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Letter from the Editor
Dear Readers,
Welcome to the fifth edition of The Collegiate Magazine.
This is my first time putting together the magazine as Editor-in-Chief 
and I couldn’t have done it with out the help of the dedicated Col-
legiate editorial staff. Long days and nights have been spent in room 
339 Main working on the paper. This is the time of the semester 
when it really pays off.
The writers did their part as well, as this is the best participation that 
we’ve had on the magazine to date.
The issue includes profiles of Grand Rapids Community College pro-
fessors and guides for navigating the holiday madness, as well more 
intimate personal narratives. 
Any feedback is appreciated. Tell us what you think. Email collegiate@
grcc.edu.
We are proud of the work we produce and hope you enjoy the 
magazine.

Sean P. Mullhall
Editor-in-Chief



LIFE ON A 
BUS

Driving across the country in an old faded yellow 
school bus might seem like an odd plan to make, but 
what if everything you own and love is in the bus 

with you? All the perks of a house within 38 feet, plus the 
mobility and convenience of a vehicle gives a twist to this 
modern home. 

Professional photographers Nate, 28, and Jessica, 26, 
Totten began an adventure this summer that few have ex-
perienced. Many people tire of paying rent, dislike the idea 
of settling down and buying a house, and wish for more time 
to travel and the freedom that comes with it, but never 
change anything about their current lifestyle.  After consid-
ering these options and more, the Tottens finally discovered 
another way. By converting a Bluebird bus into a permanent 
home on wheels.

They started researching the idea over the summer and, 
after looking at Tiny Houses and mobile homes, they discov-
ered school buses are heavier and much cheaper, and dura-
ble as they are built out of steel. They bought their beloved 
bus, Ruby, on July 14 after finding it through Craigslist, right 
outside of Grand Rapids. The bus was in good mechanical 
condition, and only had 120,000 miles, and already had a few 
renovations from being used as a camper. With the seats 
already out, new counters, seating, basic waterlines already 
in place, and at only $4,300 it was a deal too good to resist.

The Tottens quickly got to work converting the bus into 
a home. They repurposed the counters, added a new sink, 
upgraded the water pump, isolated the floors and walls, took 
out the four bunk beds that were in the back and replaced 
the space with a closet, a laundry area, and a bathroom and 
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shower area. 
“This was going to be our full time living space, so we wanted it 

to be cozy,” Nate said of the renovation process.
The Tottens have only been living in their bus full time since Oc-

tober, but looking around nothing is lacking. From walking in through 
the sealed door like you would see on any house, there is all the 
decor of a welcoming home. A table and chairs sit past the entry, 
across from extra couch seating which converts into a spare bed. 

The next area has a full kitchen with a sink, refrigerator, stove, 
oven, and plenty of cabinet space. Heading back, there is a toilet 
area on the right, run completely by compost to avoid using extra 
running water. 

Next to it is a shower, and past that is a washer and dryer. On 
the left is a closet that runs along the wall to the back bedroom. 
The bed is lofted to create extra storage space underneath, and 
surrounded by curtains to ensure the privacy of a traditional homey 
bedroom. 

The electric system is able to reach 30 amps at full capacity when 
plugged in to an outside source. There is also a converter system 
which runs off of battery power for shorter periods. This allows 
them to park overnight if they decide to camp out in the woods, but 
also to be able to plug in and stay for longer periods. Their hope is 
to eventually add solar panels and have it run off the same system. 

The Tottens also installed a water pump and water heater. A 
fresh water tank is filled up and goes through the heater to the kitch-
en, bathroom sink and shower. 

There is plenty of storage space in each intentional piece of fur-
niture. The process of moving in took time, but once they were in, 
everything seemed to have a place.

“Up until we moved in, we had no idea if all our stuff was going 
to fit,” Jessica said, “We just started putting stuff in, and for about 
three months put everything we didn’t need online, had a garage 
sale, or gave and threw stuff away until it came down to everything 
we needed and wanted. It all seemed to fit.”

The total spent on the bus and all the renovations is just over 
$10,000.  With selling old furniture and excess items no longer need-
ed, they were able to pay for each project in progress. It was import-
ant to the Tottens to pay for it all in cash and up front, leaving a debt 
free start to their next season. 

Although the idea sounded crazy at first to the couple’s fami-
ly and friends, everyone grew to be excited for their journey and 
worked to help in every way possible. From the curtains hand made 
by Jessica’s mother, and the benches made by their neighbors, to the 
water and electric systems built by Nate’s father, there are pieces to 
remind them of friends and family wherever their travels lead.

The Tottens current plans are to venture across the country to 
Portland, Oregon, where Jessica’s siblings live. They fell in love with 
the city on a previous trip and realized it was where they want to be. 
They already have a permanent parking place in the city where they 
can plug in their generator and stay year round. They plan to keep 
the bus stationary, besides using it on road trips, in order to keep it 
in good shape for as long as possible. Nate also has a job set up there 

with his photography and videography work. They want to stay in 
Portland, but like the idea of being able to travel over the summer 
and take small trips all around whenever they can.

As they prepare for the trip to Portland with their two cats, 
Puppy and Effie, the couple reflects on their progress so far and their 
favorite aspects of bus life.

“It’s just an adventure. I don’t know if that will wear off,” Jessica 
said, “I think I just like the fact that this is our home and we own it. 
We put a lot into it, in just labor and hours and sweat and blood.”  

It is evident they have worked hard to get every detail finished 
and now finally get to enjoy it.

“I can’t believe we’re at this point honestly,” Nate said. “The last 
three months have been crazy, just deciding to do it, then actually 
buying the bus, and then renovating it. We didn’t know what we 
were getting into really.”

The Tottens are full of enthusiasm for their future journey and 
plan to keep updating their home and continue the adventure tran-
sitioning from their travels to living in it permanently.

“It’s hard work, “ Jessica said to anyone else thinking of creating 
a bus home of their own. “Make sure you have people around you 
who are supporting you, at least one other person. Find the motiva-
tion and stay positive and if you want to do it, do it. It’s worth it in 
the end, when you finish your goal.”

The concept of bus converting is becoming more popular, as 
more people learn new ways to improve this lifestyle. Many post up-
dates online and are able to share their ideas and tips for renovations 
with each other. The Tottens have documented their bus conversion 
progress on their blog alltherottenthings.com, and plan to continue 
sharing their story as they make the move west, and continue on 
their adventures.

“It’s so cliché, but I feel like if we can do it, anyone can do it,” 
Nate said. “I did not ever think that this would be part of the plan, 
but I’m glad it has happened.”

A glimpse inside Nate and Jessica Totten’s repurposed bus.
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As a child, my view of the world was 
filled with wonder due to it’s unimagin-
ably large size. The Earth’s 24,901-mile 

circumference seemed infinite – that is until I 
realized that people easily put 200,000 miles 
on a car over the course of a decade.

It’s easy for anyone to drive hundreds of 
thousands of miles and not see anything that 
makes them say, “Wow.” Perhaps that is why 
my friend Marc and I have made it a priority 
to regularly explore. 

While the time we spent at each destina-
tion was refreshing, the time spent in-transit 
has regularly been less than pleasant, but of-
ten humorous in hindsight.

We’ve been stuck in a massive traffic jam 
getting off Manhattan Island during rush hour. 
It wound up taking over three hours to go 
two miles, and people were blasting their 
horns the entire time despite the “No Honk-
ing - $300 fine” signs plastered everywhere.

Perhaps the most uncomfortable part of 
traveling hasn’t been the driving but rather 
the sleeping in awkward places.

I can still recall the discomfort after sleep-
ing in the Prius at Rehoboth Beach in Dela-
ware. Later, we tried sleeping in the back with 

inflatable mats, but I can’t say that it was any 
better as I was woken by the noise of traffic.

Marc remembers best the bitter cold 
of standing outside the car in Colorado in 
sub-zero windchill. We were sleeping in the 
car on the shoulder of the road in the mid-
dle of nowhere, and we unfortunately caught 
the eye of a state trooper. The trooper ran 
him through the tests for 10 minutes in only a 
t-shirt and sweatpants.

I still get anxious thinking about the time 
I was woken at 5 a.m. by the cry of a baby 
cub near our tent in upstate New York. I was 
certain that the mother bear would come 
through, kill, and eat both of us. 

In the end, these were all just minor in-
conveniences. Those who can make it past 
the discomfort and the humdrum of the time 
in-between places, though, will be rewarded 
for their patience. 

When we were in Rocky Mountain Na-
tional Park, we spent an entire day hiking and 
barely saw any animals. It wasn’t until the fol-
lowing day that we came across a moose. The 
sheer adrenaline rush of seeing a moose, and 
being close enough to smell it, was an intense 
high that also brought Marc chest pain for an 
entire day.

No traveler knows what they are going 

to witness, but we add to the uncertainty by 
never having our destination set in stone. We 
don’t arrange for hotels in advance in case the 
weather is bad and we have to change our 
destination. 

As we wrapped up in New Orleans, we 
flipped a coin to decide where to go next: 
heads meant Houston, tails would mean Tal-
lahassee. It landed on heads. 

While driving through a remote region of 
Texas, I looked up at the night sky and could 
see everything. I had never seen so many stars 
in my entire life. We actually pulled over to 
admire the night sky. Unfortunately, some guy 
in a creepy, old truck stopped and started 
backing up, so we hightailed it out of there. 

Still, driving for hours in darkness with 
next to no one around created this relaxing 
sense of detachment from the outside world. 
For some, that’s an incredibly unsettling feel-
ing, but it’s proven healthy for both of our 
creative spirits.

As a traveler, I’m proud to say that my 
first few thousand miles on the road have 
increased my appreciation for the natural 
resources in the United States. Anyone who 
decides to travel will be put off by some traf-
fic, discomfort, and the cost, but the pleasure 
of witnessing something first hand is worth it.

Getting there is the hardest part
by Jonathan D. Lopez

Photos by Jonathan D. Lopez
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Mursalata Muhammad stands on the stage in Spectrum The-
ater, focusing on a small point in the distance. The look on her face 
is serious, confident. There isn’t a trace of fear. She is about to 
recite an original work, a poem titled, “Hey.” It’s hard to imagine 
that this is the same person who was afraid to walk to school by 
herself in the fourth grade.

Muhammad has been writing poetry since she was a shy, 
12-year-old girl, composing rap songs in her bedroom, but it is not 
her main source of income.

Muhammad teaches English at Grand Rapids Community Col-
lege, and the road that led her to the college was not the most 
typical.

Growing up in Detroit, Muhammad was homeschooled until 

the age of 9, due to her mother’s religious beliefs. Back then, ho-
meschooling was not officially recognized and she was forced to 
go to public school.

At that age Muhammad should have been in the fourth grade, 
but she was placed in second grade instead. While she didn’t nec-
essarily agree with it, she went along and did her best.

As the only black Muslim kid in her school, Muhammad did not 
feel comfortable. Instead of trying to fit in with the other kids, she 
focused on her schoolwork and excelled.

Sometime during her fourth grade year Muhammad was sus-
pended for bringing a butter knife to school.

“I was afraid of being snatched,” Muhammad said. “I didn’t 
even know what that meant. I was scared and couldn’t explain it. 

No Longer 
Afraid

A poet & professor’s 
journey to GRCC

by Sean P. Mulhall
Photos by Jonathan D. Lopez
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My brother had to walk me to school, because I would not walk 
by myself … He hated it because he had to get up an hour early 
every day to walk me.”

After surviving the public school system for a few years, her 
mother could finally afford to send her to a private Muslim school 
for sixth grade. In her first year at Sister Clara Muhammad, she 
and a boy in her class competed for the top spot.

“I was an ideal student,” Muhammad said. “Both grade-wise 
and behavior-wise. All I did was my work. I liked being at school.”

Being two years older than her classmates, Muhammad knew 
that it wasn’t much of an accomplishment to be at the top of 
her class. She also knew that there were other reasons why she 
should move to the grade where she belonged.

“I just told my teacher…‘I’m two years older than everybody 
here.’” Muhammad said. “That’s what I felt. ‘This stuff is not that 
challenging to me … How do I get into my right grade?’… I felt like 
I demonstrated to him throughout the whole year that I thought 
I was capable and at some point…I’m going to blossom and I’m 
going to be looking older than everyone.”

Over the summer the administration at the school and Mu-
hammad’s parents decided that it was time for her to join ev-
eryone else her age in ninth grade. The jump wasn’t tough for 
Muhammad to handle because her freshman year was at the same 
school. The next year would be different.

Since the school only went up to the ninth grade, Muhammad 
was forced to go back into the public school system for her soph-
omore year of high school. 

“Those two years at Sister Clara Muhammad were the two 
most stable years of my education career,” Muhammad said. 
“Having that freshman year at the private school really solidified in 
me that I was going to graduate high school.”

Muhammad can sum up her first year back in the public school 
system with one word, “horrible.”

“Public school, when I went back, there was no order,” Mu-
hammad said. “It was just free-for-all behavior. I like uniforms and 
we didn’t have uniforms…because I didn’t have to think about 
what to wear. For me, I grew up really poor and wearing a uniform 
did equalize things. You could still tell the poor kids, because their 
uniforms would be tattered or patched up, but it wasn’t as obvi-
ous as if you didn’t have the latest (fashion trends).”

Fashion wasn’t the only thing that separated Muhammad from 
the other students.

“I know I looked scared,” Muhammad said. “So I was probably 
a prime target for bullying.”

After a tough few weeks at Denby High School, Muhammad 
made the switch to Finney High School, where she had a nephew 
who was four years her senior. 

“He said, ‘Come over here, nobody will bother you, because 
I pretty much rule this school,’” Muhammad said. “So I went over 
there and he dropped out, but not before establishing, ‘That’s my 

aunt. Don’t mess with her.’ I was Bobo’s aunt.”
Being Bobo’s aunt did keep Muhammad from being picked on, 

but she was still not the most popular girl in school.
“I was not popular at all,” Muhammad said. “I was probably 

more like the ‘weird kid.’ There weren’t very many … black Mus-
lims, with different names … At Finney High School, I knew one 
other kid who was Muslim, but he had a regular name. His name 
was Kevin. I was like, ‘Kevin, nobody knows you’re Muslim.’ So I 
had the weird name, the weird religion.”

Even though Muhammad didn’t have to worry about other 
kids picking on her, she still almost flunked out that first year.

“I didn’t go a lot,” Muhammad said. “My counselor told me I 
may have to repeat. That was my wake up call. I worked too hard 
to get in the correct grade for me to put me behind … When I 
skipped school, I went to downtown Detroit. I went to the art 
institute and I went to the library, because I didn’t have ‘skipping 
buddies.’ And I think that’s why my counselor … took pity on me.”

Muhammad was only the third of 13 children in her family to 
graduate high school. That fall, she enrolled at Oakland University. 
At that point, teaching was not her goal.

“I wanted to be a lawyer,” Muhammad said. “I wanted to help 
people. I wanted to change the world.”

Back then there were no pre-law majors and the best way to 
get into law school was to major in communications and minor in 
English.

“I was headed to law school,” Muhammad said. “For my senior 
year, I decided to double major (in communications and English). 
For my last year all I had was upper level English credits.”

After excelling in her English courses, Muhammad said her 
teachers encouraged her to continue with English, but she still 
wanted to change the world. After taking the GRE and LSAT tests, 
there wasn’t much left for a decision. 

“I really dislike standardized tests, with a passion,” Muhammad 
said. “Mostly because I suck at them. I like open-ended essay ques-
tions, because I can talk my way into (a right answer).”

The fact that she was not a great test taker, coupled with the 
fact that it would be very expensive to become a lawyer, were 
two of the major contributing factors that lead Muhammad to 
enroll in the master’s program, in English, at Oakland.

“I applied for everything,” Muhammad said. “When the re-
sults came back I realized how much it would cost. A professor 
mentioned a fellowship about people of color going into higher 
learning.”

The Martin Luther King, Caeser Chavez and Rosa Parks Fu-
ture Faculty Fellowship was geared towards students who were 
thinking of going into teaching. Muhammad ended up applying and 
qualifying for the fellowship and stayed at Oakland for another 
couple of years. She would later find out that at least one teacher 
was upset that she stayed.

“One professor wasn’t happy,” Muhammad said. “I asked 
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him for a recommendation two years later. After he wrote it, 
he gave me a copy…This was the first time I learned what the 
word reticent meant…He was disappointed I stayed. He thought 
I should’ve moved on and gone somewhere else.”

During her time in the master’s program, Muhammad married 
her husband, Will, who she met through his sister, a fellow stu-
dent at Oakland. She also decided around the same time that she 
would become a teacher.

“I really like writing,” Muhammad said. “Two professors said, 
‘You should be a teacher.’ So I said, ‘Fine. 
I’ll be a teacher, like you guys.’”

