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Mimi and Kim Cummings’ garden fills the majority of their
backyard and produces most of their fruits and vegetables.
Their crops include Swiss chard, cucumbers, zucchini, broccoli,
raspberries, asparagus, rhubarb, carrots, beans, and more.

COMMUNTY SERVICE FOR THE CUMMINGS HAS BEEN ALL ABOUT NEIGHBORING.
/& 8&"7&4 '*#&34 to make
strong and beautiful cloth; the
other weaves connections between
QFPQMFUPJNQSPWFDPNNVOJUJFT'PS,JN
BOE.JNJ$VNNJOHT CVJMEJOHDPOOFD
tions is both a way of life and their life’s
XPSL#PUIBSFTFNJSFUJSFE CVUUIFJS
careers and personal lives have always
been remarkably connected.
As a sociologist, Kim has focused
on building strong neighborhoods,
TUBSUJOHXJUIIJTPXO.JNJ BOBDDPN
plished weaver, exemplifies the couple’s
penchant for doing for themselves—for
making, growing, and collecting many of
30

the material things they need to live.
,JNBOE.JNJUFOEUPVTFUIFXPSE
“neighbor” as a verb, reflecting their
view that being a neighbor is an active
exercise. They have lived in the same
,BMBNB[PPOFJHICPSIPPEGPSOFBSMZ
years and have worked hard to establish
strong ties that enrich their own lives as
well as those who live around them.
“The instinct for neighboring is not
something that comes with the genes, I
think, but comes with early upbringing,”
Kim says.
Kim was raised in a small town
JO.BTTBDIVTFUUTXIFSFIJTQBSFOUT
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and their neighbors lived together in a
iTPNFXIBUJOUFOUJPOBMwXBZ'BNJMJFT
bought properties near each other with
the hope of creating a close neighbor
hood, where neighbors helped each other
BOETPDJBMJ[FEUPHFUIFSBOEDIJMESFO
played together. On Sundays everyone
gathered in the Cummings’ living room
iGPSBOJOGPSNBM 2VBLFSMZTUZMF 1SPUFT
tant meeting,” he says. “It was a very rich
upbringing, so after living in an environ
ment like that, it’s inconceivable that
neighbors not get together and
work together.”
)FNFU.JNJ;PFU PG#FMMJOHIBN 
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A year after leaving her position as a history teacher to raise her first child, Mimi Cummings needed an intellectual challenge, so she turned to weaving. She
calls weaving a “very technical kind of occupation” because the weaver gets deeply into the design and conceptualization of how a fabric is going to look.
Though she has stopped exhibiting at most art shows, she continues her involvement with the Weavers’ Guild. She and others in the group test themselves by
taking on complicated projects and making presentations about what they learn from such challenges.

8BTI XIFOUIFUXPXFSFVOEFSHSBEV
BUFTBU)BSWBSE6OJWFSTJUZ"GUFSHSBEVBU
JOH UIFZCPUIKPJOFEUIF1FBDF$PSQTJO
Colombia where they were married in
5IFJSXPSLUIFSFJOWPMWFEDPNNV
OJUZPSHBOJ[JOH BOEBGUFSTBUJTGZJOHUIFJS
volunteer commitment, they moved to
7FOF[VFMBXIFSF,JNEJETJNJMBSXPSL
BTB1FBDF$PSQTTUBGGNFNCFS
*OUIF$VNNJOHTNPWFEUP4U
-PVJT .P UPBUUFOEHSBEVBUFTDIPPMBU
8BTIJOHUPO6OJWFSTJUZ ,JNHFUUJOHIJT
EPDUPSBUFJOTPDJPMPHZBOE.JNJHFUUJOH
a master’s in teaching social studies. In
,JNKPJOFEUIF,BMBNB[PP$PMMFHF
GBDVMUZ BOEUIFZNPWFEJOUPUIF8FTU
.BJO)JMMOFJHICPSIPPEi*UXBTSFBMMZ
here that a neighborhood interest really
blossomed again,” Kim says.
An integral part of their lifestyle is
what Kim calls “homemaking,” meaning
UIBUNVDIPGXIBUUIFZSFRVJSFUPMJWF
is the product of their own effort. “In
general we love doing things and making
things, using our hands to do things,”
IFFYQMBJOTi.JNJTXFBWJOHJTBQJFDF
of our family lifestyle,” which extends
to growing most of their own produce,
baking their own bread, and gathering,
chopping, and stacking wood to heat
the house.
These practices are about more than
KVTUGSVHBMJUZ IPXFWFSi5IFHBSEFOy
JTOUKVTUTPNFUIJOHUIBUGFFETUIFGBN
ily, but it also feeds the family in a very
QFSTPOBMXBZ w,JNTBZTi"OEJUJTOUKVTU
heating with wood to save money; it’s

