Poetry Out Loud to their curriculum next year. Poetry 
Out Loud encourages high school students to learn 
about great poetry through memorization, performance, 
and competition. Poetry Out Loud helps students master 
public speaking skills, build self-confidence, and learn 
about their literary heritage.

Participating high schools will receive: print and 
online poetry anthology; an instructional program 
guide; an audio CD featuring distinguished actors and 
writers; and, promotional and media materials.

Each school champion will advance to the state 
competition. The state winner will receive $200 and an 
all-expense-paid trip to Washington, D.C. to compete 
for the national championship. The state winner’s 
school will receive a $500 stipend for the purchase of 
poetry books. The runner-up in the state competition 
will receive $100, along with $200 for his or her school 
library. 

Scholarships and school stipends totaling $50,000 
will be awarded at the national finals.

Poetry Out Loud has the unique opportunity to 
transform young lives and school culture. Said Holt 
High School teacher Margaret Charette: “In 2008, 
our school didn’t have the state champ, but we had 
something better: full participation. By that I mean we 
had Advanced Placement students, art students, athletes, 
special education students, and if-my-parents-would-
let-me-I’d-drop-out students sharing the stage in our 
school-wide competition. Cheering each other on, shar-
ing the experience of poetry—its power.”

The Poetry Out Loud program is a Michigan 
Humanities Council partnership program with 
the National Endowment for the Arts, The Poetry 
Foundation, Michigan Council for Arts and Cultural 
Affairs, the Library of Michigan, and the Michigan 
Youth Arts Association.

Grows and K-12 Schools Are Invited 
for Fall 2009!

24 high schools and more than 1,000 students recited poems last year
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Any views, findings, conclusions or recommendations expressed in this publication do not necessarily represent those of the National Endowment for Humanities.
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