Muhammad realized that if she 
wanted to teach at a four-year universi-
ty she had to get a Ph.D. and continued 
on to Penn State. When she arrived, 
the faculty was a little surprised with 
what she brought with her. Not only did 
she bring her husband, but Muhammad 
was seven months pregnant when she 
showed up.

“I realized very early on that this was 
a very sexist environment I just walked 
into,” Muhammad said about the first 
time meeting the department head at 
Penn State. “I could tell by the look on 
his face. It was a very tense conversation 
and I knew my belly was the issue.”

Because of the realization that she 
got off on the wrong foot, it forced Mu-
hammad to work harder.

“I didn’t know that starting in the 
Ph.D. program as newly married and 
pregnant was frowned upon,” Muham-
mad said. “Once I started in the Ph.D. 
program, I knew somewhere deep in 
my mind, that I didn’t like it.”

At first it was subconscious, but as 
time wore on Muhammad’s misgivings 
were reaffirmed again and again, but she 
kept working towards her doctorate.

“I wasn’t happy,” Muhammad said. “I didn’t have the passion 
for it … Being the only person in my family to get that far in edu-
cation, I didn’t want to quit … My grandfather was very proud and 
helped me out financially. I didn’t want to let him down.”

After having her first daughter on a Saturday, Muhammad 
showed up for class two days later, on Monday.

“It was a literature class…and we had a group presentation,” 
Muhammad said. “My classmates were depending on me…So I 
made my husband wait in the hallway with the baby.”

Luckily the class was team-taught by two women and was fo-

cused on feminism. When the teachers found out Will was in 
the hallway, they had him bring the baby in and after Muhammad 
finished her presentation, she was sent home.

“A couple days later, they pulled me aside,” Muhammad said. 
“They told me I should not have come. I understood there was a 
lot a pressure in the program.”

After seven years in the Ph.D. program, Muhammad decided 
to leave right before starting her dissertation. There were many 
reasons that factored in to that decision.

“When I look back on it, it wasn’t be-
cause I couldn’t do it. I could,” Muham-
mad said. “I was really tired, I got burned 
out. From high school through my Ph.D. I 
only took one summer off.”

Muhammad decided to leave and fin-
ish her dissertation away, but also knew 
that she didn’t need her Ph.D. to teach. 
Another reason she decided not to 
write her dissertation was that her topic, 
the relationship of black male writing in 
America and it’s association with incar-
ceration and the legal system, was too 
depressing.

“I knew it was true, (growing up in 
Detroit) I saw so many men of color have 
a negative interaction with the legal sys-
tem,” Muhammad said. “I thought to my-
self, ‘this is horrible,’ and I didn’t want to 
be the expert on this topic, especially as 
a woman, a black woman, a black Muslim 
woman.”

Muhammad sent her resume to Hen-
ry Ford Community College, Saginaw 
Valley State University, Delta College and 
GRCC. While she was hoping to be clos-
er to her family in Detroit, GRCC was 
the first school to offer her a position.

“GRCC offered me a job before any 
of the other places offered an interview,” 
Muhammad said. “A week later, Henry 

Ford called for an interview. It was too late. I already accepted my 
job at GRCC.”

The one recurring theme throughout her journey has been 
poetry. Muhammad has been writing throughout her life and does 
not limit herself to one style of poetry.

“My style is all over the spectrum,” Muhammad said. “It’s not 
all ‘Tis Benign.’ I’ll even write some sonnets. I like haikus. They’re 
hard, but compact. You really have to think about language and 
compact it ... (You have to) think critically. I think poetry is the 
height of critical thinking”

Muhammad performs her original 
poem, “Hey.” To see the video, visit 
bit.ly/mursalata
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Cheap 
Thrills
What to do when 
classes aren’t 
getting in the way
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and Kayla Tucker
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Netflix is a binge-watcher’s paradise. It virtually invented the addiction. While there are shows that everyone knows about like “Arrested 
Development,” “Breaking Bad,” “House of Cards,” “Mad Men,” “Orange is the New Black” and “The Walking Dead,” there are others that 
aren’t quite an obvious choice.

TV series to binge-watch on

“Doctor Who” - Although “Doctor Who” is a 50-year old 
British insti-
tution, the 
show has been 
gathering more 
and more fans 
in the American 
nerd community 
since it returned 
to television in 
2005 after a 

15-year hiatus. The show centers around an ancient alien with 
a young face who travels through time and space in a blue box 
that is bigger on the inside. What “Doctor Who” excels at is 
being primarily a sci-fi show but is able to be anything from 
horror to murder mystery to romantic comedy depending on 
the week. Netflix doesn’t have the newest season that wrapped 
up last month, but it does have all seven seasons of the revived 
show through the 50th Anniversary specials from 2013.

“Bob’s Burgers” - This is one adult animated series that doesn’t 
rely on the 
lowest common 
denominator 
for humor. It’s 
much more early 
“Simpsons” than 
“Family Guy.” 
On “Family 
Guy,” it’s difficult 
to discern 

whether the Griffins even care about each other. That’s not the 
case on “Bob’s Burgers”. While they may argue and fight (like a 
real family), you can always tell that it’s coming from a place of 
love and loyalty. The animation style may be a bit distracting at 
first, but don’t stop watching. H. Jon Benjamin, whose voice you 
may recognize from “Archer” and “Home Movies,” is hilarious 
as patriarch Bob who must juggle running a not-so-successful 
burger joint and his wife and three kids who live above it.

“Firefly” - Online, this short-lived space western from director 
Joss Whedon 
has become the 
poster child for 
great series that 
networks just 
don’t understand 
and cancel too 
soon. The series 
is a mere 14 
episodes and 

a follow-up movie called “Serenity” (not to be confused with 
the pilot episode of the series of the same name). Despite its 
serialized nature, Fox decided to air the series out of order 
causing plenty of confusion amongst the audience. The show 
itself focuses on Malcolm Reynolds, played by Nathan Fillion, 
and his ragtag band of outlaws who scour the known universe 
getting into trouble with local authorities. The most fun comes 
from the characters rather than the plots.

“Parks and Recreation” - “Saturday Night Live” alum Amy 
Poehler plays 
Leslie Knope, the 
overzealous dep-
uty director of the 
parks department 
in Pawnee, Indiana. 
She is surrounded 
by department 
director, and 
anti-government 

libertarian, Ron Swanson, local nurse Ann Perkins and her 
boyfriend Andy Dwyer, who is played by Chris Pratt from 
Guardians of the Galaxy. At first, “Parks and Rec” may seem like 
a clone of “The Office” set in an Indiana parks department and 
its protagonist Knope a clone of Michael Scott, but it’s not. The 
short first season is a little rough and more closely resembles 
“The Office,” but the show found its own voice during the sec-
ond season with the addition of Rob Lowe and Adam Scott. 

10



“Good Eats” - Perhaps not a true binge watch since Netflix only 
has a small sam-
pling of episodes, 
but “Good 
Eats” might be 
a fun palate 
cleanser. Host 
Alton Brown 
merges science 
and food in this 
alternative to the 

traditional cooking show. Instead of simply telling its audience to 
add yeast to make their bread rise, “Good Eats” uses burping 
puppets to explain the gas exchange that makes bread rise. It is 
this combination of surrealism, science, and food that makes it 
binge-worthy.

 Avatar: The Last 
Airbender

 Battlestar 
Galactica (2005)

 Boardwalk Empire

 Downton Abbey

 Game of Thrones

 The Newsroom

 Orphan Black 

 Rome

 Seinfeld

 Shameless (US)

 The Simpsons

 Veronica Mars

Non-Netflix shows to binge-watch

Read something other than textbooks
Many college students have difficulty 

reading anything more than what is as-
signed. Holiday break may be a time to get 
in some extracurricular reading whether 
it’s sitting down and reading a traditional 
book, an e-book, or listening to an audio-
book. 

For paper books, the simplest way to 
read for free is the library. These cathe-
drals of knowledge offer more than just 
free wi-fi and research materials for that 
paper you’re writing. 

In addition to their lending shelves, 
many branches will often have used book 
sales. The main branch of the Grand Rap-
ids Public Library’s bookstore is open 
whenever the library is. Books range from 
50 cents to $2. 

Amazon frequently offers discounts on 
e-books. While this is branded as Kindle 

Daily Deals, the books can be read on any 
device that has the Kindle app installed, not 
just their devices. These books are typically 
priced under $5 and rotate every day.

For Kindle owners with Amazon Prime, 
there is the Kindle Lending Library. This 
service offers over 600,000 books that can 
be downloaded and read for free. 

The Grand Rapids Public Library uses a 
service called OverDrive to lend out both 
e-books and audiobooks. 

Just download the OverDrive app from 
the app store or the library website. Then 
pick Grand Rapids Public Library and en-
ter your library card number. If you haven’t 
used your library card in awhile, you’ll have 
to stop by a public library and renew it.

Once you sign in, simply scroll through 
the list of available books and choose one. 
The downside to using this system versus 

purchasing your e-books from Amazon or 
their Kindle Lending Library is that there is 
a limited number of copies able to be lent 
out system-wide.

In addition to OverDrive & the library, 
you can purchase audiobooks from Ama-
zon or Audible.com. If you want access to 
lots of audiobooks, Audible has a couple of 
monthly plans that feature a discount, but 
they are still rather pricey for what you get.

Through the month of December and 
into 2015, the GRPL will be offering Small 
Business classes as well as an adult Win-
ter Reading Program entitled “Spilled Ink” 
where readers have the chance to win priz-
es based on books read over time.

The Library also offers book club kits, 
“Books by the Stacks”, to be checked out 
for six weeks along with downloadable dis-
cussion questions.

Photos courtesy Netflix
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Get out of the house
The Grand Rapids Civic Theatre will be showing “Mary Poppins” through mid December. 
Tickets are $18 with a student ID or $18 to $35 regular price. Every Civic production also 
has a dress rehearsal open to the public the night before the show opens. Tickets are $5 
for plays and $10 for musicals. 

For cheaper movies, go to Celebration Cinema for college student discounts starting 
at $8.50, the same price as their matinees. Celebration Cinema Woodland offers sec-
ond-run movies for $5 all-day.

The Urban Institute for Contemporary Arts (UICA) offers college student discounts on 
yearly membership for $25, which makes gallery admission free and film admission $4. 
Non-members pay $5 for the gallery and $8 for films. Films run six days a week except for 
the week of Christmas. The UICA will also feature the Found Footage Festival, a comedy 
show where VHS home videos found at garage sales are presented with commentary, at 
7:30p.m. Dec. 18. Tickets are $10. 

GRCC Students can use their Raider Card to receive free admission to the Grand Rapids 
Art Museum, Grand Rapids Children’s Museum, Grand Rapids Public Museum and the 
Gerald R. Ford Presidential Library and Museum. 

Student discounts also prove to be worthy at Devos Performance Hall. “The Nutcracker” 
will be showing Dec. 12-14 and 19 - 21. Student discount tickets are $20 and are available 
during the student rush, one hour before the show. 

The Grand Rapids Symphony will be performing the “Fifth Third Cirque De Noel” Dec. 
16-18 and “Sandi Patty Yuletide Joy” Dec. 23. Discounted Symphony tickets can be pur-
chased for only $5 with possession of a Student Passport, which students can receive 
online or in person at the performance. The passport has to be shown to the Box Office 
for the discount to be made.

Friday night is College Night at the Grand Rapids Griffins. Students can get an Upper Level 
seat for $14 and receive a free pass to the post-game party at McFadden’s. Fridays are also 
$2 beers (for 21+) and $2 hot dogs night. Also, Wednesday nights are known as “Winning 
Wednesdays” where if the home team wins, fans can turn in their tickets for a free ticket 
to the next Wednesday game.

The Grand Rapids Drive recently opened their inaugural season at The DeltaPlex. There 
aren’t student discounts yet, but tickets are as low as $10.

Students can purchase a $9 ticket to Frederik Meijer Gardens. Meijer Gardens current-
ly features an exhibit on Christmas and holiday traditions from around the world now 
through Jan. 4.

Wengers Bowl on Leonard St. NW offers students $2 per game of open bowling all day 
every day and $1 per game of open bowling on Wednesday evening from 8 p.m. to 1 a.m. 
There are also drink specials for 21+.

MONDAY
AMC Theater offers $4.49 tickets before 6 
p.m. 

TUESDAY
AMC Theater offers $4.49 tickets before 6 
p.m. 

Buffalo Wild Wings offers 60-cent wings all-
day and drink and appetizer specials during 
happy hour and late-night.

“Double Punch Day” at Georgio’s Pizza.

Meanwhile Movie Series at the Wealthy 
Theatre at 8 p.m., tickets are $6. 

WEDNESDAY
AMC Theater offers $4.49 tickets before 6 
p.m. 
Louis Benton SteakHouse offers $6 burgers 
all day in LB’s Lounge. 
Georgio’s Pizza hosts “Flip Night” where 
hungry guests spending over $25 can 
choose to flip a coin and if they win, their 
order is on the house.

THURSDAY
AMC Theater offers $4.49 tickets before 6 
p.m. 
Buffalo Wild Wings offers 60-cent boneless 
wings all-day and drink and appetizer spe-
cials during happy hour and late-night.

FRIDAY
AMC Theater offers $5.49 tickets before 
noon. and $6.49 tickets before 4 p.m.

SATURDAY
AMC Theater offers $5.49 tickets before 
noon and $6.49 tickets before 4 p.m.

SUNDAY
AMC Theater offers $5.49 tickets before 
noon and $6.49 tickets before 4 p.m.
Georgio’s Pizza on Ionia St. has a pizza buffet 
from 11 a.m. to 1:30 p.m. for just under $10, 
a free drink is included.

DAILY DEALS



Shatterproof glass is but a myth. While 
jumping through my rear windshield wasn’t 
what I had in mind, I did at least tap my op-
ponent down before he could score on me 
in our pick up game of touch football. There 
must be sports options that don’t result in 
stitches. Not to say that pickup sports in the 
street aren’t great, but there have to be bet-
ter alternatives. 

What are some opportunities for stu-
dents to have fun playing their favorite 
sports, while managing to come home safe?

While Man v. Windshield is one shining 
example of sports mixed with stupidity, not 
all informal sporting events end in disas-
ter. Most are very rewarding experiences. 
Sports allow us to stay healthy, interact 
with people, and simply have a great time. 
Whether it’s football, hockey, soccer, ulti-
mate frisbee, basketball, or any other sport, 
it’s important to find opportunities to play 
them. And even when bad things happen, 
like breaking yourself on the windshield (or 
breaking the windshield on yourself ), it’s the 
crazy stories in life that make it fun. 

Finding opportunities to play sports may 
seem difficult at first. After all, most of us 
aren’t headed to the pros, or are even good 
enough to sit on the bench at the college 

level. If we’re not part of a sports team, what 
can we do to ensure that we still have a blast 
when it comes to playing sports? Believe it 
or not, there are several ways that you can 
get involved locally. 

The YMCA in downtown Grand Rapids 
holds basketball, volleyball, and even rac-
quetball tournaments at various costs. For 
more information about these tournaments 
and to find the closest YMCA, visit grymca.
org.

If you like hockey, then Patterson Ice 
Arena has many good opportunities for you 
to get on the ice. Patterson has three differ-
ent days where those who are at least 18 
can come in and play some pick-up games. 
Monday hockey costs $6 and is during the 
afternoon, but Patterson has the night 
owls covered as well. Friday night hockey 
runs from 11 p.m. to 1 a.m., while Saturday 
hockey runs from 10 p.m. to midnight. Both 
Friday and Saturday entry costs $10. Even 
some churches offer sports leagues that are 
normally laid back and inexpensive to join. 
Some of the sports played in these situations 
include golf and softball. 

These options are great if you can af-
ford them, but it doesn’t take much to get 
involved with sports even if spending money 

is out of the equation. Our very own Ford 
Fieldhouse offers open swim and open gym. 
Find an open time slot, grab a basketball, and 
start playing, or go to the pool and challenge 
a friend to a race. 

Now that winter’s here, throw some 
two by fours on the ground, put a tarp 
down, add water and you have your very 
own ice rink for hours of skating and hockey 
all winter long. When it’s warm out again, 
you can still play hockey. Just slap on some 
roller skates and head out to the street (try 
to steer clear of windshields), or grab some 
friends and check out a local park. There are 
basketball hoops, baseball diamonds, tennis 
courts, and a lot of open space for football, 
ultimate frisbee, or whatever else you feel 
like playing. 

With a little cooperation and planning, 
you can get started playing sports very easily. 
There are numerous opportunities. Some 
involve money and are more organized, 
while others involve a lot less organization 
and cash. All you need is the drive to get out 
and play, and a few people who share that 
mentality. Just make sure, no matter what 
you’re doing, that you don’t go jumping on 
cars. 

UNOFFICIAL SPORTS BREAKTHROUGH
by Max De Leeuw

Photo by John Rothwell



Trials of a
Michigan
Fan

by Warren Sink



I did not watch the last Michigan vs. Michigan State foot-
ball game. I forget what I did instead, but it involved not being 
around a television or my phone. I must have thought that if I 
closed my mind to the inevitable beatdown in East Lansing, it 
might go away or not happen. Maybe Michigan would pull off 
a miracle and win. 