heating with wood because you, A, love
UPDIPQXPPEBOEHBUIFSXPPE BOE# 
think of that as your contribution to the
making of the family.”
The Cummings believe these prac
tices were essential to their children’s
development. In helping with the garden
and learning to weave placemats, the
DIJMESFOFYQFSJFODFEiSFBMMJGFMFBSO
ing.” Now all three of their children have
families of their own and are carrying
on the traditions of their own childhood.
One grandson has already taken an
interest in learning to weave.

T

hese homemaking skills provide
a satisfying way to reach out to
PUIFSTJOUJNFTPGOFFE .JNJ
finds. “The traditional time when you
take food to a neighbor is when there’s
a death in the family or something like
that. I know that other people are bring
ing dinner ... but anybody can use a loaf
of bread.” She prefers making that her
contribution to buying an impersonal
sympathy card. “It’s a piece of me going
to the other person,” she explains.
,JNFOKPZTJUXIFOOFJHICPSTTUPQ
to talk over the garden fence. “That’s one
of the things I love about this making
PGPOFTIPNFyJUOPUPOMZFOHBHFTUIF
whole family but also engages neighbors
in a very pleasant kind of way,” he says.
This engagement leads neighbors
UPXBOUUPEPNPSFGPSFBDIPUIFS.JNJ
says, “This kind of neighboring is latent,
CVUJUTUIFSF BOETP XJUI BOPVUXBSE

gesture like taking strawberries to some
CPEZ HFOFSBMMZUIFSFTBSFDJQSPDBM PG
GFSJOH QFPQMFPGUFOEPOULOPXIPX
to initiate those kinds of relationships
 CVU UIJTJTTPNFUIJOHQFPQMFXBOU
to do. It’s not foreign territory for almost
BOZCPEZCVUUIFZKVTUEPOUIBWFUIPTF
openings. So it happens when somebody
breaks the ice.”
The connections the Cummings
built in their community over the years
provided the family with a sense of secu
rity. “Our children felt at home all over
this neighborhood,” Kim says. It’s where
UIFZMFBSOFEUPCFDJUJ[FOT JGZPVXJMM 
and to be neighbors. This was the village
that raised our children.”
Such good relationships are crucial
UPFWFSZPOFTXFMMCFJOH,JNTBZT
i/FJHICPSJOHJTOUKVTUBCPVUTPDJBMDPO
nections; it’s about doing things that you
can’t do by yourself — staying abreast of
problems that otherwise overwhelm you.
It’s about taking advantage of opportuni
ties that otherwise would escape you.”
This notion was reinforced when in
UIFNJET,JNCFHBOUPUBLFBQFS
sonal and professional interest in nearby
OFJHICPSIPPET)FOPUJDFEUIBUJOUIF
QBSUPGUIF7JOFOFJHICPSIPPEOFBSUIF
,BMBNB[PP$PMMFHFDBNQVTBMPOH
"DBEFNZ 4PVUI BOE-PWFMM4USFFUT 
many of the historic homes had been
split into apartments and/or had fallen
into disrepair and that this decline was
BGGFDUJOHUIFRVBMJUZPGMJGFJOBEKBDFOU
areas. “Neighborhoods don’t exist in
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Cummings

