
Panel of writers discusses
Black American literature

Amina Gautier is a 2021 Letras
Boricuas Fellow in the fiction category.
The first-of-its-kind fellowship was creat-
ed to go to 20 Puerto Rican writers whose
dynamic work spans genres, including
fiction, poetry, creative nonfiction and
children’s literature. ... On. Feb. 24,
Robert Fieseler wrote to say, “They just
announced the [J. Anthony] Lukas Prize
shortlists, and I’m thrilled to let y’all know
that American Scare – my forthcoming non-
fiction book – is a finalist for the Lukas
Work-in-Progress Award.” The shortlists
were announced by the Columbia Journalism
School and the Nieman Foundation for
Journalism at Harvard University.
Winners and finalists of the 2022 Lukas
Prizes announced last month. ... Former
SMA president James L. Merriner,
author of five books about politics and
history, has written a historical novel.
Stumbling in the Public Square, which
will be published this fall by Auctus
Publishers. James says, “It’s about a his-
torical figure who reached the highest
levels of Prohibition-era corruption, but
when her lover was murdered, she took
her revenge on a national scale. I wanted
to tell how people caught up in public
corruption feel, think and act. And I
found that the issues of the 1920s were
much like our own, with government
scandals, unwarranted wiretapping and
the fallout from foreign wars. Incidentally,
the title is taken from Isaiah 59:14.” ...
On March 18, Richard Reeder was
scheduled to speak at Story and Song
Bistro about his book, The Curious
Odyssey of Rudolph Bloom. Patrick T.
Reardon reviewed the book for the Third
Coast Review on Feb. 24. Also, America,
the prominent Catholic magazine put out
by the Jesuits, published on March 16 the
poem “Corpus Christi Honeymoon” by
Patrick. The poem is about the wedding
trip that he and his wife Cathy Shiel-
Reardon took in 1982. ... The Spring 2022
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BY ROBERT LOERZEL

There's a simple reason why racial
issues are a theme in the writings
of LeVan D. Hawkins. “I’m writ-

ing about race stuff because I'm Black
and it happens to me,” he said during a
Midland Authors event March 8 at the
Cliff Dwellers Club.

But Hawkins, who grew up in Robbins,
a predominantly African American suburb
south of Chicago, noted that his poetry
and prose aren't simply about the effects
of racism. “I wanted to show the beautiful
world that Black people inhabit. I wanted
people to see the kind of world I came
from.”

Hawkins was taking part in a panel dis-
cussion about Anthology of Black
American Literature, a Chicago Quarterly

Review issue published in 2021. He con-
tributed to that anthology, as did the other
writers who spoke at the Midland Authors
gathering, E. Hughes and Tsehaye
Geralyn Hébert. They answered ques-
tions about their creative process from the
event’s moderator, Chicago Quarterly
Review founder Syed Afzal Haider. 

“I am taken – gripped, actually – by
memory, history," said Hughes, who has
written about the historic migration of
African Americans from the South to
California, where she grew up. When
Hughes writes her poetry, she often
repeats a phrase. "To get that right beat,"
she explained. "You want to press on the
same thing over and over and over, until
it’s worked out like a knot on your back.”

From left: Syed
Afzal Haider,
moderator; Le
Van D. Hawkins;
E. Hughes;
Tsehaye Geralyn
Hébert, and Ann
Wohlmuth, ASL
interpreter, pres-
ent the Midland
Authors’ March 8
program at the
Cliff Dwellers
Club in Chicago.
Photo by Greg
Borzo.
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Save the date!
The 2022 Midland Authors book awards will be held May 10 at the Cliff

Dwellers Club, 200 S. Michigan Ave. Chicago. Watch for your invitation.