The morning after, I checked espn.com on my computer 
for the game wrap-up. It was what I expected. Another loss, 
another blowout, and another performance that makes me 
and other fans of the Wolverines want to put bags over our 
heads with circles cut out where we think our eyes will be, so 
if Devin Gardner throws off his back foot, we can easily shield 
ourselves from watching a safety jump the throw and pick it 
off. 

Three of my siblings have graduated from U of M, and 
one is a senior there now. I have made the trip to Ann 
Arbor countless times. My father drove my brother and I on 
Saturday game days. We would meet with my siblings at their 
apartments or dorms, and join the thick crowd of people 
walking to the Big House. There was an anticipation in the 
air, as we passed T-shirt vendors and tailgates. The Big House 
loomed above the ground with the giant maize block “M” on 
the scoreboard.

Michigan has experienced more success than a great ma-
jority of most college football programs and down years are 
to be expected. There is nothing divine about the program 
or the school. With that, I admit I sometimes feel a sense of 
entitlement to victory, when winged helmets fly across the 
television screen to tackle the running back (getting called for 
a facemask in the process, I imagine). 

I am a competitive guy and dislike losing more than I 
enjoy winning. Naturally that ambition transfers to my love 
for Michigan sports. In grade school, the matchups between 
Michigan and its rivals would be the highlight of the week let 
alone the weekend. I talked to my classmates who liked Michi-
gan State about the game on the Mondays after. Most of the 
time, I was on the winning side. 

But the last several years have been much different. Michi-
gan has been a crappy team. 

Besides not having a true quarterback since Chad Henne 
a lifetime ago, there are other reasons why the team has not 
been up to past standards. Each is more boring to talk about 
than the next. 

Whenever I go to a friend’s house to watch games (his 
father went to Michigan as an undergrad), I endure the games 

like I know a faithful fan should. Lately, my friend has taken up 
cursing the TV when there is a blown coverage in the second-
ary and the other team’s receiver is wide open or anything 
of that sort. His dad is worse. We watch the game in the 
basement, and he watches it upstairs. Yet, with the basement 
door closed, I hear him yelling through the ceiling. 

I have long since stopped in trying to tell my friend to 
calm down. The couple times I did, he ignored me, which is 
cool, though, because I was not feeling too fantastic myself. 

After the game, when my friend is less prickly than a 
morning commuter in rush hour traffic, we might get food or 
watch another college football game going on, but we avoid 
the topic of Michigan sometimes. In the end, however, we 
never do and we become back-seat drivers except we are 
not even in the car, but pedestrians on the sidewalk.

His younger brother is a good friend of mine too. He 
impersonates Brady Hoke and is arguably a bigger fan than 
his brother. Yet, during the games, he is quiet and sometimes 
jokes about a play or player. After the game, he is the same as 
before the game, smiley and humorous in a dry way. 

Those siblings are the only two types of Michigan fans at 
this point. There is the thought of winning as an entitlement 
and there is the realization that we stink, and it happens to 
the best of them. 

I like to think of myself as the latter of the two options. 
I have conceded within myself that it will be a while until 
Michigan is good again, but I enjoy the games nonetheless. Of 
course, I missed the MSU game, but that was an exception. I 
mean that was just a pre-determined beat down. 

Imagine your favorite show from when you were a kid 
watching Nickelodeon or Cartoon Network. What if it never 
stopped producing shows and you never stopped watching. 
Then, without much of a hint, the entire cast is replaced and 
you are stuck watching second generation actors that to you 
are inferior to their predecessors. Yet, every week, you still 
watch it even though you know more or less what it will be 
like. Bad. Not good. Excruciating. Something of that sort. I can-
not say I know. My house did not have cable, when I was a kid.

Despite all of this, when the team runs out onto the 
field and touches the banner and the band plays “Hail to the 
Victors”, I cannot help but feel a sense of pride even though 
I personally have no affiliation with the school. I do not go 
there and have no real stake in their rise-and-fall, but nostalgia 
is a thing and I feel attached to the maize and blue in a way 
that is difficult to articulate. At least we still have basketball.
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Michigan 
Made

by Alex Tarr



The holidays are approaching, and 
hopefully everyone has a chance, at 
some point, to sit down with their 

families for a holiday celebration. As we 
reflect on the year behind us, what does 
it truly mean to be a resident of Michigan? 
From Yoopers, to mitten natives from the 
Lower Peninsula, here are some things 
that may mean you love Michigan.

The game Euchre seems almost ex-
pected to be learned by an overwhelm-
ing amount of families across the state. 
Although Euchre is played many different 
ways, normally it is played by four peo-
ple, in teams of two sitting directly across 
from each other with a deck of 24 cards, 
including nine through a king, with the 
fives used to keep score. Euchre is fast 
paced and easy to learn as it puts teams 
against each other in a race to reach 10 
points first. 

Hipsters and snacks from Michigan go 
hand in hand. Michigan has some of the 
best munchies, made just a little bit differ-
ently than the big box items. A trademark 
of the Grand Rapids snack market is pro-
duced in Comstock Park, Cheeze Kurlz. 
Another salty snack, Better Made Potato 
Chips, has been produced in Detroit since 
1930 and distributed nationwide. 

It’s called “pop,” not “soda.” Carbon-
ated beverages include Faygo and Ver-
nors, both trademarks of Detroit. Ver-
nors originated in 1896 and for the next 
60 years remained consistently refreshing 
and made in Detroit. 

In 1966 Vernors was sold and moved 
from Detroit but the flavor remains exact 
to when it was first produced. Faygo, the 
original party pop was established in 1907 
and still remains in Detroit. The term 
“pop” originated from the noise the first 
7-ounce bottles of Faygo would produce 
when opened.

For the more high end snack consum-
er, Cherry Republic, the spirit of northern 
Michigan is the worlds largest exclusive 
retailer of cherry food. Described by 
Good Morning America as the “Willy 

Wonka of cherries.”
The Cherry Republic headquarters is 

Glen Arbor. Established in 1989 from the 
trunk of a car, Cherry Republic has made 
its stamp on the market by producing 
delicious and unique cherry products like 
salsa, jam, and horseradish sauce. 

Grand Rapids has been voted Beer 
City, USA for the past three years, steal-
ing the crown from previous leader, Ashe-
ville, North Carolina. Founders Kentucky 
Breakfast Stout, a local beer so sought af-
ter that when it is released you probably 
won't be able to get your hands on. KBS, 
has been ranked best beer in America by 
ratebeer.com along with many more dis-
tinguishing awards. 

First produced in 2003, KBS set the 
standard for bourbon barrel aged beer. 
Bell’s, the largest craft brewery in Mich-
igan, produces world renowned beers, 
Two Hearted Ale and their seasonal sum-
mer beer, Oberon. 

Another award winning beer, Plead 
the 5th Imperial Stout, made by Dark 
Horse Brewing Company, located just 
east of Battle Creek in Marshall, Michi-
gan. Plead the 5th was also ranked highly 
this year on ratebeer.com’s yearly review. 
These and many more craft brews are 
sought after not only by Michiganders, 
but by craft beer lovers nationwide who 
enjoy spending $3 or more for a bottle 
of suds. 

Driving time is used rather than dis-
tance when it comes to directions in 
Michigan. When asked “how far away 
is the store?” a Michigander would say 
“about a 10 minute drive.” In other states, 
this would be considered useless informa-
tion. 

Yet with only two seasons, winter 
and road construction, actual distance 
becomes less relative than time spent 
from point A to B. Driving in Michigan is 
an obstacle course of swerving  around 
potholes and avoiding road construction. 

The trolls of Michigan refer to direc-
tions with the palm of their hand, where 

opening up your right hand and pointing 
is the easiest and most effective way of 
describing locations within the mitten. 

From music legends to presidents, 
Michigan is the birthplace of a number 
of famous people, including Eminem, 
Jeff Daniels, Kirk Gibson, Kid Rock, Bob 
Seger, President Gerald R. Ford, Madon-
na and many more. Michigan is a breeding 
ground for talented individuals.

Michigan's lakes are unlike anywhere 
else in the world. The Great Lakes’ pure 
waters draw in thousands of tourists ev-
ery year to see the remarkable coastline 
Michigan provides. Over 115 lighthous-
es are scattered around the lakes. Many 
lighthouses no longer function but have 
been repurposed into museums telling 
the stories of shipwrecks, and former 
keepers of the houses. 

Let’s not forget of some of the most 
sought after destinations around the 
lakes. Pictured Rocks in the Upper Pen-
insula, Mackinac Island just across the 
bridge, and Sleeping Bear Dunes located 
just northeast of Traverse City. 

Pictured Rocks is a beautiful 40-mile 
stretch of cliffs along Lake Superior. Sand-
stone cliffs, beaches, and waterfalls host 
hundreds of backpackers and families 
each year. 

The Porcupine Mountains, also locat-
ed in the Upper Peninsula, attract many 
backpackers each year. The Porcupine 
Mountains Wilderness State Park spans 
60,000 acres, one of the few remaining 
large wilderness areas protected by the 
National Park Service in the midwest. 

Michigan is alive and well on the road 
to recovery, with the employment rate 
rising and more money being used for 
road repairs. This beautiful state we live 
in is full of happy hearted citizens consis-
tently reaching out a hand to help others. 

Living in the state of Michigan has 
been a privilege, whether it is a summer 
day at the beach or a frozen winter night 
bundled up indoors. As Tim Allen would 
say, that’s Pure Michigan. 
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Why are so many young people strug-
gling to find their way?

When people ask me what I am doing, 
where I go to school, what I am studying, and 
what I am going to do with my life, I struggle 
to hold back a grimace.

It’s hard to be a young person today. 
Americans tend to be very future oriented, 
constantly preparing for what comes next, 
and don’t waste time doing it. Get it done, 
get it done fast, do it well, and move onto 
the next thing. But if you’re trying to estab-
lish an identity and figure out what to do 
with your life, the nature of our society can 
be a hindrance. Finding yourself is a process 
that changes and evolves as you grow and 

cannot be done overnight. A college student 
today faces academic pressure, high costs 
of education and the tremendous pressure 
to find a job while also navigating the new 
world of social media and avoiding high rates 
of mental health problems among young 
people. It’s no surprise that, today, young 
people are struggling to find their way.

Academic pressure

For me,  academic pressure started in high 
school. There was competition to get into 

the best schools and pressure to complete 
the application and have the well rounded 
criteria. High GPA, extracurriculars, and vol-
unteer work were all stressed. 

While doing all of these, it was also im-

portant to be an individual. Be the best and 
be different. College was expected. In fact, 
just going to college was no longer cele-
brated. Credibility depended on where you 
went to college as if prestige was attached 
with its name. If you didn’t go to college, 
people anticipated that you were not going 
to achieve anything.

Everyone had a high school graduation 
party. The party tended to be more about 
celebrating the future than celebrating the 
graduation itself. It was a time where family 
and friends came to talk about the future and 
the questions asked were usually “Where 
are you going to college?” and “What are 
you going to study?” Crickets.

What’s great about college now is that 
it’s not limited to the wealthy elite. Anyone 

by Rachael Huffman
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can go to college. However, 50 years ago, 
it was more common for people to take 
years after high school before heading off to 
a university. The gap year seems to be a lost 
idea. The romantic in me thinks a gap year 
is the time for someone to take off, see the 
world, expand their horizons and discover 
their identity. Today, it seems the gap year 
is stigmatized by the fear of someone never 
returning to college and therefore being un-
able to achieve success, which is always true.

Cost of education

It costs more to go to college now than it 
ever has before. Most of us are trying to 

ease our financial strain in the future and a 
higher education is the means to do that. 
Higher paying jobs require degrees to show 
that the market quality of the graduate has 
been enhanced by training and education in 
a specific field.

But many of us are falling into deeper 
debt as we try to make more money. For a 
college student, there is an incredible mon-
etary pressure on classes and success in col-
lege and mistakes are much less forgivable 
and cause a great deal more stress than they 
might have otherwise. Especially if you real-
ize what you’re studying to be isn’t actually 
what you want at all.

Students feel pressure to get a degree 
in order to have a better paying job. The 
problem today is that a degree doesn’t nec-
essarily guarantee a job. A job is so assumed 
that students are expected to start paying 
off the student loans from the moment they 
graduate college. And of course they should 
expect a job, why else would they have gone 
to college in the first place?

Social Media

Media does a lot in helping to establish 
identity through our relationships with 

other people. Through social interactions we 
learn about how others act and may even 
begin to mimic the behaviors of who we sur-
round ourselves with. We learn social norms 

and taboos and we learn which actions yield 
negative or positive consequences. This is 
true of social interactions in person but also 
on the Internet.

Most people naturally feel compelled to 
compare themselves to one  another and 
consequentially feel either satisfied with 
themselves or very imperfect.  

With social media today it’s easy to be 
exposed to thousands of people, most you 
will never meet in person. Although it might 
be impossible to ever know someone en-
tirely, if they get to control most details of 
what everyone else sees, then the whole 
picture can sometimes be lost and made 
partially false.

Although we all have our Facebook 
friends that talk about their emotional states 
through constant ridiculous status updates, 
we don’t see most people when they’re tru-
ly at their worst, lowest points, and when 
they feel self-conscious, and when they have 
bad days. This makes it easy to compare 
ourselves to other people and feel more 
ashamed of ourselves, or more boring, or 
more imperfect.

Social media exacerbates a feeling of 
self-consciousness because you become so 
conscious of others. You are exposed to so 
much more of other peoples’ lives and you 
might not even know them that well per-
sonally. 

It can even be argued that you have 
more access to someone else through Face-
book than you would if you spent all day 
talking with them about their life. Through 
pictures alone you can see where they’ve 
gone and who they’re with, what they like 
and don’t like, and even sometimes what 
they’ve eaten.

We’re the first generation to grow up 
using social media. Many of us have used it 
since college, high school, or middle school. 
I think this has affected how we create and 
find our identity and has put pressure on us 
to figure it out fast. This can’t be good for us 
and we are discouraged from taking it slow 
and making mistakes to figure out who we 
are. If we’re trying to catch up to each other 

all the time even though we’re all running 
at the same speed, we miss a lot of chanc-
es to figure out the paths that are best for 
ourselves.

Mental Health issues

In a survey of 90,000 college and university 
students facilitated by the American Col-

lege Health Association, 44 percent report-
ed that on one or more occasion within the 
last year of school they felt “so depressed it 
was difficult to function.” 

Anxiety and depression is common 
among college students, and why wouldn’t 
they be? All those academic and financial 
burdens need some sort of outlet. 

Mental health offices on college campus-
es are typically overwhelmed with students, 
especially as more and more people are be-
coming aware of mental health problems.

Choose your direction

Young people need to take a step back 
and think about what they really want 

to get out of life. I see a lot of people my 
own age moving so fast and thinking so far 
ahead that I’m worried they will either crash 
or realize in 20 years that they aren’t where 
they want to be. 

When I had trouble finding my way and 
fearing that everything around me was going 
to collapse, I went and sought the advice of 
people who were much older than me. 

I tried to strike up conversation with as 
many people as I could and I went to busi-
nesses around my college, professors, and 
even residents at the nursing home down 
the street. 

What I found was that they had the best 
advice, and in fact the older they were, the 
more self-reflective they had become.

What they said was this: slow down and 
stop worrying. Be patient. Go to college if 
you want. Take chances and risks. Don’t be 
afraid of failure. You will figure out who you 
are and what you want out of life and when 
you do, you’ll find your way.
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When most people hear the 
words tabletop role-playing 
games (TRPGs) they think 

of middle-aged men, dressed in cloaks, 
playing Dungeons and Dragons in a 
basement. 

While this image is accurate for 
some tabletop gamers it couldn’t be 
fur ther from the truth for most. 

Tabletop role-playing is a genre of 
games in which a group of players 
assume the role of an adventurer they 
create and one person runs the game as 
the Game Master (GM).

Being the GM is no easy task; I found 
that out the hard way. 

Within my group of friends we play 
an assortment of tabletop games, how-
ever we star ted this group by playing 
the TRPG Eclipse Phase, which is a 
science-fiction horror game. 

In this game the most experienced 
tabletop gamer among us, Grand Rapids 
Community College student Justin 
Whitaker, was elected to be the GM. 

Whitaker was a great GM when I 
played through the story he made up 
for us. There was one time in particular 
that his story had us cornered by what 
were essentially space cowboys and 
my character, who was for all intensive 
purposes a robot samurai, got fed up 
with the cowboys betrayal. 

So I decided to attack the leader of 
the space cowboys, I got an incredibly 
lucky attack roll and Whitaker told 
me that since the roll was so good I 
“lopped the guys head clean off.” It was 
epic. 

It was Whitaker’s GMing that inspired 
me to attempt to GM my own game. 