isolation,” he said.
As an urban sociologist, he became
particularly interested in the dynam
JDTPGOFJHICPSIPPESFWJUBMJ[BUJPOBOE
SFOFXBM)FUPPLBTBCCBUJDBMJOUP
study the area and its demographic turn
over. “That area was going through some
WFSZIBSEUJNFTJOUIFNJET5IFSF
was a lot of crime, disorder, disinvest
NFOU wIFTBJE)JTXPSLDPOWJODFEIJN
UIBUi5IFXFMMCFJOHPGUIBUBSFBXBTJO
UFHSBMUPUIFXFMMCFJOHPGUIFDPMMFHFBOE
formed an important part of the college
environment, but also was important to
UIJT8FTU.BJO)JMMOFJHICPSIPPEw
8JUIPUIFST IFPSHBOJ[FEIPN
eowners and residents to take on some
CFBVUJmDBUJPOQSPKFDUT BOEIFGPVOE
people were eager to participate, despite
the high percentage of rental properties.
8JUIUPPMT FRVJQNFOU BOETVQQMJFT
MFOUPSEPOBUFECZ8FTUFSO.JDIJHBO
6OJWFSTJUZBOEUIF$JUZPG,BMBNB[PP 
UIFZXPSLFEPOMBOETDBQJOHQSPKFDUTPO
individual properties and “planted tulip
bulbs by the hundreds all up and down
the street,” Kim says.
5IJTQSPKFDUTQBXOFENPSFJNQSPWF
ments in the neighborhood and was the
precursor to a college practicum Kim
developed to send students into various
QBSUTPGUIFDJUZUPPSHBOJ[FTJNJMBS

*'5&&/:&"34"(0 when
,BMBNB[PP$PMMFHF1SPGFT
sor Kim Cummings became
BDUJWFJOPSHBOJ[JOHOFJHICPS
IPPEJNQSPWFNFOUQSPKFDUT IFXPO
dered how he could turn his experi
ence into an academic exercise.
i*OUIFT*CFHBOUPUIJOL
about how to engage my students,
OPUKVTUEPJOHSFTFBSDICVUEPJOHUIJT
LJOEPGPSHBOJ[JOHJOOFJHICPSIPPET w
IFTBJE)FEFWJTFEBQSBDUJDVNUP
UFBDITUVEFOUTPSHBOJ[JOHTLJMMTXIJMF
strengthening neighborhood connec
tions. The focus was neighborhood
beautification, but the real goal was
much deeper positive change.
1FPQMFXFSFTLFQUJDBMBUmSTU CVU
eventually a couple of neighborhood
association directors took interest in
the concept, and they did a successful
QJMPUQSPKFDUi3FTJEFOUTUVSOFEPVU
to be very responsive, neighborhood
associations loved it, and my students
MPWFEJU w,JNTBJE5IFQSPKFDU
DBMMFE#VJMEJOH#MPDLTUPPLPGG 
BOEGSPNUXPTJUFTJOUIFJOJUJBM
pilot, it has grown to nine sites this
past year.
At the beginning of the spring
course, teams of three students are

FBDIBTTJHOFEBUXPUPUISFFCMPDL
UBSHFUTJUFJOPOFPGTFWFSBM,BMBNB[PP
neighborhoods. The students start by
going door to door, meeting residents
and encouraging them to participate in
UIFQSPKFDU5IFZXPSLXJUIOFJHICPS
hood association leaders, and each site
also has a paid supervisor, a resident
with previous experience with the pro
HSBN XIPPWFSTFFTUIFPSHBOJ[FST
3FTJEFOUTNFFUUPQSPQPTFJNQSPWF
ments that they would like to make to
UIFJSPXOQSPQFSUJFT&BDITJUFJTHJWFO
BNBUFSJBMTCVEHFUPG  #VJME
JOH#MPDLTJTBOPOQSPmUPSHBOJ[BUJPO
GVOEFECZUIF6OJUFE8BZBOEBDPMMFD
tion of local foundations and churches,
TVQQMFNFOUFECZJOLJOETFSWJDFTBOE
EPOBUJPOT BOEUIFQBSUJDJQBOUTWPUF
on where to spend the money. Students
and residents work together to purchase
materials and schedule work days.
,JNTBJE#VJMEJOH#MPDLTJTNPE
FMFEPOUIFPMETUZMFSVSBM"NFSJDBCBSO
raising, in which the whole community
pitched in to help build a new barn for
a farmer in need, a practice based on
economic necessity. Similarly, he said,
i#VJMEJOH#MPDLTJTBQSPHSBNGPSIBSE
UJNFT XFMMTVJUFEGPS.JDIJHBOJOw
&EJTPOOFJHICPSIPPESFTJEFOU