Emeriti News, a quarterly Newsletter for
Northwestern University Emerita and
Emeritus faculty, ran a Q&A with John
Raffensperger that included a discussion
of books he recently published. ... After two
years in the making, James R. Hugunin’s
Picky Hunting’s Journal of the Plague in
three volumes is completed. Volume One
is Picky Hunting: A Journal of the Plague
Year. Volume Two is Picky Unchained:
Volume Three is Picky’s Constant
Conversation. Publication by Journal of
Experimental Fiction of all three volumes
will be sometime this coming summer. ...
Steve Paul discussed his new biography,
Literary Alchemist: The Writing Life of
Evan S. Connell, in a livestream with the
Santa Fe (New Mexico) Library; a record-
ing is available on YouTube. Books
columnist Michael Dirda of the Washing-
ton Post added to a string of positive cov-
erage (“superb”). Steve and his book will
also be featured in April at the Unbound
Book Festival in Columbia, Missouri. ...
Illinois Poet Laureate Angela Jackson
was scheduled to read her poetry online
on April 9 for a Schaumburg (Illinois)
Township District Library program.
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From left:  ASL
interpreter Ann
Wohlmuth; Syed
Afzal Haider and
Le Van D.
Hawkins; Syed
Afzal Haider; E.
Hughes, and
Tsehaye Geralyn
Hébert. Photos by
Greg Borzo.

She also said subtraction is an important
element of how she crafts a poem. “How
many commas can I take out? How many
words can I take out, so it stands like a
sculpture?”

“Storytelling has been a way of life for
me,” Hébert said. “I want to make sure no
two stories are alike.”

Hébert said her writing process involves
"an accumulation of information, of data."
She collects articles from publications
that might inspire her – along with things
like pieces of fabric. She also records her
thoughts and ideas on video journals, set-
ting them aside and returning to them
later for inspiration. "I don't look at it for
a year or two," she said.

Hawkins said it’s difficult for him to
explain exactly how he creates a poem.
“When some words were a poem, I knew
they were going to be a poem,” he said.
“When something is ready to birth, if I
don't let it out, I'll go crazy.”

In his introductory remarks, Haider
recalled how he started Chicago Quarterly
Review in 1994 with a group of friends

from the University of Chicago. “Chicago
Quarterly was born out of desperation,”
he said. “Nobody could get published.”
His friends formed a group to share and
critique their writings, and then Haider
asked, “Why don't we start our own mag-
azine?” It has gone on to become one of
the region’s most-respected literary journals.

The Anthology of Black American
Literature issue was guest edited by
Charles Johnson. “The writing we have
here is amazingly good,” Haider said.

At Hébert's suggestion, this Midland
Authors event featured two sign-language
interpreters, who took turns translating
the discussion for the deaf and hearing-
impaired. The event was filmed for CAN TV.
.

ASL interpreters Walter Mathews and
Ann Wohlmuth were sponsored by a pri-
vate donation and a microgrant from
3ARTS – a nonprofit organization sup-
porting Chicago’s women artists, artists
of color, deaf and disabled artists working
in the performing, teaching and visual
arts.
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Watch the full program on YouTube at: https://youtu.be/MB8-Bx7qrGI
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“Democracy’s Rebirth: The View From Chicago helps illuminate both our past and
our our way forward toward a government and society that are more fair, equitable

and effective for all its residents, and a successful future that we can all equally
engage and benefit from.” – Lori Lightfoot, from her Foreword to the book.
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CONFLICTS AND CONVERGENCES

The settings in George Bilgere’s new
poetry collection Central Air: Poems
(University of Pittsburgh Press, March
15, 2022), range from Cleveland to Berlin.

Bilgere tells Literary License, “The
book was written over the course of four
years during which (except for the COVID
shut down year) my family and I spent
the summers in Berlin, Germany. Many of
the poems in the collection arose from the
conflicts and convergences I felt between
the German and the American cultures. 

“Perhaps the main
subject of my work
has always been
American culture and
pop culture, and some-
how it helps me to see
America more clearly
if I'm away from it for
a while. And the pro-
found and sometimes

very dark history of Germany and Berlin
also figures in many of the poems here. 

“But despite that darkness, there is, as
usual, plenty of humor in the book as
well. Often my own family history is set
against the larger historical context of
America and Europe in ways that – I
hope – resound effectively.”

Author Denise Duhamel, “Bilgere is a
mature, hilarious poet contemplating his
own mortality.”

‘THRILLING AND HILARI0US ROAD TRIP’

Rebecca Makkai, winner of the 2016
Midland Authors Adult Fiction award,
wrote this of Dan Chaon’s new book
(Henry Holt and Co., May 24, 2022):
“Dan Chaon has given us one of the most
intriguing, original and fully-realized
characters in recent memory; that he's the
center of an absolute page-turner is the
icing on the cake. Sleepwalk is riveting,
propulsive, chilling, and (no shocker)
pure genius.”