Before doing so I did pick up some 
useful advice from Whitaker for a first 
time GM. 

Now that I’ve been a GM, here is a 
simple tutorial to get star ted.

How do you start?
It’s easy, pick a TRPG you like and grab 

a group of friends who are interested in 
playing. The game I chose was a science 
fiction fantasy game called Numenera. 

The reason I chose this particular 
game is because the rules were easy, the 
players only needed to roll a 20-sided 
polyhedral die (d20) for most of the game. 
Most TRPGs like Dungeons and Dragons 
require a set of polyhedral dice (a d4, d6, 
d8, d10, d12, d20 and a percentile die). The 
process of character creation was very 
simple as well. 

Most importantly the theme of the 
game was right up my alley. Numenera is 
set 1 billion years in the future and a lot 
has changed on earth. 

To make a long story short, time has 
regressed to what the dark ages were like. 
People fight with swords and the world 
has forgotten how to use technology and 
since no one knows how it works they call 
it magic, some people can use technology 
and they’re basically called mages and wiz-
ards by people who don’t understand how 
their technology, or “magic,” works. 

Preparation: Rules and Characters
Once you pick a game, familiarize 

yourself with the rules. They don’t have to 
be committed to memory and making a 
reference sheet is always helpful. Numen-
era has very simple rules, but I copied the 
more important ones down on flash cards. 

Once you know the rules help the 
players with any questions they have while 
they’re creating their characters. This step 
isn’t necessary, but is helpful.

Preparation: Building a Story
The GM’s most vital is step creating a 

story that the players will play through. 
Most TRPGs have pre-made stories that 
you can simply read like an interactive 
storybook. This is useful for beginners, 

but the true fun of being a GM is inventing 
your own stories. It can also be the most 
challenging.

Think of yourself as a writer. You need 
an exposition to set the scene to make the 
players feel like they’re in your world. 

Next and most importantly, you need 
an inciting incident, a reason or incentive 
for the players to want to go on your ad-
venture. Maybe an evil overlord threatens 
the land with his undead army, or perhaps 
there’s a large treasure buried deep within 
the catacombs of an ancient ruin. 

The possibilities are endless.

Running the Game
With everything set up there isn’t much 

left to do but start the game. However, 
there are a few golden rules you should 
follow to make sure everything runs 
smoothly.

First, let the players make mistakes. Just 
because it’s your story doesn’t mean they 
have to follow your plot to a T. If a player 
decides to mug a villager for their money, 
let them try because it probably won’t end 
well for them.

Second, don’t railroad. This means don’t 
tell a player they cannot do something just 
because you don’t want them to. If they 
want to turn left in a maze don’t say that 
the maze closes itself off so that you can 
only turn right.

Lastly, make sure everyone is having fun. 
You’re all playing a game, don’t forget that. 
The whole point of a role-playing game is 
to escape reality for a few hours and have 
fun.

Being a GM can be an extremely fun 
and satisfying experience. You get to play 
a game with friends while flexing your 
creative muscles. However, being a GM 
is more than just playing a fun game with 
friends, its about leadership, creative writ-
ing and storytelling.
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Just

for

today
by 
Stephen 
Jones



Today is a day like any other. I’m finish-
ing up my morning classes at Grand 
Rapids Community College, packing 

up my laptop, a notepad and a couple books. 
I usually try to grab lunch using my Raider-
Card and then make my way to the bus stop. 
If it’s not a convenient time for me to go to-
ward Central Station, I will usually hang out 
in the Raider Grille, use the Wi-Fi and apply 
for jobs. I don’t have a car, so the bus is really 
the only option. I have a restricted license as 
well, so even if I did have a car, transporta-
tion would be limited.

This is a mandatory mental routine and 
has proved to be the most effective for me. 
It’s amazing how much time you have on 
the bus to think about where you are in life. 
So I put in my ear buds and find solace in 
something ambient. Sometimes the silence is 
overwhelming. As I get off the bus and walk 
to my current home in the cold, I wish I was 
rich, I wish I was healthy, but really I just wish 
that wishes were real. As I enter the house 
I am met at the door by the house manager, 
we’ll call him Sable. 

“You been drinking?” he asks. 
“No,” I say, looking him right in the eyes, 

before walking around him to go to my 
room. 

“Then you won’t mind breathing in this 
quick then.” 

He holds out the breathalyzer that I am 
all too familiar with. I give a long sigh, then 
grab it and start breathing. I wait until the 
countdown reaches :02 and then start inhal-
ing. At zero I began the five second exhale 
until I hear the two beeps that prove I am 
not a liar. Double zeros. 

In your face, Sable.
I resume the hike upstairs to my room 

where I try to calm down, but I can still hear 
his voice through the door. “Hey, look I’m 
sorry. I’m glad your not drunk, we’re leaving 
for the North Club in two hours, ok?” 

I don’t respond and put my ear buds 
back in.

The North Club is the biggest Alcohol-
ic’s Anonymous building in Grand Rapids.

The place I live in is a recovery residence, 
but I have no problem calling it what it real-

ly is, a halfway house. It’s called Touchstone 
and there are many rules, most of which are 
held to a strict standard. Wake up is at 7 
a.m. everyday. I can’t leave the room unless 
it’s spotless, and the bed is made military 
style, minus the triangle crease. Before I can 
shower or eat breakfast there are morning 
chores. Right now I have to sweep and mop 
the upstairs and scrub anything made out of 
porcelain with bleach. Everything has to be 
done, and I have to be out of the house by 
8:30 a.m. I can’t rush the chores either. If it’s 
not perfect I have to do everything all over 
again.

So when I leave the house every morn-
ing and wonder where I’m going to go that 
day, it’s a constant psychological battle to 
keep my thoughts from drifting to any time 
prior to that moment. It’s easy to feel sorry 
for myself, then I snap back to reality and 
remember that this is all my fault.

The thing that got me here is a love/
hate relationship with personal de-
struction. It’s an ex-lover and a best 

friend, a best lover and an ex-friend, my 
personal demon is alcohol. I wasn’t always 
like this, aside from childhood pictures and 
videos, it’s hard to remember. The first time 
I got drunk was when I was 12 years old, and 
I’ll never forget it.

I was at a friend’s house, and his parents 
were gone. I thought this kid was really cool. 
“You want to see something awesome?” he 
said. 

He proceeded to lead me to the down-
stairs fridge. He opened it to rows and rows 
of beer, Red Dog, not even a good brand. 
He handed me one and told me to drink it. 
I took a sip of it and almost puked. It tasted 
like piss. 

“Keep drinking it,” he said, when he saw 
my face. “It’ll make you feel good.” 

And so I did, slowly. As I was getting 
towards the bottom, I felt a little tingle, a 
numbness. The buzz. The feeling that would 
later destroy my entire life.

For the next couple years, I drank occa-
sionally with my friends, but it was always 
beer and only on the weekends. Before high 

school there were no negative outcomes, 
just good times. I never thought that it would 
be anything less than that. 

At 15 I started drinking more often. My 
sister was a senior, and I already knew 
a lot of her friends and occasional-

ly got invited to party with them, I always 
pushed my limits. They introduced me to a 
lot of new things. I would try to drink and 
smoke as much as everyone. I did a lot of 
puking freshman year. My parents found out 
once or twice when I was too sick to handle 
myself, but they probably wrote it off as an 
isolated experience.

That summer, all the seniors graduated 
and moved on so I started hanging with my 
old friends more, and I introduced them to 
all the things I learned that past year. That 
fall, our sophomore grade was out of con-
trol. The principal spoke during chapel one 
week and said we were the worst grade he’s 
ever had since he started, and that we need-
ed to pull it together.

Things got way off of track on Grand-
parents Day. It was a day with an extra long 
lunch. Some of my friends and I went to get 
Chinese food, on the way back we realized 
we still had a half hour. One of my friends 
said, “Hey, I know of this family owned li-
quor store that it’s really easy to steal liquor 
from.” It sounded like a good idea at the 
time.

Three of us were supposed to go in, I 
would carry the backpack, my friend would 
unzip it behind me and fill it, and the third 
person would distract the owner. I felt my 
friend slip a bottle into my bag and I started 
walking to the door, but he stopped me and 
said,  “Wait, let’s get two.” I turned around 
and when he put the second bottle in the 
bag, it clinked against the first one, hard. 

It’s easy to feel sorry for 
myself, then I snap back to 
reality remember that this is 
all my fault.
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There was only one exit, right by the reg-
ister. We ran through the store, knocking 
things over, with a swearing old man running 
after us. As we drank the booze on the way 
back to school, we laughed.

The principal found us a short time later 
throwing supplies around the computer lab. 
Two of us were suspended, the rest were 
asked to leave. This is when my parents 
started to have concerns. 

Somehow the school found out about 
the liquor store, too. I felt terrible. I didn’t 
want to leave all my friends. I didn’t feel 
bad about what I did, I was only sorry I got 
caught. I was grounded for a long time, and 
my parents moved me to another school 
that second semester. This sounded like a 
good decision at the time but things would 
only get worse. 

That first semester was hard, I didn’t 
know anyone and I was depressed for 
most of it. It was easily three times the 

size of my old school. It was hard to make 
friends and I eventually gave up. So I isolated 
myself. I would show up to school stoned 

or drunk everyday and didn’t talk to anyone. 
This went on for a while. 

Near the end of the school year, peo-
ple started to notice my bloodshot eyes, or 
my slur. Kids started asking me questions 
and talking to me, and I was happy. I started 
getting invited places by all the wrong peo-
ple. They were all trashy drug parties, but I 
didn’t care. I was just glad to have friends. By 
the end of that year I had a small group of 
friends, and I thought I was okay.

Some of my old friends came to join me 
at my new school. A lot of them saw what 
was going on, but didn’t bring it up. 

We started drinking at school again. We 
decided to take shots in the bathroom ev-
ery Wednesday before chapel, so we didn’t 
have to deal with the speaker. We called it 
“Wasted Wednesdays,” and it caught on 
fast. People started to hear about it, and our 
little circle in the bathroom became larger 
and larger. 

We were nervous of the attention we 
got for it. I told a couple of my close friends 
the next day was a lot better. We switched 
to “Thirsty Thursdays.” Soon every day of 

the week had it’s own title and was dedicat-
ed to drinking. I had a reason to drink every 
day, nothing was stopping me from the inev-
itable spiral that I was blind to. I soon found 
myself taking shots alone in the bathroom.

Junior year, I did anything and everything. 
It was the wildest time of my life. The last 
taste I had of any mental and physical free-
dom was in 2012. We were smoking trip 
supreme (synthetic marijuana) in art class, 
mixing cough syrup and Sprite in the hall-
ways, dropping acid before first hour, sniffing 
benzos off desks.

On top of all this I was still drinking al-
most everyday that whole year. It was the 
thing I looked forward to each day and my 
tolerance started to build. I needed more 
and more, and I began to function better 
on it. 

I took all my tests and quizzes drunk, al-
cohol calmed my nerves and I maintained my 
grades. Alcohol just clicked for me. It soon 
got to the point that the days I didn’t bring 
alcohol, I would be all shaky and anxious, 
and people would ask me if I was on drugs. 
When I would drink, I would be calm and 
collected and people thought I was sober.

Senior year was a downward spiral. By 
the time the semester started, I did not 
look good. There wasn’t a single day I 

came to school sober. This was the year that 
I would wake up, and before I could even 
attempt to eat breakfast, I would need to 
get drunk. 

My parents were catching on by this 
time. The only safe place to drink in the 
morning was the shower. I got drunk in the 
shower every morning, and it was the high-
light of my day. I would drive to school, and 
smoke at least one bowl on the way. After 
second hour we had a break. By this time 
I needed another drink. I didn’t have time 
for my friends anymore. In the bathroom, I 
would slam seven or eight shots quick in five 
minutes, then head to third hour, relaxed. 

I was the last person to find out that I 
was an alcoholic. All my friends and family 
knew, I thought I was doing this amazing 
job of handling myself. When I drank with 

Stephen Jones at his current residence, Touchstone, a  local recovery 
residence in northeast Grand Rapids.
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my friends, I would drink twice as much as 
them, and some made comments about it. I 
started drinking alone before going out with 
them, so I could drink like the rest of them. 
Everyone still knew. 

By lunchtime I would need to drink again. 
When school was out, I would run to my car 
and start pounding. I would drink the rest of 
the night until I blacked out, wake up sweat-
ing and shaky, then repeat. The morning was 
the worst, when I was sleeping it was the 
only time I couldn’t pour liquor into my body. 

When morning came I would wake up 
manic, and grab the bottle. I needed one 
fifth a day, at least, to get the effects that I 
wanted. My anxiety was at an all time high. I 
was having panic attacks daily.

I was living in a mental prison. When I 
would drink excessively I wouldn’t feel 
drunk. When I wasn’t drinking, I was cry-

ing and shaking. Alcohol is the worst kind of 
withdrawal. Not because of its physical in-
tensity, but because it is an addiction that 
brings personal emotion into the dry spell 
and craving, more so than any other drug. 

Just absolute panic and anxiety, emotions 
are blown out of proportion. It’s like being 
wrapped in a bunch of wool blankets, put in 
a coffin, and buried six feet under ground. It 
is absolute irrational panic. No situation feels 
comfortable. The choices are: stay in the 
coffin, sweat and scream for five days and 
then they promise it will slowly get better. 
Or drink alcohol, and the blankets will unrav-
el and the head of a shovel will hit the coffin. 

When people drink it is usually to escape 
from something and the numbing effect you 
get from alcohol is perfect for it. I’m not sure 
why I drank. There will never be a good 
enough reason to drink to that effect. Guilt 
was a big reason I drank, as weird as that 
sounds. 

With consistent drinking and not dealing 
with emotions as they come up, when you 
first attempt getting clean, years of those 
same emotions that you haven’t dealt with 
all rise up all at one time. 

I thought it was the world’s fault, and if 
sobriety means panic attacks I never wanted 

to be sober ever again. It was too much pain. 
Anything worth doing is worth overdoing. 
My motto was moderation is for cowards. 

I wish I could go back in time and tell 
myself  “Stop it! You’re a coward right now, 
you’re afraid to deal with your emotions, 
quit numbing yourself !” I thought I had it un-
der control, but I realized I was trapped in-
side the bottle. Recently I’ve been pounding 
on the glass walls trying to get out.

That year a friend of mine killed himself. 
I thought a lot about what I could’ve 
done. When this happened it was like 

a shockwave. 
It was a bad day, a bad week, and a bad 

month. Everything was going horrible. I hat-
ed society. I didn’t want to be a part of it.

I texted one of my close friends and ex-
pressed that I was scared I couldn’t do this, 
and I got yelled at back. The response was 
something like “I hope you do, that’s the 
most selfish thing you can do as a person.” 

Today I know they were right, but at 
the time, I really needed to hear something 
along the lines of, “Everything’s going to be 
okay.” 

That was it for me. 
I stood up in the middle of class, I re-

member it was fifth hour, and walked out 
the door. I left school and walked down 
Plymouth, it was the springtime. I kept walk-
ing until I got to a graveyard. A girl from my 
school texted me and asked where I went 
and I told her, then tried to kill myself, just 
like my friend did.

I woke up to that girl and one of my best 
friends standing over me. My first thought 
was, “Shit, I’m alive.” They took me to one 
of their houses and took care of me instead 
of calling the police, which I was grateful for. 

Going back to school was hard, a lot of 
people knew, and I already had anxiety to 
begin with. Each person’s eyes that I met I 
thought, “do they know?” My parents made 
me start seeing an addiction specialist, this is 

the very first sort of treatment I would ever 
have. It just went downhill from there. 

I started getting in lots of fights. I had 
very aggressive behavior, depending on who 
you would ask, they might’ve phrased it as 
sociopathic tendencies. 

I do not believe that I was a sociopath, its 
just like all the anger that I never addressed, 
and bottled up for years, came alive for five 
minutes during a fight. 

I was 18 when I went to jail for the first 
time. I was only incarcerated for three days, 
but it felt like three weeks and I had to go 
through the coffin effects behind bars. I told 
myself I was never coming back, but when I 
got out I reverted to my old habits. 

My reputation was tarnished, and that 
made me really sad. Not enough to stop 
though, of course. I thought to myself, “Hey 
people can’t think any worse of me.” Then 
the accident happened.

On a day like any other, I left cam-
pus to get lunch with some of my 
friends. I was driving and we were 

all drunk and smoking pot, and then some-
one pulled out nitrous oxide. When the can 
got to me I took a giant rip of it. The next 
thing I remember was waking up to scream-
ing and yelling.

I hit my head hard, and I was confused. I 
opened my door and wobbled out to look 
at the car. The back end of my Chevrolet 
Blazer hit the side of a building. 

There were six of us in the car that day, 
and my car can only hold five. One of my 
friends was in the bed and was thrown to 
the front. Two people had to go to the hos-
pital. One suffered a broken arm, and the 
other had a severe concussion. Besides in-
ternal bruising and a minor concussion I was 
fine so were the other three.