Great gifts
for the holidays
or any day

Mon-Sat 11-9 | Sun 12-7

One of the area’s
largest selections of
microbrewed beer

6980 Stadium Dr., in the Village Place
tSFEBSSPXDJHBST!HNBJMDPN
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Mike Rawson saw several benefits to
Building Blocks, the least being getting
help on his own, small, landscaping projects. Being able to advise his
neighbors due to his construction
experience gave him a sense of accomplishment, and he and his wife were
encouraged by “getting to know other
people in the neighborhood who are
also concerned about things. It really
brings our little section of the neighborhood together,” he said.
This is the real point, as student
Dane McDonell explained. “The projects are more or less just the catalyst for
building those relationships.” It’s less
about getting the work done than getting to the point “where people are willing to go on their own to their neighbor
down the street and say, ‘Hey, I know
you didn’t finish your project; can I help
you out this weekend’?” he said.
Students benefit just as much as the
people they are organizing, Kim said.
The students stretch themselves in
many ways. One of the biggest challenges is having to take on enormous
responsibility and then hand it off. This
is the principle of community organizing, Kim explained. “Have the people in
the community do the work and have

W

Improvements at this Vine neighborhood home
involve a bit of tree trimming.

Building Blocks volunteers inspect a new
gutter they are preparing to install.

the power — help them get organized
and (you) get out of the way.”
Students must apply and be
interviewed to be accepted into the
class. “Partly because of that (honor of
acceptance) they are willing to do way
more than they would for an ordinary
class,” said Kim. This includes spending 12 to 20 or more hours a week at
their sites, gaining the trust of residents, organizing, and participating
in work projects. In addition, students
have class obligations.
Student Allyson Howe said the
class has made her “want to work with
people, no matter what I do.”
The passion for Building Blocks and
the lessons learned from it was evident
this past spring when students held a
rally to save the course after the college
announced it was being dropped from
the curriculum. The students were up-

set, said Allyson, “so as student organizers we decided to try to do something
about it.”
College spokesperson Jeff Palmer,
who noted many other service learning opportunities at the college, said
the change was to accommodate new
courses developed by recently hired faculty in the anthropology and sociology
department. The “How to Change the
World” class that Kim has been teaching since his official retirement in 2008
is also being dropped.
Fortunately, the Building Blocks
course has found a new home. Kim approached Western Michigan University
about adopting it, and the School of Social Work agreed to take on the training
of student organizers. Kim said: “I think
that is a tribute to the recognized worth
of the program, that Western is eager to
pick it up,” Kim said.

here Business Meets Pleasure . . .
he Blue Room . . .
just one of the beautifully
decorated dining rooms.
Private dining . . .
one of the many benefits of
Park Club membership.

$

()*+

!"## %&'##

!"#$%$&$'

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

33

Girls’s Night Out!
Join the Fun
Dec.1st, 5-8pm

Always
original.