Author Gillian Flynn, who presented a
Midland Authors program in 2013, wrote:
“To say this is one of the best novels I’ve
read in years is almost not enough. Dan
Chaon’s Sleepwalk is a thrilling and often
hilarious road trip across America in the
very near future, told by a winning and
murderous narrator. But beneath the
zigzag adventure tale is a poignant
reminder of the fragile nature of our
humanity, an appreciation of the tricky
balancing act of living. It’s a beautiful,
unsettling, and thoughtful novel – told by
one of America’s great storytellers.”

From the publisher: “Sleepwalk’s hero,
Will Bear, is a man with so many aliases
that he simply thinks of himself as the
Barely Blur. At 50 years old, he’s been
living off the grid for over half his life.
He’s never had a real job, never paid
taxes, never been in a committed relation-
ship.”

WRITING JOURNAL FOR WOMEN

Rebecca Sive’s new book is Make
Herstory Your Story: Your Guided
Journal to Justice Every Day for Every
Woman (Strong Arm Press, Jan. 2, 2022).

Sive writes to say, “I was prompted to
write my latest book, Make Herstory Your
Story: Your Guided Journal to Justice
Every Day for Every Woman, when I real-
ized there was no per-
sonal, writing journal
for women seeking to
become civic activists
and public leaders.
(Journaling has
become increasingly
popular among women
[and girls] of all ages.)
I also wanted to make a
contribution during the pandemic and lock-
down toward the time when people com-
mitted to the common good could be to-
gether, including in-person, working
toward positive ends. The journal was
published Jan. 2. by Strong Arm Press. I’m
pleased to report it has been well-received.” 

The Chicago Tribune wrote, “ Sive’s
latest literary work ... is all about adding
to that century of women, one journal at a
time. The guided workbook comes with
illustrations and writing prompts for read-
ers to write their activist dreams into real-
ity in a methodical, practical way.”

Literary Latest

Rebecca Sive

George Bilgere
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‘IT APPEARED TO BE FATE CALLING’

Here’s what Ray Boomhower tells
Literary License about his new book,
Richard Tregaskis: Reporting under Fire
from Guadalcanal to Vietnam (High Road
Books, Nov. 15, 2021).

“I remember reading Richard
Tregaskis’ wartime classic Guadalcanal
Diary sometime during my high school
days – a time when I first was fascinated
by the war in the Pacific theater. I also

came across
Tregaskis’s name in
my previous work on
another World War II
correspondent, Ernie
Pyle, who wrote a col-
umn about his col-
league following
Tregaskis’s near-fatal
wounding in Italy.

“Looking for my next book project in
2017, I thought of Tregaskis, as he
seemed to be a logical subject following
my work on reporters Pyle and Robert
Sherrod of Time-Life; a war-correspon-
dent trilogy of sorts. And, because
Tregaskis and I share the same birthdate
(Nov. 28), it appeared to be fate calling
me to write about his wartime experi-
ences.

“In spring 2018 I received a grant from
the Marine Corps Heritage Foundation to
help with my research on Tregaskis in the
two archives that hold his papers – the
Howard Gotlieb Archival Research
Center at Boston University, which I vis-
ited in September 2018, and the

THIRD IN A MYSTERY TRILOGY

Devil on the Prairie (Downstate
Publications, 2021) is Taylor
Pensoneau’s new book.

Pensoneau says, “My latest book, Devil
on the Prairie, is the third mystery novel
in a trilogy covering Jacob Brosky, a top-
notch investigative reporter for the ficti-
tious St. Louis World. Brosky, who focus-
es his probing almost entirely in Illinois,
is tracking a fugitive Nazi war criminal
living under false circumstances in the
Prairie State in the 1960s. The hunt takes
Brosky from downstate Illinois to St.
Louis to Washington, D.C. Figuring in
the plot besides World War II are the
Spanish Civil War and the farm machin-
ery manufacturing industry in Illinois.
Also important to the mystery are a pri-
vate detective close to Brosky, a beautiful
burlesque queen and a young Nazi hunter
in the Department of Justice.

“The first two books in the Brosky tril-
ogy are The Summer of ’50 and Falling
Star.”

Continued from Page 5

American Heritage Center at the
University of Wyoming, which I visited
in August 2019. In between these visits I
worked on my manuscript, finishing the
first eight chapters in the fall of 2019 and
sharing them with my agent, Philip
Turner. By January 2020 my complete
manuscript was under consideration by
the University of New Mexico Press; the
Press accepted it in August 2020 and pub-
lished the book on Nov. 15, 2021.