My car was sent to the junkyard, I was 
expelled from school again, but the only 
thing that mattered was that I had lost the 
last shred of trust I had with my friends. The 
last bit of respect I was holding onto was 
gone. 

I had people sending me hate texts, pic-
tures, it was terrible, and I deserved all of it. 

I was living in a mental 
prison.
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This moment in time is more than just an ac-
cident. It was the beginning of what seemed 
like “no return.” The start of the darkest 
point in my life. 

I didn’t talk to anyone for what seemed 
like forever. I got no calls or texts, almost like 
I was subtracted from society. 

I wasn’t going to school anymore either, 
so all there was left was to drink. All day. Its 
the only thing that made sense anymore. 

The feeling of loneliness I had was inde-
scribable. I never left my room, except to 
walk to the store by my house to steal two 
fifths and then walk home, a couple times 
a week. I was a mess. I didn’t take care of 
myself at all, not that I did before. 

Throw up stained all my clothes and I 
didn’t change them. When my phone died 
I left it uncharged, for weeks. My little sis-
ter cooked meals for me and brought them 
to my room. A 15-year-old girl was taking 
care of me. I was the lowest of low. I felt like 
scum. I tried to kill myself two more times 
during this period. 

Life was done. It was just me and alcohol 
in a dark room. I was writing during this 
entire dark period, which was possibly 

the only good thing that came from any of it. 

I have booklets filled with lyrics, poetry, and 
fictional narratives. Alcohol was my escape, 
but writing was my escape from alcohol. 

Then one day my miserable routine was 
interrupted by a surprise, a summons to ap-
pear in court. I could’ve gone away for years 
if I lost, just for being a drunken idiot. After 
a one-year court battle, I was finally charged 
with misdemeanor assault, and sentenced to 
17 days in Kent County. 

This was my third time there, and I 
wasn’t scared anymore. Some of the people 
that I was in there with the last time were 
still there and laughed when they saw me. I 
had made friends, and to be honest, I had a 
good time in jail that third time. 

Jail saved my life. If it weren’t for jail I 
would still be in that dark room, or more 
likely in hell. It gave me just that couple 
weeks of sobriety that I would have never 
gotten in the real world, to finally see some-
thing else besides liquor. 

It was terrible at first, to suddenly stop 
drinking. I stayed up for a couple nights at 
first and barely ate anything. But then as it 
started to get better, my thinking started to 
change. 

The first week I was talking about all the 
drugs I did and bragging to the other inmates 

about what I was going to do when I got 
out. Then on Sunday, they had this speaker 
come to do a little sermon in a side room, 
and if anyone was interested they were wel-
come to get out of their cell and listen. Not 
very many people went, and I was debating 
whether I should or not. 

I finally rang the buzzer to be let out. The 
man spoke about how he was put in a cell 
for believing in God in his country, and mi-
raculously the gate broke down after lots of 
prayer. He said if you put everything in God 
and give it all to him, then he will take care 
of you no matter what. He loves you uncon-
ditionally, and longs for you to love him back. 

When I heard this my brain melted. I’d 
only heard of miracles happening in the Bi-
ble. From that point on until I was released 
I started writing frantically, mostly letters to 
God. 

I separated myself from everyone, I 
didn’t want to associate myself with them 
anymore, I was reading the Bible. I always 
hated reading the Bible, but I started to love 
it. The whole book of Psalms, (the longest 
book in Bible) is all poems. And they are 
beautiful. 

I wish I could say that when I left jail my life 
changed and I stayed sober, but I can’t. 
When I got out my parents told me I 

couldn’t live at the house anymore, and they 
wouldn’t help me unless I went directly to 
rehab. I was already in that mindset anyway, 
so I agreed. 

I went to Brighton Recovery Center, a 
fairly large facility. It was the rehab that Emi-
nem went to. He donated a bunch of couch-
es and wrote a quote on the smoke shack 
with - M.M under it. 

I completed the program there and came 
back to Grand Rapids, and stayed sober for 
another month or so, then a friend offered 
me weed. I started smoking and then shortly 
after I was back to the bottle again. I’m not 

Stephen Jones with two friends at 
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even sure how it happened, I just remember 
feeling the illusion of control. I told myself it 
had been a long time and I could handle a 
beer or two.

This kind of pattern repeated itself for a 
long time. It was a very frustrating time for 
my family, and for me. 

The definition of insanity is doing the 
same thing and expecting different results. 
I was insane. 

Things never got back to the way they 
were in that dark period though. Every time 
I would relapse I would only let myself drink 
for a week or two before I checked myself 
back into another rehab. I’ve been to eight 
treatment facilities. 

All these places were great, but I knew 
that I’d never be able to get sober unless I 
completely cut off all of my friends. I didn’t 
even have very many of them, but they all 
were actively using drugs. God opened up 
an opportunity for me though, and I took 
it. I got kicked out of one rehab facility for 
drinking, and the next rehab I went to was 
Florida Center for Recovery.

I stayed at FCR and finished the 30-
day program. When I was done, I went to 
a halfway house down there. Florida is the 
number one recovery state in the nation. It 
seemed like every single person I met was 
in recovery. 

I stayed in the halfway house for another 
two months and then got an apartment with 
a girl I met down there. We had a zero tol-
erance rule for everything, except cigarettes. 
Two months went by and things were going 
pretty smoothly. 

One day I came home and she was nod-
ded out on the couch.  When she came to, 
I didn’t say anything at first, and then finally, 
I rolled up my sleeve and laid my arm on the 
table. She smiled, and then ran to her room 
to get her stuff.

My heroin use continued for a month or 
so, but the dependency never got anywhere 
near where I was with alcohol.

When I got back to Grand Rapids, I 
stayed at a friend’s house for about a month 
or so, and she gave me rides to school. I have 
not had a stable living situation in over two 

years, I stayed at a lot of friend’s houses and 
got used to going from couch to couch. 

When I was at her house, we were 
smoking and drinking everyday, for about a 
month or so. I started to notice the insanity 
slowly creeping back in, and have done my 
best to prevent it.

I am finally back in school again, which is 
what I need. I was even taking classes that I 
loved, but the struggle to not drink contin-
ued, and I started struggling in the classes 
that I aspired to do well in. 

Earlier in the semester I got in trouble 
with the GRCC campus police, for drinking 
and smoking in the parking ramp. This re-
cent incident was embarrassing 

Weeks ago I moved into another halfway 
house in Grand Rapids, that happens to be 
where I am at right now.

After two hours in my room, it reaches 
7:30 p.m. and I walk downstairs.

“Everyone ready?” says the house 
manager. 

I’m excited. Which is such a surprising 
change after being in and out of AA for 
about five years and not really getting much 
out of it. 

At the meeting I listen intently as people 
pour their hearts out. There’s a feeling of 
security when you’re in those meetings that 
comes from the promise of anonymity. We 
all feel each person’s story because we have 
all been there in some way or another. 

Going to AA is my favorite part of the 
day now. It’s the only place where I don’t 
feel separate from the world, but alive. 
There is an association in recovery called 
the Michigan Convention of Young People in 
AA (MCYPAA or Mickey-Paw). They have 
events all the time that are parties, except 
for everyone is sober. It’s a bunch of kids 
who have bettered their lives, and are con-
necting with each other without the use of 
substances.

I thought recovery was going to be a life 
of no fun. It’s not.

I haven’t been sober for very long, and 
I still have cravings all the time. This isn’t a 
story that says I’m all better and how much 

I’ve changed, because I’m not better. I’m still 
sick, and I hate thinking this but I could end 
up drunk and loaded on drugs tomorrow. So 
I can’t think like that. 

All I know is that God has given me a 
second chance. More like a hundred, and he 
has been doing something miraculous in my 
life, and I’ve just been too drunk to see it. 

Honestly, when I heard the message, 
“Don’t do drugs,” as a kid it just made me 
want to go out and do drugs. In reality ev-
eryone is different, and I don’t dare tell any-
one what will work for their lives and what 
won’t. 

I’ve never been close to my dad, so my 
relationship with my heavenly father has 
never been more important to me. He has 
saved my life, quite a few times. 

I’ve overdosed and been in hospital beds 
just wanting to die so bad but he wouldn’t 
let me. I’ve been half conscious in ER rooms, 
and felt the presence of his love.

I’ve been anxiety gripped and sad for as 
long as I can remember. The only time that 
I actually feel happy is when I have a good 
relationship with God, it makes me feel like 
there is a purpose in my life. 

He makes you able to feel like you’re not 
a sad story, even when it seems impossible. 
Without God there is no way I can stay so-
ber, I know that for a fact, and I don’t know 
if I’m going to drink tomorrow. 

I can’t think about that. The only thing I 
can worry about is today. 

And I can have a peace of mind know-
ing that I’m not going to get drunk. Just for 
today.

If you or anyone you know needs help, 
visit the Grand Rapids Alano Club at 120 
College Ave. NE, on the web at gralanoclub.
org or by phone at (616) 456-5709.

Alternately, there are resources on cam-
pus in the couseling office on the third floor 
of the Student Center.

I thought recovery was 
going to be a life of no fun. 
It’s not.
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When Sara Smolenski enrolled at Grand 
Rapids Junior College in the fall of 1975, she 
arrived on campus with a plan.

Smolenski decided in fourth grade she 
wanted to pursue a career in law when she 
would volunteer to read aloud in class for 
her shy friends who dreaded being called on. 

“I think what sparked that interest was 
I have always had a knack for wanting to 
be able to speak for people who could not 
speak for themselves,” Smolenski said. “I was 
never a shy child…I was always outgoing and 
much of an extrovert. I felt called to be an 
advocate of others…and that to me was be-
ing a lawyer.”

A Grand Rapids native, Smolenski, 57, 
will soon be celebrating her 25th year as the 
63rd District Court judge and credits her 
time at GRJC, now Grand Rapids Commu-
nity College, with helping her along on the 
path to success. 

Smolenski grew up in a family of 10 chil-
dren and was introduced to the legal profes-
sion by her father and brother who started 
as lawyers and went on to serve as judges. 
Her father, J. Robert Smolenski was judge 
for the 61st District Court, and her brother 
Michael R. Smolenski ended up as judge for 
Michigan’s Court of Appeals. 

“I will not be done until I am done with 
law school,” Smolenski said about her college 
plan. “So as a result, in 1982 I was through 
with law school, and I was 24 years old,” 

Smolenski attended Grand Rapids Cath-
olic Central, and graduated in 1975. She 
knew she wanted to go to the University of 
Michigan eventually. Two years at GRJC was 
a natural stepping-stone and provided her 
the opportunity to play college sports. 

“Intercollegiate athletics was really a 
wonderful experience for me in both wom-
en’s basketball and softball,” Smolenski said. 
“The coaches were such wonderful people. 
They gave you an idea that you could believe 
in yourself, and the aspirations that you had 
became a real possibility.” 

Marcia Tiesinga, Smolenski’s coach for 
basketball and softball, enjoyed Smolenski’s 
presence on her teams. 

“Sara was a joy to have as a player,” Ties-
inga said. “She was an exciting player, and 
she had a lot of pep, as she still does now…
she made practices a lot of fun for everyone 
because she had a great sense of humor.” 

Joyce Buckley, Smolenski’s assistant 
coach for basketball and softball said she had 
a great work ethic.

“She was not fooling around,” Buckley 

said. “When she was at practice, she was at 
practice. She always was assisting her team-
mates, and she knew when to put the spot-
light on them.”

Smolenski graduated from GRJC in 1977 
and is proud to be an alumna. 

“They used to say going to GRJC is like 
going to a bigger high school, you get that 
stigma,” Smolenski said. “It is like so many 
stigmas. It is based on ignorance…GRCC 
will prepare you for any occupation you 
choose to endeavor. Grand Rapids Commu-
nity College helped me become the person 
that I am today…I think that students that 
say that, it’s a cop out. Because you are mea-
sured against students from any other four-
year institution, and GRCC measures right 

Left: Smolenski (14) pictured with 1976 GRCC women’s basketball team. Right: Throwing from the left field during a 
softball game during the 1976-77 school year with teammate Shelley. Photos courtesy Sara Smolenski.

“Sara was a joy to have as a player. 
She was an exciting player, and she 
had a lot of pep, as she still does 
now…she made practices a lot of 
fun for everyone because she had a 
great sense of humor.”

— Marcia Tiesinga
Smolenski’s coach
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up there.”
Smolenski said GRJC prepared for her 

studies at U of M, and that her biggest chal-
lenge with the transition there was dealing 
with homesickness. 

“I was a real homebody,” Smolenski said. 
“When you are one of 10 kids, home was 
really the place. I was homesick even as a ju-
nior in college moving to Ann Arbor. It took 
me a while to adjust.” 

Smolenski knew she always wanted to 
go into law, so continuing her education was 
a natural pattern for her. She enrolled at 
Thomas M. Cooley Law School after grad-
uating from U of M in 1979. 

“It was a challenge because I had never 
been in school where you studied so much,” 
Smolenski said. “(In) law school I studied 
more than I had ever studied anywhere.”

She graduated from law school in 1982 
and went on to work for her brother’s law 
firm, a private practice in the Alger Heights 
area called Smolenski and Quinn. Smolenski 
worked there for about a year, before she 
went to work at the Grand Rapids City At-

torney’s office for three years. 
“I worked there because you could go 

against attorneys who had been out for 
years,” Smolenski said. “You really learned 
a lot, going against people who had been 
doing things for years, with far more expe-
rience.” 

She went on to work for Smith Haugh-
ey Rice & Roegge where she did civil and 
criminal defense work until leaving to run for 
office in 1990. 

“I really always knew I wanted to be a 
judge at some point, but you never really 
know when you can run for judge,” Smo-
lenski said. “The judge that had been here 
before me was retiring after 35 years, that 
pretty much made it clear to me that I better 
try to take this shot, or you never know. I 
was 32 years old, the only female, the young-
est candidate, and probably the least experi-
enced. But I knew I believed in myself. I knew 
I could do the job, if given the opportunity.” 

Smolenski ran for office against four 
men. She came in second in the primary and 
won the general election in November of 
1990. She started her new job as judge in 
January of 1991. 

At the same time Smolenski ran for of-
fice, her brother, who had been a district 
court judge in Grand Rapids, ran for the cir-
cuit court judge. Both siblings were on the 
ballot at the same time, and were elected.

Smolenski said being a female in a male 
dominated field has 
proven challenging at 
times. 

“I don’t think there 
are going to be any 
women around that 
started back when I did 
that wouldn’t say there 
is some discrimination 
that they have experi-
enced,” Smolenski said. 
“I can remember one 
time I was mistaken 
for the court reporter 
when I went to take 
a deposition at a law 
firm. You might not say 

that’s discrimination, but it shows people’s 
ignorance, that they don’t recognize that a 
woman would be a lawyer.” 

 Smolenski thinks there is no question 
that more diversity is needed on the bench. 

“I was not the first woman judge in Kent 
County,” Smolenski said. “There were a few 
before me. But even now, we are under-
represented. It is getting better, but it is not 
where it should be…I have not suffered the 
discrimination that some friends have suf-
fered…being treated poorly, or harassment 
in the workplace.” 

Even though working in a court is not 
always a fun job, Smolenski does her best to 
make sure people feel like they have been 
treated fairly, and they understand their situ-
ation fully in her court. 

“I really think at the district court level 
you are really on…the front line,” she said. 
“You are talking to people who have never 
been to court before, they are intimidated, 
they are nervous. It’s not always a happy 
place to be. Sometimes they don’t want to 
be here, it’s not like going to Disneyland. 

“I really strive on treating everyone with 
respect and courtesy, and make sure that 
they feel like they understood what had oc-
curred, even if they don’t agree with your 
decision.

“We are a little bit like the umpires,” 
she said. “You’ve got to apply the law to the 
facts…I like people leaving my courtroom to 

30



As told by Judge Smolenski:
“I made the (basketball) team at the University of Michigan as a 

walk-on, and they played their games at Crisler Arena, which holds 
about 11,000 screaming Wolverine fans, but for the women’s games 
in the mid-’70s it held about 50 people,” Smolenski said. “Of those 
50 people about 35 of them were my family members from Grand 
Rapids…they all came.

“It was my debut playing basketball for the women’s team, and I so 
wanted to play and to make my family proud. I am a real team player, 
but I was used to starting at Grand Rapids Junior College…so when I 
got to U of M I was not starting. 

“We had our maize and blue sweatpants, and our maize and blue 
jackets (on), and we had leather high top converse tennis shoes that 
we were assigned…It was so fun because it was so exciting to get a 
free pair of tennis shoes.