AlfieriJewelers.com
6033 S. Westnedge Ave. s Portage s 269-321-6100

Quiet, Comfortable, Affordable
Choice
Aged Steaks

Reservations
Appreciated
375-3650

Fresh Fish
Slow Roasted
Prime Rib

Dinner from
5:00pm daily
RESTAURANT & TAVERN

Visit our website at www.greatlakesshippingco.com

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

QSPKFDUT TFFTJEFCBS 5IFJOJUJBMMBOE
TDBQJOHQSPKFDUMFEUPUIFFTUBCMJTINFOU
PGUIF4PVUI4USFFU)JTUPSJD%JTUSJDU 
intersection improvements including the
addition of brick work, and the instal
MBUJPOPGCBOOFST)PNFPXOFSTBMPOH
South Street even petitioned the city for
a special assessment, taxing themselves
at a higher rate to fund the installation of
historic lighting.

T

IJTTFSJFTPGQSPKFDUTiHFOFSBUFE
UIFMPZBMUZ SFMBUJPOTIJQT  BOE 
energy that finally were needed
UPQVMMPGGBCJHHFSQSPKFDU w,JNTBZT
The culmination was the installation of
DPMPOOBEFTBU,BMBNB[PPTi8FTU(BUF
way” and the upgrading of the nearby
$PMMFHF1BSL5IJTQSPKFDUJOWPMWFE
NVMUJQMFQIBTFTPWFSZFBSTBOEXBT
funded by a state highway beautifica
tion grant that supplemented local funds
from the university, college, neighbors,
and local foundations.
The Greek colonnade design, Kim
TBZT TUFNTGSPNUIDFOUVSZ"NFSJDBT

The Greek colonnades at the intersection
of Oakland Drive, Stadium Drive, and Lovell
Street represent a culmination of years of
smaller neighborhood beautification projects
in the area near Kalamazoo College—projects
that were an exercise in local democracy,
says Kim Cummings.

You need a strong supporting cast to deliver a

fascination with the art, architecture,
and educational tradition of ancient
(SFFDF#VUNPTUGVOEBNFOUBMMZ IFTBZT 
“Our love affair with Greece had to do
with Greece’s democracy, and the small
DJUJFTPGUIF.JEXFTUQSJEFEUIFNTFMWFT
on their democracy.”
)FTBZT i0VSOFJHICPSIPPEQSPKFDU
was an exercise in local democracy.
8IBUNPSFBQQSPQSJBUFTZNCPMGPS
,BMBNB[PPUIBOBTUSVDUVSFUIBUDBMMTUP
mind education, democracy, and
the arts?”
Though the colonnades met with
some negative reactions in the early
stages, Kim believes people are begin
OJOHUPSFDPHOJ[FBOEUBLFQSJEFJOUIFJS
distinctiveness. “It is intended to be a
big, impressive structure as you’re
DPNJOHJOUP,BMBNB[PP8FXBOUFEUP
create a memorable entrance display, a
distinctive one.”
.JNJMJLFOTJUUPUIF4U-PVJT(BUF
XBZ"SDIi:PVDBOUIFMQCVUSFDPHOJ[F
that as something totally dramatic,” she
TBZT+VTUBTUIF"SDITZNCPMJ[FT4U
-PVJT i*UIJOLPWFSUJNF UIPTFDPMPO
OBEFTXJMMCFyUIFJEFOUJGZJOHNBSL
as you come into the city.” In a day and
age when so many places in this country
MPPLUIFTBNF UIJTJTSFNBSLBCMFi:PV

Jansen Valk Thompson & Reahm PC
is dedicated to providing innovative
solutions to our business and personal
clients through sound, expert accounting,
tax, and financial advice.
Call today and learn how we can help
maximize your performance.
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7171 STADIUM DRIVE | KALAMAZOO, MI 49009 | 269.381.7600 | WWW.JVTR.COM

Tour our newly remodeled apartments
Wyndham’s remodeled apartments feature beautiful crown molding,
solid surface countertops, solid wood cabinets, new carpeting, and
full-sized energy efficient appliances.
Stylish and affordable, Wyndham’s remodeled apartments are designed
with active seniors in mind.
Call 269.226.6321 to schedule your personal tour.
2300 Portage Street , Kalamazoo, MI 49001
269.226.6321

www.heritagecommunity.com
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Look And Feel Your Best.
“We strive to provide a superior care experience by creating
a pleasant personal setting for the finest surgical procedures.”
Body Contouring