Ray Boomhower

THIRD POETRY BOOK

Patrick T. Reardon’s third poetry
book The Lost Tribes: A Poem in Seven
Parts was published in February by Grey

Book Press. This 28-page chapbook, ded-
icated to Chicago poet and publishing
elder (and Society of Midland Authors
member) Haki Madhubuti, is Reardon's
11th book.

Reardon tells Literary License:"Like
my two earlier poetry books – Requiem
for David (Silver Birch) and Darkness on
the Face of the Deep (Kelsay) – The Lost
Tribes is saturated with Chicago. In fact,
the first of the seven parts opens with this
verse: 'I found the lost tribes/in America,
eating fries with city workers/at the
McDonald's on Western Avenue.'  Other
references include the Crosstown
Expressway, the
Wall of Respect,
South Water pro-
duce market, the
Red Line, the Austin
Town Hall, the
Wincrest Nursing
Home, 26th and
California and the
Uptown Theater.
The landscape in the
poem includes a lot of other places, real
(Highway 61 and Pacific Coast Highway)
and fantastic (Ecclesiastes Road and the
Slough of Despond).

“I usually eat breakfast at one of sever-
al McDonald's restaurants near me, and I
feel a kinship with all of the many people
in there. The same is true when I ride the
el to the Loop and when I’m in rush hour
traffic along Lake Shore Drive and when
I’m in a crowd outside of Wrigley Field.
When I stumbled on the metaphor of the
lost tribes, I found a way to express this
kinship – a kinship of being lost but also
members of a tribe. The first and longest
section of the poem was written first, and

Patrick T.
Reardon
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‘LUMINOUS PICTURE BOOK’

Elizabeth Brown’s newest book, Like
a Diamond in the Sky: Jane Taylor's
Beloved Poem of Wonder and the Stars,
from Bloomsbury Children’s Books was
published February 2022.

From the publisher: “The story behind
the classic and universally recognized
rhyme! This luminous picture book biog-
raphy shines a light on the little-known
poet and author of the beloved lullaby.”  

Booklist wrote: “An engaging introduc-
tion to this Romantic-era poet.” 

Literary Latest

Continued from Page 6

it was a way of capturing how everyone
is caught in a chaotic, unfair, yearning,
mechanistic existence. Two other sections
look from different angles at this as well.
Three sections deal with the suffering of
my brother’s life, coming out of a painful
childhood, and then his suicide in 2015.
And one section looks at my own painful
childhood. Every section is about how
David and I, you and anyone reading the
poem and everyone around us – we're all
lost. We're confused, lonely and unsure,
but also we're in a common tribe – so
we're adrift together.”

In writing Democracy's Rebirth: The
View From Chicago (University of
Illinois Press, April 26, 2022) Dick

Simpson draws upon his 50-year career
as a Chicago City Council member, cam-
paign strategist. Here is what he tells
Literary License:

Literary License: When democracy has
felt as though it is in retreat around the
world, including in the United States, how
can people achieve the rebirth of democ-
racy you write about?

Dick Simpson: The crises of the Trump
years, the Jan. 6, 2021 insurrection, and
now the war in Ukraine highlight the
fragility of our democracy. In
Democracy's Rebirth I trace the chal-
lenges we face in Chicago and in the
nation.  But I also lay out clear solutions
to these problems.  Twenty-five steps we
can take now to ensure democracy's tri-
umph.  My conclu-
sions about the chal-
lenges and the solu-
tions are supported by
many scholars and
activists.

Literary License:
Democracy has been
challenged at key
points in our past.
What's different this time?

Dick Simpson: Some of the challenges
to our democracy are the same as they
have always been.  Government of, by,
and for the people requires commitment
and sacrifice. But in the 21st century we
are confronted by unique challenges of
our technological age.Institutions invented
250 years ago need to be reformed to
meet these challenges.  The Electoral
College and the Senate filibuster are two
examples.  But we also have new tools
like Zoom which would allow our repre-
sentatives to better consult a representa-
tive sample of their constituents and
which would allow for a more delibera-
tive democracy.     

Literary License: Political polarization
seems to be getting much worse. How can
that be addressed?