“When the game started I was not in the game, but I was cheering 
for my teammates, and after a while the coach called in the first player, 
and that was Sheila, my teammate that was next to me, and she was 
trying to take her sweatpants off, without unzipping the ankles of her 
sweatpants. She was trying to pull her pants off inside out over the 
those high leather Converse high top tennis shoes, and there was no 
way her pants were coming off, they were getting more and more 
stuck…the coach is like ‘What is going on?’ she looks down the bench 
and she sees Sheila in this pretzel 
twisted on the floor, trying to get her 
pants off, and then all I remember is 
she yelled, ‘Smolenski!’ 

“As soon as I heard my name 
called, this desire, this determination, 
this drive just (went through) every 
pore of my being, I just needed to get 
in that game, and I knew I had to get 
my pants off before Sheila did, or if I didn’t I was not going to get in 
this game.

“So without a moments hesitation I stood up, I put my hands on 
my hips, I grabbed my sweatpants, I yanked them to the ground as 
fast as humanly possible, and without realizing it I took my shorts right 
with them. So my debut at the University of Michigan Crisler Arena is 
me standing there in my underpants with my sweatpants around my 
ankles, and my shorts around my ankles. 

“For a second or two I did not realize it, until my family was kind of 
laughing…then I felt the cool breeze. So I quickly pulled my shorts up 
and ran into the game.

“Whatever it is you are going after, you have to have the desire. You 
have to really want it. You have to have the determination, which is 
the commitment. You have to have the drive, which is the energy. But 
you’ve got to keep your pants on.”

know what just happened.” 
Smolenski likes to stay involved with the local community. 
“Part of our code of ethics is that we give back to our com-

munity,” Smolenski said. “While we are no different than anyone 
else really, I think it is our responsibility for us (as judges) to go 

into the commu-
nity, and educate 
people on the 
court. What do 
judges do? What 
is the court about? 
What do the dif-
ferent courts do?” 

Debra Bailey, 
GRCC board of 
trustees member, 
has had the op-

portunity to work with Smolenski on community events for the 
college. 

“Judge Smolenski has not only been an outstanding profes-
sional woman role in her professional achievements,” Bailey said 
“But she has also modeled a deep commitment to community 
service and working on behalf of those not as fortunate for many 
community organizations. She has also shown the incredible 
power of humor to inspire others as an emcee of many, many 
community events. She is incredibly proud of her status as an 
alumni.”

Smolenski encourages students interested in pursuing politi-
cal science as a career to go for it. 

“I think that it is a situation that you have to believe in your-
self, and you really have to put education first,” Smolenski said. 
“I am sure there are people who are very successful and they 
never have (received) a college degree, but the far vast majority 
of people who are successful have a college degree. 

“I am saying that people need to get in the mindset that ed-
ucation is very important. We should take advantage of every 
educational opportunity we have, because there is so much to 
learn. With being a judge for 24 years, I still learn everyday. I say 
to those students, stay in school, go for the top, study hard, be 
serious about your school work. It is a job…the payoff will be 
great. Believe in yourself. We all question ourselves a little bit…
we are all a little hesitant sometimes, especially when we try 
something new…It is not abnormal to be stressed out when you 
are a student, but find a balance. Have some fun.”

Smolenski said it’s important that everyone does their part 
to make sure everyone else is being treated equally and fairly. 

“Truthfully we are a long way from equality in a lot of re-
spects,” Smolenski said. “You have to do your part to make sure 
everyone is treated equally, and fair, and really stick to that.”

“People need to get in the mindset 
that education is very important. 

We should take advantage of every 
educational opportunity we have, 

because there is so much to learn. 
With being a judge for 24 years, 

I still learn everyday.”

“I just needed to get in 
that game, and I knew I 
had to get my pants off 
before Sheila did, or if I 
didn’t I was not going to 
get in this game.”
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Michael Gillan lives his life like an open book. As a music professor at 
Grand Rapids Community College who could retire whenever he 

feels necessary, Gillan teaches life lessons and keys to happiness, not solely 
through music but also his experiences as a modern-day cowboy.

Growing up in Mount Pleasant, the 61-year-old was born to parents 
who went through the Great Depression. Growing up, Gillan observed his 
father and adapted what he learned into his “cowboy core beliefs.”

“Well, I taught high school  for 14 years,” Gillan said. “I taught a lot of 
it out west, and then I realized that I grew up in a western family, but in 
mid-Michigan. My dad grew up west as a kid. A lot of this stuff was already 
a part of my belief. The cowboy beliefs are distilled from a lot of different 
things, but they don’t talk about them. They live them. So my dad lived 
by this kind of a code and didn’t talk about it much. It was just the way he 

by Zachary Watkins

GRCC’s Lone Cowboy



lived. They aren’t meant to be talked about, 
they’re meant to be lived.”

Unlike many in today’s society, the music 
professor is completely open to expressing 
and sharing his beliefs. Gillan often shares 
them with his classes, and lists them on his 
syllabus. 

 “My syllabus explains to the students 
what my belief systems are,” Gillan said. “I 
think students need to know that. When I 
finally saw the cowboy beliefs in print, I re-
alized that it was sort of how Dad raised us 
all. I don’t think there’s anything bad in there.

“It’s about doing your work when you’re 
supposed to. I think it gives some people a 
chance to think. I use it in my CLS classes 
and I make them write on it. ‘Hey let’s take 
a look at No. 8. What does that mean to 
you?’”

One of Gillan’s biggest philosophies is 
about teaching the student the subject, not 
teaching the subject to the student.

“‘We teach people, not just our sub-
jects,” Gillan said of his upcoming speech to 
the LAND Conference. “I think we need to 
keep that in mind, at least I try to. To me, 
I think you’re going to get more from the 
kids when they understand who you are and 
where you’re coming from.

“I think everyone has to teach as they 
are. I just try to be the same person in re-
hearsal, in class, or talking to students over 
at the (Raider Grille). I just feel like that kind 
of situation works best, because students 
can tell a fake from a mile away. “

Gillan always knew that he wanted to be 
a teacher, but things did not go as planned at 
Central Michigan University. 

“I just became a bad student,” Gillan 
said. “I went up to North Central Michigan 
Community College in Petoskey. I did a year 
there, the year my Dad opened his store. I 
ran the store and took night classes. I aced a 
bunch of gen-eds that year. The best teacher 
I ever had in my life was there, he got me 
straightened out. 

“So, I went to Petoskey, aced my class-
es there and transferred to Michigan State. 
I proved I could get good grades, but then 
State made me retake some gen-eds, ya 

know, total BS. They wanted 18 credits 
and my money. Down there, they make the 
waivers so hard. I tried to get out of my En-
glish 101, and the English teacher goes, ‘Look 
it, I have a doctorate in English, and I couldn’t 
pass this waiver. There’s 10,000 pages of 
reading you have to do.’ I lucked out. I got 
some good professors. That prof had me 
sign up for his class and he got me through it. 

“Those were the days when people 
would read your situation. They realized that 
you’re working full time and trying to go to 
school full time. I had the three best years 
and the three most sleep deprived years of 
my life getting that degree. I had no time to 
party.”

As an owner of a master’s degree in 
trombone performance, Gillan has taught 
all over the United States, including stops 
in North Dakota, Montana, Nevada, Wyo-
ming, Indiana and Michigan. 

His first stop, Golva, North Dakota. 
“So I’m calling capitals of states out west, 

and I hit Golva, North Dakota” Gillan said. 
“So I called them up and the guy said to mail 
him my stuff. I got hired by that school board 
over the phone. The job was K-12 music, ju-
nior high English, boys PE and head basket-
ball coach. The music room was hooked to 
the cafeteria, so when (the lunch lady) called 
in sick, I had to cook hot lunch. Plus, I drove 
one of the two school buses. There were 33 
kids seventh through 12th grade, all in band, 
but they had never gotten higher than a five 
at a contest, because the guy teaching them 
was a good basketball coach, but knew noth-
ing about music. 

“In basketball, we won our first three 
games, but then they found out we were 
young and couldn’t break a press. We played 
our hearts out and almost won in district 
playoffs, we lost by two. It was a great game. 
Two years later, that group of freshman boys 
took second in the state as the smallest 
school district.” 

Gillan then went back to school to pur-
sue his master’s degree at Ball State before 
his next stop. 

“Then from there to Hobard, Indiana 
for two years,” Gillan said. “I didn’t like that 

part of the world at all. It’s the land that God 
forgot I think. It’s the old Al Capone area, 
everything is under the table. I just didn’t fit.

After that Gillan went out to Montana 
and then to Wyoming for a couple years. 
He taught two school districts in Montana, 
one in Wyoming, one back in Montana, one 
in Nevada, came back to Michigan and then 
taught in Nebraska. 

“I went to University of Michigan-Flint 
for two years, followed that up with Wayne 
State College in Nebraska for six years,” Gil-
lan said. “Our bookstore used to get stuff 
all the time for Wayne State University. Our 
colors were black and gold and we’d get 
green and gold crap all the time.“

Wayne State College was Gillan’s final 
stop before coming to GRCC. 

“I was married at the time, and she was a 
Grand Rapids girl,” Gillan said. “I was getting 
beaten up about her wanting to get home. 
This job opened up, I took a look at it, and 
I saw it had a lot of potential. So  I took it 
when it was offered. 

“I love the place and I love teaching. I 

Portrait by Jacquelyn Zeman. Ranch photo courtesy Michael Gillan.
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wish would have figured out that the way 
I operate works better here than at a four-
year college. My schtick wouldn’t work at a 
big four-year school. I always had the dream 
of moving to a big school, but I don’t like sell-
ing my soul for stuff. I’m still going to be me, 
and I’m going to teach the way I think I need 
to teach. I just think this place is a lot more 
accepting of people who might view things a 
little bit differently. 

“This is a two-year that feels like a four-
year. We push the kids hard. For me, this was 
just the right job at the right time. We’ve got 
a nice program. It’s about the kids, these kids 
work hard. They’ve bought into the process, 
they take a lot of pride in our groups, and 
they exhibit that. I’m not sure that it’s me, I 
think a lot of them come here because they 
didn’t get accepted into a four-year school 
or they don’t have the money. I think they’ve 
got a chip on their shoulder. I always want 
that, I’m natured that way. I’m an underdog 
kind of guy.”

Gillan’s music prowess was noticed by 
John Madden, Associate Professor of Music, 
Associate Director of Bands, and Director 
of the Spartan Marching Band at Michigan 
State.

“John Madden of Michigan State came 
over one day,” Gillan said. “He said ‘You 
know Gillan, I can’t believe what you’ve 
done. Ken Bloomquist (MSU Director of 
Bands) said you were the best builder of 
programs he’s ever seen and he has no 
idea how you do it. And I’m not sure you 
even know. You’ve built a college band that 
sounds as good as a lot of four-year bands. 
You’re doing a lot of high-level stuff here 
where it shouldn’t be happening.’ And I said, 
‘Well maybe it should be.’”

Notice of Gillan’s ability to develop 
bands has been noticed on campus, too. 
Kevin Dobreff, Music Department head, 
sees it as well.

“Mike excels at recruiting students to 
the instrumental music program,” Dobreff 
said. “His true forté is crafting a very mature 
sound from the campus band and wind en-
semble. Our bands play at a level that rivals 
those of four-year programs.”

Besides music, Gillan is working on writ-
ing a couple books.  

“I’ve got a children’s book I’m writing, still 
looking for an illustrator, but it’s about three 
little gophers,” Gillan said. “I’m also working 
on a novel about me teaching out west. It’s 
about all the small towns. Every town has a 
guy that’s the town bullshitter. That is cow-
boy. There’s always one guy that can tell a 
good story. I’ve met a lot of colorful people. 
It’s live and let live out there. You don’t meet 
a lot of colorful people here. So I thought I’d 
do a little exposé on them.”

Gillan’s original plan was to teach in the 
upper peninsula, a place he loves, but after 
spending time in Montana, the state stole his 
heart. 

“I had a college instructor from Mon-
tana,” Gillan said. “Our families were close, 
he was my dad’s best friend. My instructor 
suddenly died over Thanksgiving in 1975. 
It hit everyone hard. He said something I’ll 
never forget, ‘You need to get your damn 
degree, and you need to head to Montana.’ I 
said, ‘Why Montana?’ He goes, ‘It’s the only 
state in the union that will put up with you.’

“What I didn’t realize, is that at one time, 

there were more singers in the Metropoli-
tan area from Montana than any other state. 
Their music out there used to be top drawer, 
but it’s fallen a bit. Montana is a weird state, 
it used to be full of Scotsmen. The thing you 
start to understand is that the Scots used 
to believe in education. Take a look at the 
great Scot poets and writers. The arts were 
so much stronger in that state than in Ne-
braska when I was there. 

“Montana’s got beautiful scenery. Once I 
moved there I knew. When Mom and Dad 
moved out and retired, I helped them out 
with the property. I go out there around 
Christmas for three weeks. I got my mom 
out there and my sister lives next door.”

Being one-eighth Native American, Gil-
lan has developed a passion for the culture. 

“I had a great grandmother who was 
100 percent Native American,” Gillan said. 
“We have no idea about her. She came out 
of Nebraska, so we assume she’s from one 
of the Sioux tribes, but she could have been 
something else. 

“My great grandfather left Indiana to 
make his fortune in the gold fields of Mon-
tana. It didn’t go well. So, he’s on the train 
back and it stops in Omaha, where he meets 
this beautiful Native American girl. Her fam-
ily sold her to a white family and she was 
basically their slave, doing house cleaning, 
watching the kids and cooking. 

“They fell in love, so one night, he got the 
train times, put a ladder up to her window, 
they ran down and caught the train to Chi-
cago. They eloped and the rest is history.”

As for when he’s moving out to Mon-
tana and getting out of Dodge, Gillan doesn’t 
know. He’s just happy with the time he has 
and that GRCC gave him a chance.

“This will be the first summer I don’t 
teach summer school, so I’ll go out there for 
three months,” Gillan said. “I’m at that age 
where … I’ve always taken a month off, but I 
need to start spending more time out there. 

“I’m very appreciative to the college that 
they saw something in me. I’m very apprecia-
tive to have this job. It’ll probably be my last 
one. I could call it at anytime.”

➢ Live each day with courage 

➢ Take pride in your work

➢ Always finish what you start

➢ Be tough but fair

➢ Do what has to be done 
when it has to be done

➢ When you make a promise, 
keep it

➢ Ride for the brand

➢ Talk less say more

➢ Never leave a man down

Gillan’s Cowboy 
Core Beliefs
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I was born and raised in Dakar Senegal, lo-
cated on the Cap Vert peninsula on the Atlantic 
Ocean. 

As a child I had lots of fun in Senegal. I would 
spend most of my 
time playing out-
side with my best 
friends Angelique, 
Françoise, Deborah 
and Esther. Life back 
home was great be-
cause my entire fam-
ily, lived close to me. 
I was surrounded by 
those who meant 
the most to me. 

I was living with 
my mom, my sister Vanessa Felicite, and my 
brother Yannick Nestore. At the time, my dad 
was not living with us because he has been in 
the United State since 2002. In 2008, my mom 
told me that we were going to move to the 
United States. Until that point, I never thought 
that one day I would get to live in another coun-
try. 

At first I was not very excited with the 
news, then I felt sadness all over me. I was going 
to leave the place that I spent my childhood in.  I 
was going to be away from my best friends that 
I had spent my childhood with. I was going to 
be far away from the rest of my family, including 
my grandparents that I love dearly. I was going 
to be far away from my country, the place I had 
always called home.  

Inside my mind I was asking several ques-
tions.  How will the new country look?  What 
is life like there? How will I be able to communi-
cate with people once I’m there, knowing that 
the only languages I spoke were French, Wolof 
(my country’s second National language), and 
Diola? I was aware, from school, that English 
was the language spoken in America, but I nev-
er learned how to speak it while in Senegal. 

On the other hand I was a little happy be-
cause I was going to discover another country 
half way around the world. I was also excited 
because I was going to get on an airplane. Ever 
since I was little, I watched the airplanes in the 
sky fly by, wondering when will I finally get to 
see airplanes up close, right in front of my eyes, 
get inside one of them to see what they look 
like, and experience the feeling of being inside 
an airplane that is flying. 

I was also going to see snow for the very 
first time in my life once in America.  For several 
years I wanted to know how snow looked when 
it fell from the sky. It never snows in Africa. 

One positive thing about this voyage is that 
it was going to answer all the questions that I 
had. 

Another benefit is that unlike many people 
who never got to travel I got the opportunity to 
live in two different continents that were miles 
away from each other. It was simply a blessing, 
because I am a very curious person. I like to 
know everything and discover  new things all 
the time. 

When the day finally came to leave my 
country, I said my final goodbyes to my fami-
ly and friends with tears and sadness all over 
my face, knowing that I will not be able to see 
them again for a very long time. At the airport 
I boarded the plane with excitement because it 
was my first time on an airplane. And I got my 
answer to one of my questions. The airplane 
looked bigger in front of my eyes compared to 
its side when I used to see it fly in the sky. 

Flying in an airplane is amazing and I loved 
it. I was sitting by the window when I saw the 
beautiful view of the clouds. I spent the rest of 
my time sleeping. 