Breast Surgery

Liposuction, Abdominoplasty

Augmentation, Reduction,
Reconstruction

Facial Surgery
Facelift, Eyelid Lift,
Brow Lift, Rhinoplasty

Reconstructive Procedures

Skin Rejuvenation

Burns and Burn Scars,
Facial Trauma

Fraxel re:store® Fractional Laser
Resurfacing, and Hair Removal
IPL Treatment of Skin Pigment Abnormalities;
Small Blood Vessels and Hair Removal;
Laser and Chemical Peels
Microdermabrasion, Skin Medica Products, Latisse

575 W. Crosstown Parkway – Kalamazoo
1IPOF  r5PMM'SFF  
Steven M. Nitsch, M.D.
www.myparkwayplasticsurgery.com

Skin care specialist, Julie Powell, brings
21 years of expertise to our practice.
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DPVMECFBOZXIFSF wTIFTBZT i#VUUIJT
JTOUBOZXIFSFUIJTJT,BMBNB[PPw
Though the Cummings are devoted
to their local community, their concerns
are more global, in part because they
have seven grandchildren all under the
BHFPGXJUIBOFJHIUIPOUIFXBZi)BW
JOHHSBOEDIJMESFOTFOTJUJ[FTPOFUPUIF
future of the world,” so when he retired
GSPNGVMMUJNFUFBDIJOHJO IFTBZT
he “was very deeply concerned about the
state of the environment and sustainabil
ity of the world.”
To address this, he designed a
DPVSTFDBMMFEi)PXUP$IBOHFUIF
8PSMEwUPQSPWJEFTUVEFOUTBCFUUFS
understanding of global problems and to
deepen “their understanding of how to
make a difference in the way the world
works,” he says. In addition to study
ing Gandhi and others whose positive
influence has been widespread, the class
involved “an applied exercise in chang
ing how the college operates — how the
rest of us at the college behave — in some
way that relates to sustainability.” In the
first year his class mounted a successful
DBNQVTXJEFFOFSHZTBWJOHTDBNQBJHO 
getting students and staff to save enough
Kim Cummings stands in front of some of
the wood that will be used to heat the
Cummings’ home this winter.

money to enable the college to purchase
eight percent of its electricity demands
from renewable sources.
This past year, however, students
failed to persuade the college to install
solar panels on the roof of the library.
Such setbacks can be learning ex
QFSJFODFT BT.JNJQPJOUTPVUi8PSLJOH
hard for something and getting it turned
down is part of life, too.”
Kim himself has known defeat in
PSHBOJ[JOHDBNQBJHOT)PXFWFS IF
says, “One defeat doesn’t mean perma
OFOUEFGFBUw3FDPHOJUJPOTMJLFB
-JGFUJNF"DIJFWFNFOU"XBSEGPSTFSWJDF
learning and community service from
UIF.JDIJHBO$BNQVT$PNQBDUJOEJDBUF
he’s had his share of success, too. Also,
UIJTQBTU0DUPCFSUIF,BMBNB[PP$PMMFHF
Alumni Association bestowed on him
UIF8FJNFS,)JDLT"XBSE SFQSFTFOU
JOHiTJHOJmDBOUMPOHUFSNDPOUSJCVUJPO
to the College.”
8IFUIFSUBMLJOHBCPVUIPNFNBL
ing, neighboring, or urban renewal, the
Cummings are clear on the fact that
credit must be shared, because one sel
dom succeeds without help. Kim stands
CZUIFQSJODJQMFi%JWJEFEZPVDBOUEP
much, and together there’s not much you
can’t do.”

We Built That.

Weimer K. Hicks Center
Kalamazoo College,
Kalamazoo, MI

General Contractors
Design/Build Services
LEED-Accredited Professionals

Construction Managers
Self-Performing
Building Information Modeling

1029 Portage Street | Kalamazoo, MI | 269.345.3561 | miller-davis.com
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