Dick Simpson: Political polarization
and the politics of resentment are central
problems that need to be addressed, but
they do not occur in isolation. We need to
lessen income and racial inequality,
enlarge the middle class, and end gerry-

mandering to give just a few examples.
In addition, the politicians we elect must
be willing to reach across the aisle and
work with people of the opposite political
party even as they disagree on some poli-
cy issues. When I was a Chicago alder-
man, I worked with Republicans,
Democrats, and Independents to improve
our city despite my fight with the Richard
J. Daley Machine.

Literary License: How do you live up
to the ideals of the Declaration of
Independence and the Constitution in an
era of the Big Lie and high-tech gerry-

mandering?
Dick Simpson: In

Democracy's Rebirth I
do not propose a sim-
ple panacea but a broad
agenda for change
which must be backed
by a social movement
demanding change to
the status quo.  Some

issues like ending gerrymandering are
technically simple.  Fourteen states
already redraw their representative leg-
islative and congressional districts with
independent commissions and a volunteer
independent commission just redrew our
wards in the current Chicago remap fight.
The transformation of the mass and social
media in ways that allow for "fake news"
and biased news are harder to solve but
important experiments are underway.          

Literary License: What's your next book?
Dick Simpson: A third revised edition

of my coedited book, Twenty-First
Century Chicago, which focuses upon the
social, economic, political, and govern-
mental conditions of the Chicago metro-
politan region will be published by
Cognellain September 2022.  My new co-
authored book, Chicago’s Modern
Mayors:From Harold Washington to Lori
Lightfoot will be published by the
University of Illinois Press in 2023.  It is
an exciting new analysis of the political
era of each of the last five mayors and the
arc of evolution in our city since the 1980s.

Literary
Landscape

Dick
Simpson

April 21, 2022, 6 p.m.-7 p.m.

Cindy Pritzker Auditorium

Harold Washington Library

400 S. State St., Chicago

Tracing democracy’s challenges

Renewal time
July 1 is the date for renewing your

Midland Authors membership. If you are
not sure whether you have already
renewed, we will send a letter with the
next issue of Literary License. Please
send renewals by check to Thomas
Frisbie, 12 S. Owen, Mt. Prospect, IL
60056. You can also renew via PayPal at
midlandauthors.org.
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Peter Nolan covered former Chicago
Mayor Harold Washington exten-
sively during Nolan’s long televi-

sion journalism career. Here is what
Nolan tells Literary
License:

Literary License:
At a January, 2013
Midland Authors pro-
gram, you said you
became aware of
Harold Washington’s
ability to inspire vot-
ers during a rally at
the University of Illinois at Chicago.
What did Washington do that persuaded
you of his political ability?

Peter Nolan: Nineteen thousand people
remained in their seats for three hours lis-
tening to a series of speakers before
Harold came on. And he had them spell-
bound with his rich baritone voice and
elegant use of the language. 

This was uncommon for most politi-
cians at that time. 

Literary License: Are there political
leaders today who have Washington’s
ability to inspire support across the politi-
cal spectrum?

Peter Nolan: None
come to mind. 

Literary License:
How much did you draw
on your own experiences
during the election as
research for this book?

Peter Nolan: This
book was all about my
experience as a reporter

in the campaign of 1983. 
Literary License: How is this book dif-

ferent from others about Harold
Washington?

Peter Nolan: I think it’s different from
other books about Harold Washington
because it examines events that led up to
the campaign of 1983. I begin the book
with some history of Mayor Richard J.
Daley and what happened after his death. 

Literary License: What's your next book?

Peter Nolan: I’m not sure about anoth-
er book but have been thinking about a
sequel to News Stories:
A Memoir (Gatekeeper
Press, 2018) with the
working title That’s
Another Story. 

Nolan will be joined
in the discussion by
Midland Authors mem-
ber Rick Kogan, a
writer for the Chicago
Tribune and host of
WGN-AM’s “After Hours” radio pro-
gram, who will share insights with Nolan.

Literary
Landscape

Peter
Nolan

April 20, 2022, program

Cliff Dwellers
200 S. Michigan Avenue
22nd floor

6 p.m. - Social Hour
7 p.m. - Program

Free - donations accepted

Authors to discuss Harold Washington’s legacy

Rick Kogan
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Parking is $16 for 24 hours at southwest corner of Adams & Wabash. Get a validated ticket at Cliff Dwellers bar. 