The plane stopped in Morocco for several 
hours, then we took a second plane to New 
York. From New York we took a Greyhound 
to Detroit.  From Detroit my dad came to 
pick us up, and drove us back to Grand Rapids. 
The voyage took us 8 hours and 40 minutes to 
fly from Dakar to New York City. I arrived in 

America on Nov. 4, 2008, a significant date I will 
always remember.

Because I was 14 when I arrived, my dad 
took me straight to high school. At first we 
went to Creston High School, but because they 
did not offer ESL courses, I was not accept-
ed. So he took me to Adelante High School, 
a school that offers students ESL classes and 
teaches students how to speak English.

The first few months of school were very 
difficult for me due to the language barrier, but 
despite this challenge I was excelling and getting 
good grades.  I practiced how to speak English 
at school, through the amazing program at my 
school, books, homework, watching the Dis-
ney Channel, and with the help of my amazing 
teacher, Ms. Clark, who did a wonderful job as 
my ESL teacher.

I can’t complain but be rather thankful be-
cause I was given all the resources necessary to 
speak fluent English. Within six months I was 
able to speak and understand the English lan-
guage. Six months earlier I carried a piece of 
paper given to me by Ms. Clark with a note on 
it that I would show to my bus driver for my 
destination from school to home, because I was 
not able to communicate. 

I also got the answer to the rest of my ques-
tions when I saw how beautiful the snow was 
when falling and how amazing of a country the 
United States really is.  After my freshman year 
in high school I moved to Creston High School 
for my sophomore year. At the end of my soph-
omore year, we moved to Kentwood where I 
attended East Kentwood High School for my ju-
nior and senior years. In 2012, I graduated from 
East Kentwood. The following fall I enrolled at 
Grand Rapids Community College. 

Having the chance to go through this jour-
ney helped me see the difference between two 
different countries, where the weather, the 
culture, the language along with the education 
system are all different. I am today a very differ-
ent person from the innocent fourteen year old 
girl who made that journey, because the voyage 
made me more mature.  Back home I would 
have to rely on my parents for everything, even 
at twenty, due to the fact that there is a lack 
of jobs there. Here in America, I have learned 
to be independent by getting a job, and at the 
same time going to school.

I have learned what hard work really means. 

by Martine Coly

From Senegal
 to Grand Rapids

Photo by Jonathan D. Lopez
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The

SWAGman
Effect

Although she wasn’t born into royalty, 
Jessica Swagman has proven she is more 
than capable of earning her crown. Swag-
man, 29, of Grand Rapids, has risen to the 
challenge of creating her own fashion line. 

The Grand Rapids Community College 
grad is busy working on her third self-titled 
collection, she describes as, “a modern take 
on vintage glamour with a hint of edge and a 
strong, timeless and feminine aesthetic.” 

Her inspiration comes from historical 
fashion, theatre, music and all forms of art. 

Swagman said that because she is a viv-
id fashion lover it was challenging for her to 
choose one specific style that reflects the 
company.

“I am incapable of describing my style 
with one or two words,” Swagman said. “So 
why should I define my company with only 
one or two words?”

During her time at Calvin College, 
Swagman found herself designing and sew-
ing clothes on breaks between classes. She 
wanted to create and wear clothes that 
were different. Although mostly self-taught, 
her grandma taught her the basics of sewing. 
It wasn’t until she graduated with a bach-
elor’s of science degree that she began to 
think about designing clothes as a profession. 

Swagman was born with half of her right 
arm, making it challenging for her to do cer-
tain tasks like sew or drape fabric over her 
dress form, but she found a way to adapt. 
She wears a prosthesis, and while watching 
her sew in her studio her disability is not ob-
vious. 

Swagman, who doesn’t often discuss her 
condition, said she accepted her physical lim-
itations and ran towards her dream. 

“I don’t want people to think, look at 
what amazing work she can do with one 

arm, but rather, look at her amazing work,” 
Swagman said.   

In 2010, Swagman started working to-
wards an associate degree in applied arts 
and sciences for fashion merchandising at 
GRCC. She was then able to begin the plan-
ning for the official launch of her company in 
August 2011. 

Swagman currently has two collections 
available and is working on her third for 
Spring 2015. Her Spring 2014 collection was 
inspired by Claude Monet and his paintings. 
Every square inch of the fabric was dyed or 
hand painted.

“For two weeks straight I was bent over 
on the ground painting the fabric,” Swagman 
said. 

The Fall 2014 collection was inspired by 
the changing of the seasons and colors of 
nature. 

The Jessica Swagman Spring 2015 col-
lection conveys a soft geometric feel paired 
with some deep pastels. 

Many designers say, “fashion is not at all 
glamorous,” and Swagman agrees. Half of 
her day is spent doing the logistics, like an-

swering emails, researching trends and mon-
itoring her website jessicaswagman.com. 
The other half is spent in her home studio 
designing.

“I’ll sit for hours draping fabric over dress 
forms to create patterns for the collection,” 
Swagman said. 

As a GRCC graduate, Swagman de-
scribes how her collection could resonate 
with college students and some struggles 
they may have. 

“My collection, like life, is not about fit-
ting into a mold of who the world thinks you 
should be,” Swagman said. “Rather, it’s about 
embracing all of who you are, the things you 
love about yourself and the things you don’t. 
Always striving to be the best form of you.”

Swagman said she enjoyed her time at 
GRCC and appreciated the downtown cam-
pus, as there was so much inspiration for her 
fashion and interior classes. Her best advice 
for students is: 

“Get as much out of the experience as 
possible and be open to learning in the most 
unexpected ways.”

by Victoria Thornton

Photo by Jonathan D. Lopez
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Shaping 
the future, 

studying 
the past
by Kayla Tucker
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As a first-generation non-traditional 
college student who became the 
Assistant Professor of History 
at Grand Rapids Community 

College, Susan M. Williams, 41, has a per-
spective most students don’t expect to see 
in a typical professor, and a straight forward 
attitude to keep those around her on their 
toes.

Growing up in a working class family 
in the small suburban city of Mason just 
outside of Cincinnati, money was tight, but 
Williams’ family made it a goal every sum-
mer to travel some place new. To Williams’ 
excitement, many camping trips brought 
about pit stops at various U.S. historic sites 
along the way.

“I’d always been deeply passionate 
about history,” Williams said. “My parents 
really facilitated that in me.”

As a child, Williams surrounded herself 
with books, and the family vacations tended 
to center around whatever historic period 
she was binge-reading at the time.

“I was all over the place buying classic 
literature because I loved to read...history 
books or anything that you can imagine,” 
Williams said.

After graduating from Mason High 
School in 1991, Williams knew that history 
was a path she wanted to follow, leading 
her to the University of Cincinnati.

As a young, college freshman without 
any role models, Williams found herself 
miserably lost.

“I should not have been in college,” she 
said. “(I) goofed off constantly because I had 
no direction, and decided to leave after a 
year.”

Working in home healthcare and then 
Planned Parenthood, Williams’ found con-
tentment in the social service field for the 
next six years.

Williams worked into her mid-20s 
before returning to the University of Cin-
cinnati, this time with a strong head on her 
shoulders.

“I was the crazy student,” Williams said. 
“I had no patience for slackers.”

Taking 18 credits and working full time, 

Williams managed to get her Bachelor’s 
degree in History by 2001, in less than 
three years.

“I went back and realized ‘I want to be 
a professor’,” Williams said. “I want to teach 
college. I want to talk. And it was...my fanta-
sy. I want to talk about history all day, every 
day, to hostage audiences that can’t get 
away from me. And I’ll make them like it.”

But time had passed and computers had 
emerged in education, a foreign concept to 
Williams who was still typing on a typewrit-
er in the late ’90s.

“It was like a foreign language,” Williams 
said. Her first typed assignment turned into 
a silent plea for help.

“(The professor) took me under her 
wing and ended up being my mentor,” 
Williams said. “I was a student that went 
from having just an abysmal skill set to just 
working so hard to turn it around.”

She began her graduate degree at the 
university while also working as a teaching 
assistant.

“It’s a really good way to experiment 
with students and teaching and learning 
without really destroying the student expe-
rience,” Williams said. “Students would just 
kind of laugh along with me and they would 
realize that I’m new and I would be honest 
about it.”

Determined to cross the finish line, 
Williams moved onto the Indiana Univer-
sity Bloomington, where more teaching 
opportunities came her way. She finished 
the tail end of her coursework in 2003 with 
a Masters Degree in European History.

While attending Indiana University, 
Williams was awarded a Fulbright scholar-
ship, a competitive research grant, to spend 
summers in Bucharest, Romania doing 
historical research for her dissertation 
paper, which would complete her Ph.D. She 
officially packed up and moved to Romania 
for a year in 2006.

Submerging herself in the city, Williams 
lived in a working class apartment, away 
from the American populated area.

“A lot of (Americans) would go live in 
the embassy sections of a city or the college 

sections and I kind of wanted to live where 
everybody else lived in the city,” Williams 
said.

Williams busied herself working at 
the Romanian archives, the Romanian 
National Library 
and the Romanian 
Academy, doing 
focused research 
on the identity of 
the Romas in the 
1920s-’30s.

“I’d always try 
and book time to 
travel,” Williams 
said, although it 
was overwhelming 
living in a country 
that was completely unfamiliar. “Maybe 
sometimes the best thing to do is get lost 
and to try to find your way out of it...(and) 
start to enjoy that loss of control.”

Despite her initial feelings that Bucha-
rest was not very aesthetically appealing, 
Williams sought out to find beauty in the 
seemingly dirty city.

“I have a willow tree in Bucharest,” 
Williams said. “It’s right by a lake, in a park, 
(and) I’m never going to tell anybody which 
park it is. It’s my tree. I know that tree. I 
could pick out that tree in a picture where 
they didn’t even say that it was Bucharest. I 
love that tree to this day.”

Williams completed coursework toward 
her Ph.D. in Russian and East European 
Studies and History of Gender and Sexu-
ality. She later received a teaching position 
and decided not to write the dissertation, 
the last of the degree requirements. Never-
theless, she was the first in her immediate 
family to obtain a degree.

Coming back to the United States, Wil-
liams’ priorities changed from completing 
the dissertation paper to dipping her toes in 
the water for a teaching position.

“When I did that, I did not expect to 
get bites,” Williams said.

Much to her surprise, Williams an-
swered a call back from GRCC and was 
asked to come to an interview for the only 

“Maybe 
sometimes the 
best thing to do is 
get lost and to try 
to find your way 
out of it...(and) 
start to enjoy that 
loss of control.”
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open position as History professor in 2008.
“Professor Williams was a perfect fit for 

GRCC and the Social Science Department,” 
said Mike Light, History professor and Social 
Sciences department head. “Her expertise 
and her dynamic teaching style, combined 
with her professionalism and scholarly back-
ground is a rare combination.”

Williams describes her teaching style to 
be flexible, but always lecture-based.

“I’m kind of a ‘what works’ professor,” 
she said. And based on her own experi-
ences as a student, she veers away from 
group work in the classroom. Williams’ 
classes tend to revolve around the historical 
concepts she enjoys and wants to teach 
students.

“All historians are different,” Williams 
said. “The lenses we use to define history 
are different. I’m a social and cultural histo-

rian. I am very interested in social 
class. I am very interested in gender 
and sexuality. I am very interested 
in concepts of ethnicity and race 
and where those ideas came from.”

Catharine Trachsel, 26, one of 
Williams’ former students, originally 
declared as an English major but 
has since added history to make a 
double major.

“Professor Williams is the 
reason I decided to go into history,” 
Trachsel said. “The level of expec-
tation she has for her students is 
nothing less than their best, which is 
usually more than they thought they 
were capable of. At least that was 
true for me.”

This semester, Williams is 
teaching Western Civilization to 
1500 (HS 101), Western Civilization 
since 1500 (HS 102), and History of 
Russia and East Europe (HS 290). 
She said that she has great students 
and enjoys the discussions they have 
in class.

“At least once a week, (I dump) 
coffee down the front of myself,” 
Williams said with a laugh. “That’s a 
norm in my classes.”

Williams is involved at GRCC as not 
only a full time professor, but in a handful of 
committees. In particular, she is the coor-
dinator of the Gender Studies committee, 
which she describes as focused on “trying 
to deal with these really big, systematic 
issues (and) to explain where they came 
from and also what kind of influence that 
has on us today.”

The Gender Studies Committee does 
not only construct different courses, but 
also looks at how the college wants to 
be seen and how to handle the gender 
‘climate’. On the same topic, Williams’ is 
also a member of the Lesbian Gay Bisexual 
Transgender Queer climate team.

“It’s really creating an inclusive campus 
climate, for those groups in particular,” 
Williams said, referring to the LGBTQ 
spectrum. The committee’s recent project 

has been the implementation of unisex 
bathrooms, and obvious signage for them, 
around campus.

Also devoting time to hosting confer-
ences, Williams leans toward the evolving 
concepts of feminism and sexuality. She en-
joys having these discussions with students 
and hearing what they have to say.

“I really do feel passionately that people 
should be equal and that people should be 
respected and their voices should be heard, 
and that the only way to really be able to 
do that is to have a transparent and open 
and honest conversation,” Williams said.

Over the years, Williams has team-
taught Irish Foreign Studies courses and led 
several study-abroad trips in 2009 and 2010 
to Ireland with fellow historian, Robert 
Hendershot.

“Williams is a very active member of 
our department and has contributed to the 
academic and professional development 
of GRCC in innumerable ways,” Hender-
shot said. “Most importantly, the college’s 
students are fortunate to be able to learn 
from an academic of her caliber.”

Next semester, Williams plans to teach 
the History of Gender and Sexuality (HS 
225), and a seminar course entitled “The 
Black Death”, which will take a historical as 
well as a microbiological look on the fatal 
epidemic.

Williams said that one of her goals 
for the future is to make gender studies a 
discipline at the college, see action towards 
making the campus more inclusive, and 
the implementation of pre-majors so that 
professors can identify more with students 
studying their discipline. Besides these, 
Williams tends to focus her goals on more 
of a semester to semester basis, with the 
underlining values of fairness and equality 
remaining consistent.

“I’m always very practical,” Williams 
said. “I’m always thinking a year out...The 
direction that I’m heading at this point is...to 
really focus on creating an inclusive college 
community and as a historian to really cre-
ate an inclusive environment for our history 
students.”
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Cleaning products, beauty products and 
toiletries are all very expensive. Beyond the 
cost, most products are loaded with harmful 
chemicals that can be toxic to our water sys-
tems and the environment. 

Thankfully there are some inexpen-
sive and safe green alternatives to chemi-
cal-based products. Using very few products 
and homemade concoctions has not only 
been easy on my wallet, but I don’t get light 
headed when cleaning my apartment due to 
the fumes. Here are some green and cheap 
ways to clean your house and self.

Home Cleaning
The best ingredients for green cleaning 

around the house include baking soda, vin-
egar, lemon juice, honey, coffee, coconut oil, 
apple cider vinegar, almond milk, mason jars, 
aloe plants, lots of rags and bandanas. 

An even mixture of baking soda, vinegar, 
and lemon juice can get any scrub cleaning 
job done. Just be careful to not mix the pro-
portions too much unless you want to create 
an elementary science fair vinegar volcano. I 
use this mixture for everything from cleaning 
floors and tubs to even my dishes. I keep a 
premix in the soap pump at my sink. For the 
dishes, I like to add more lemon juice than 
usual just for the great citrus scent. 

Paper towel is costly over time and envi-
ronmentally wasteful. My first investment in 
washcloths was at the dollar store where a 
12 pack only cost me $3. My second invest-
ment was bandanas. Some places like dollar 
stores sell them as cheap as 25 cents. I love 
cleaning with bandanas and also use them in 
place of tissues. They leave my nose much 
more loved after cold season than conven-
tional tissues that make it raw and red.  

Toothpaste:
I use baking soda and peppermint oil 

mixed in a small glass jar as my cost efficient, 

environmentally safe toothpaste alternative. 
If your teeth are feeling especially grimy, you 
can also add a small amount of sea salt to 
scrape away any extra plaque.

Oil Pulling
Oil pulling involves taking a tablespoon 

of coconut oil, swishing it around in your 
mouth for at least 10 minutes and spitting 
it out. If you’re a multi-tasker, oil pull in the 
shower while you do your routine. Oil pulling 
removes impurities and can save you a trip 
to the dentist. If you ever experience acne, 
oil pulling will also help, allowing your skin to 
be healthier from the inside out.

Face Masks
During my morning and nighttime rituals, 

I use homemade face masks. When my skin 
is feeling very dry, I do a mixture of ground 
oats, honey, and almond milk. It feels incredi-
bly soothing, I usually leave it on while making 

coffee, picking out my outfit, or doing dishes 
at night. 

My mask for acne is honey and aloe I 
squeeze from my plant. Honey and aloe are 
naturally antiseptic, helping destroy the acne 
causing bacteria without the harsh chemical 
effects. 

For an exfoliant, ground coffee works the 
best. If you experience some acne scars or 
marks add in nutmeg and a small amount of 
honey. 

When my skin is in check, and I’m just 
giving it a break, a plain honey mask is the 
best way to go. It tightens pores, makes your 
skin have a glow. 

After mask care I usually make my own 
anti bacterial moisturizer by combining coco-
nut oil and aloe. 

There are two options for spot treat-
ments: one is tea tree oil for an emerging zit, 
and the other is honey and nutmeg for a zit 
that’s been there a while. 

Living Green is Truly Living Cheap
by Chelsea Jenkins

Photo by Jacquelyn Zeman
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When your skin feels really inflamed, 
or your eyes are red and puffy, make some 
green tea, then freeze the bags to later thaw 
out on your face letting all the cooling sooth-
ing green tea benefits sink in. 

Shampoo
When washing my hair I usually coat it 

with coconut oil on the ends before even 
getting in the shower. Mostly the hair at 
the scalp is the only hair that requires to be 
cleaned, so this just protects the natural oils 
at the ends of your hair.

Instead of shampoo I use hone. It is a 
natural antiseptic giving it awesome cleans-
ing properties. For a conditioner I just put 
almond milk on the ends of my hair to dilute 
the coconut oil.

Mason Jars
They’re cute and inexpensive priced at 

less than $1 per jar. So misplacing one is less 
of a disappointment than losing a fancy ex-
pensive plastic water bottle. I use mine to 
make pour over coffee cold brews. To do this 
you let coffee grounds sit in a sealed jar in 
the refrigerator for 12 hours, then strain and 
have delicious cold coffee. To make infused 
water, cut fruit in a jar of water, and let sit for 
12 hours so all the antioxidants fill the water. 
My personal favorite is blueberry, cucumber 
and lime. Mason jars all come with lids, mak-
ing them very portable and ready for school 
or work. 

Women’s Health Alternatives
The culture most women are brought up 

in today deems menstrual talk as something 
left for young women, their mothers and 
doctors. 

Women have periods. It’s just natural.
Ideas are placed upon women in society 

as to how we should act and look, the ca-
reers women should take part in, and how 
we should take care of our bodies does not 
always come from the most holistic of places. 

It is really exciting that a woman has the 
ability to carry a child, and sustain a human 
being as it is developing. This still blows my 
mind. Women’s bodies are so amazing.

The good news is there are several green 
ways to make the experience of a period 
more comfortable. 

I have never been the person who blindly 
accepts what other people tell me as fact. I’ve 
always liked my own way of doing things, so 
naturally I questioned tampon use at a young 
age. 

Tampons tend to be off-putting and take 
a toll on your finances.

Companies market tampons as conve-
nient, but how convenient is dishing out a 
chunk of change each month for a single use 
tampon that will soon end up in a landfill near 
you.  

But you may ask if not a tampon, then 
what? The following is a list of alternative 
menstrual products that promote healthy, 
chemical-free lifestyles that are sustainable to 
local economies, as well as being good eco-
nomic choices, so you can save your pennies 
for great adventures. 

Menstrual Sponges 
You may have had the thought, “What 

did women do before tampons?”  
There is a company called “Holy Spong-

es,” they use sponges that come from the 
ocean. Sponges are nice and comfortable. 

Diva Cup 
If you’re not ready for 

the fully natural experience 
of sea sponge, but still want 
to try some of the amazing 
benefits of using alternatives 
to tampons, “Diva Cups” just 
may be for you. 

Diva Cups are small sil-
icone vagina-sized bowls. 
Diva Cups have been rat-
ed to last up to 10 years 
by some eco sites, but the 
company does recommend 
replacing their product once 
a year.

The cup is very comfort-
able and can be worn during 
all activities from riding a bike 
to swimming. 

Soft Cup
A soft cup is a flexible cup that can be 

worn around the cervix to collect menstrual 
flow. It can be reused multiple times during a 
period, and can be worn for up to 12 hours. 

Pads
Mass-produced pads are made from the 

same materials as tampons. Like tampons, 
these pads are disposable. 

On the other hand, reusable cotton pads 
save money, feel softer and come with a 
much smaller environmental impact. 

Cotton pads can also be found on Etsy 
in many shapes, colors and thickness. Cotton 
pads range in price from $7 to $24 for a pack, 
Patterns are easily available and very cost ef-
ficient. These can be not only a great gift to 
yourself but to the women and girls you love. 

Periods can be uncomfortable, but using 
more earth-friendly and sustaining resources 
they can feel much less irritating. 

Practice using more reasonable natural 
resources in your life, but don’t stop there. 
Be apart of women empowerment globally! 
Pass on information, inform others, be open 
and honest about your period. Contribute 
to awareness and global world aid and loving 
yourself more.

Photo by Jacquelyn Zeman
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The Highest Honor
by Michael Julien

Photo by Jonathan D. Lopez

A dream I had since the age of 10, becom-
ing an Eagle Scout, has meant a great deal to 
me.

If I wasn’t so involved in Scouting I don’t 
know where I would be today. All of the differ-
ent skills I learned from Scouting, I will use for 
the rest of my life. Like any other great accom-
plishment, when I became an Eagle Scout I had 
feelings of extreme relief and excitement.

All across the country there are many dif-
ferent levels of Scouting, from Cub Scouts in 
early elementary, Boy Scouts in middle school 
and high school to Venturing crews until the 
age of 21. The highest honor in Scouting is the 
Eagle Scout rank. However, only five percent 
of Boy Scouts will earn this award, which must 
be earned before the age of 18. 

I achieved the rank of Eagle Scout last May 
from Boy Scout Troop 264 in Rockford. It 
was one of the greatest accomplishments in 
my life. I am still involved in my Troop as an 
Assistant Scoutmaster. This means that I help 
Scouts learn leadership, outdoor and planning 
skills, and hopefully achieve the Eagle Scout 
Rank.

Many boys start out in Cub Scouts at the 
age of 5 and earn their Arrow of Light, the 
highest rank in Cub Scouting. At 10 years old 
a boy can continue on the journey into Boy 
Scouts. You do not have to be a Cub Scout to 
become a Boy Scout.

The requirements that led up to the rank 
of Eagle Scout were the toughest require-
ments in my Scouting career.

The most challenging requirement was 
planning and carrying out a service project. 
My project was for Rockford Public Schools at 
Camp Rockford where my Boy Scout Troop 
often goes camping. One of the other Scouts 
in my troop rebuilt one of the fire pits at the 
camp for his Eagle project. The fire pit looked 
great when it was done, but there was no 
place for anyone to sit.

For my Eagle project, I led a group of about 

10 scouts to build six benches around the 
fire pit. They were constructed out of 
pressure-treated lumber and took ap-
proximately three months to build. 
Now there’s seating for up to 12 
adults or 24 kids.

Some of the other major 
requirements to be an Ea-
gle Scout are rank advance-
ments. There are six ranks to 
get through in order to earn 
your Eagle rank. While some 
Scouts do it faster, it took me 
all seven years of my Boy Scout 
career to earn my Eagle. Some 
of the requirements were first 
aid, lifesaving and outdoor skills.

Learning some of the first aid 
was difficult. I had to learn how to 
treat everything from a minor cut 
or scrape to saving someone’s life. The 
training came in different strides. 

One merit badge that I did a lot of 
training in was lifesaving. This consisted of 
learning how to save someone from the 
water who was drowning. One of the cra-
ziest parts of the training was when I had 
to dive about 10 feet down to the bottom 
of a murky, mucky lake and retrieve a 10 
pound weight, from where the bottom was 
barely visible.

The experience was very worthwhile. 
Being an Eagle Scout has been very ben-
eficial to me. Just being able to tell people 
about the experience and how people are 
so amazed that I did it. 

It took up most of my childhood, but I 
had fun in every moment. There was even a 
time I thought about quitting because it 
was difficult, but I decided to stick with 
it because I got into planning campouts 
and other leadership activities. Once I 
had more of a voice in the planning, I 
enjoyed the rest of my time as a Boy 
Scout and I’m glad I reached my goal.
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’Tis the 
season for 
regifting?
Photos & story

by John Rothwell

With the holiday sea-
son fast approach-
ing, the time for 

exchanging gifts is also near 
and with it, the opportunity 
to give someone a gift that 
was previously received from 
someone else, better known 
as “regifting”.

Regifting, a fairly new word, 
was first mentioned in a 1995 
episode of Seinfeld. Since the 
airing and thanks to the Inter-
net, regifting has become a 
trend that is now seen as ac-
ceptable.

So much so that many eti-
quette experts devote time to 
publishing rules for regifting.

One such person is Diane 
Gottsman, an etiquette ex-
pert author and founder of 
The Protocol School of Texas. 
Gottsman has a page on her 
website devoted to the  do’s 
and don’ts  of regifting.  

I personally do not regift. 
Most of my unwanted and 
non-necessity gifts end up in 
the abyss of a closet, or bur-
ied deep on a shelf until a late 
spring house cleaning lets 
them take a trip to Goodwill 
or my wife-sponsored garage 
sale.

The list on the next page 
explains the do’s and don’ts 
but it does not answer the 
who are these people and why 
do they regift .

“People who regift are not 
cheap, they are respectful and 
caring individuals that are 
conscious of the environment 
and want other people to en-
joy something that they can-
not use,” Gottsman said.



DO use good judgment. You may not like 
a gift someone gave you, but your first 
priority is “To Do No Harm.” Ask yourself 
if the other person will notice if you are not 
using it, wearing it, or serving food on it at 
your dinner table, before placing it in your 
re-gift pile.

DON’T regift a valuable or sentimental 
family heirloom. Even though it may not be 
an expensive item, if your family member 
gives you something that is meant to stay 
in the family, like a piece of old costume 
jewelry or an antique platter, it’s important 
to be respectful of the gift. Put it away 
someplace safe and bring it out as a 
conversation piece from time to time.

DO keep gifting honest. When you want 
to give someone a gift that doesn’t work for 
you, let them know it’s not an original gift, 
but you know they are fans of the particular 
item and you would love for them to have 
it. If they refuse, don’t force the issue. They 
may not want it either.

DON’T regift “ugly.” If the gift can be 
mistaken for a gag gift or white elephant 
gift, don’t pass it along to a friend or family 

member. Also, don’t use it at a white 
elephant party where the host may be the 
original giver.

DO put a sticky note on potential regifts. 
Before placing something in your gift closet, 
make a quick note, reminding you who gave 
the gift and the year. Do a thorough check 
to ensure it is in good condition before 
placing it on the shelf. Don’t gift something 
that is not in the original box.

DON’T regift anything with company 
logos or gift with purchase samples. 
Promotional gifts that have a logo or 
company name attached can come 
across as a thoughtless or appear as an 
afterthought. Most cosmetic gifts with 
purchase are never your color or favorite 
scent anyways, and chances are they won’t 
be for the person receiving it as a regift 
either!

DO host or attend regift parties with 
caution.  The true goal of a re-gifting party 
IS NOT to make fun of anyone, or to make 
someone feel bad. It’s to recycle perfectly 
good items that may not work for one 
person, but will be someone else’s treasure.  

It can be a spin on a white elephant party 
to incorporate a festive holiday feel. If you 
have any suspicion the original giver might 
be at the party, the gift should be held, 
and given a year later, in a different circle 
of friends. Give the gift giver some time to 
forget what they gave you!

DON’T assume a gift card is a good 
regift. It may expire within a few months, 
and it may not be fully loaded. Call the 
number on the back of the card to double 
check.

DON’T feel pressured to regift in an 
emergency. Often we frantically pull out a 
regift when someone surprises us with a 
present and we need a quick “turn around” 
gift. It’s better to give nothing at all than 
to frantically gift an item that is not well 
thought out.

DO donate to charity. An alternative to 
regifting is donating a perfectly good item 
to a local charity. A kitchen appliance, 
sweater, or scarf may not work for you, but 
someone in need will be appreciative your 
holiday gesture. I am sending my new, and 
gently used items to Goodwill this season.

What do GRCC 
students say 
about regifting?

Abby Haske, 19, 
Grand Rapids 
“Re-gifting is ok 
sometimes.  You 
never re-gift 
something of 
importance.”

Jayson Mallory, 
20, Comstock 
Park “I don’t see 
a problem with 
regifting as you’re 
not regifting it to 
the same person. 
I think  that could 
be disrespectful.”

Nicholas Brook, 
23, Kentwood  
“It’s the gift that 
keeps on gifting. 
No but serious-
ly,  everything 
has a purpose, 
even gifts that 
you don’t want 
or need. Their 
purpose is to be 

passed on to someone else.”

Sheryl Lossing, 53, 
Alma “It’s rather 
greedy to care 
where the gift 
comes from. If 
you have no use 
for it and some-
one else does, all 
the better.”

Tyler Heard, 19, 
Comstock Park 
“It is a wonderful 
thing and I have 
not regifted yet, 
but I believe in 
doing it to spread 
the joy.”

Gottsman’s Do’s & Don’ts Reprinted with permission from dianegottsman.com



It goes without saying that the Christmas season is one of 
the busiest times of the year. Cards and letters, carols and 
songs, agonizingly long shopping lines, bitterly cold weather—
you often feel like you’re going to lose your mind. Relax, 
weary shopper, you needn’t get so worked up about every-
thing. Gather up the kids, folks, it’s time for the beloved 
Christmas story about surviving the holiday rush.
Survival Tip #1: Time your shopping trips as 
perfectly as possible.

The biggest hype of Christmas is the shopping 
crazes happening all over. Shopping doesn’t need 
to be crazy; all you need to do is plan everything 
out ahead of time. Research discounts and retail 
hours of operation to make the most of your 
time, and keep an eye out for savage shoppers. 
Things can get ugly when shoppers duke it 
out for the same item, and people have 
been known to endure serious injuries 
from such incidents. If a similar situation 
arises, steer clear and stay safe.
Survival Tip #2: Limit the 
amount of music you listen to.

Christmas songs are quite 
catchy, guaranteed to get stuck 
in your head in one play. While 
it may be fun at first, listen-
ing to the likes of “Baby it’s 
Cold Outside” and “All I Want for 
Christmas is You” over and over again 
will eventually drive you insane. Remember, 
Christmas won’t be here for another couple of 
weeks, and that’s enough time for music to irritate 
you. Give yourself a limit, or you’ll get a headache so 
bad no amount of eggnog will ease the pain.
Survival Tip #3:  Act like you are enjoying fam-
ily time.

At its core, Christmas is about family, which means 
family get-togethers. It can be hard to navigate such 
things if you have a crazy aunt or annoying young 
cousin or any family member you’re not particularly 
fond of. There’s one in every family, so it’s best to 
make the most of it. Trapped in conversation? Pretend 
to be interested. Locked in a massive bear-hug? Hug 
them back and try not to squirm. It’ll make the ride 
smoother for everyone (in theory, anyway).

Survival Tip #4: Coordinate with family and 
friends on gifts.

The most embarrassing moments on Christmas oc-
cur when you get the perfect gift for someone only 

to find out they already got the same exact gift 
from another person. Collaboration is the key 
to avoiding this gift exchange catastrophe. Share 
with others what you’re getting for one person 
so that they know what else they can look for, 
and treat the subject with more secrecy than a 

government spy operation.
Survival Tip #5: Breathe!

There’s a lot that goes into a good 
Christmas, but don’t let everything 

overwhelm you. Draw up a battle 
plan for what you have to do 

and how to do it, and take the 
whole thing one step at a 

time. You won’t do much 
good if you’re rushing 

yourself, and no one 
wants to hear you 

spouting out 
curses in the same 

fashion as Mr. Parker 
from “A Christmas Story.” 

Tackle shopping, decorating, 
and everything else in separate 

stages, and you’ll keep up the jolly 
spirit with ease.

Survival Tip #6: Enjoy!
Above all, make the holiday season your 

own thing. Do some outside-the-box think-
ing and make traditions more interesting and 
appealing for yourself and others. Adding your 
own touch makes the season brighter than 
any amount of tree lights. Also, cherish every 
moment; Christmas is one of those times when 
you get every member of your extended family 
in one place, which is rare for the rest of the 
year. Even if your relatives are crazier than Bud-
dy the Elf, they are still family, so make it special. 
If push comes to shove and you’re nearing that 
breaking point, pop in a holiday movie to sooth 
yourself; it’s more calming than hot chocolate.

Enjoy the season, it’s a wonderful time!

by Sean Walker

Surviving the Holiday Season

Photo by Jonathan D. Lopez
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Need help managing your 
student loan debt?
Access FREE resources to make payments easier!
• Learn how much you owe

• Choose an affordable payment option NOW 

• Find out how deferment works

• Use money management tools

• Search for scholarships

Contact Becky in the Financial Aid Office at 
rebeccapowell1@grcc.edu to get started  
on your path to financial freedom.   


