
‘All of this energy makes 
Chicago a great literary city’

Here’s a thank you to the Midland
Authors’ longtime webmaster, Mary
Claire Hersh, for her many years of run-
ning the organization’s website and keep-
ing authors and readers informed of the
organizations’s activities. Mary Claire
also served as a book awards judge, host-
ed board meetings and in 2006 she was
awarded the Midland Authors’
Distinguished Service Award. Former
Midland Authors President Richard
Lindberg said, “I’ve had the pleasure of
knowing Mary Claire and her late hus-
band, Bill Hersh, for over 20 years, and
was very pleased when she accepted our
invitation to host the SMA website at a
point in time when we had no bona fide
web presence. Mary Claire, a generous
and caring soul, has done so much for the
organization and for so many individual
members whose websites she personally
designed without the expectation of com-
pensation. It is hard and demanding work,
but Mary Claire enjoyed doing it and giv-
ing an online voice to so many authors. On
a personal note, I shall always look back
with fondness at the many late-night dinners
at Calo Restaurant on Clark Street with
Mary Claire and Bill and [former SMA
President] Carol Carlson following SMA
membership and board meetings. Thank
you, Mary Claire!” Midland Authors Vice
President Marlene Targ Brill said, “I
remember when I was first on the board
several years ago how kind she was to
me, talking me through some of the ropes
of SMA. The meeting at her home was
one of the yummiest we had (in the olden
days when meetings were at member
homes). As my webmaster, she was easy
to work with and created a totally person-
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Chicago is a great literary
city because it has a “great
literary infrastructure,”

emcee Bill Savage said May 14 at
the Midland Authors’ annual book
awards ceremony. 

“For writers to thrive, ... you
have to have this literary or aes-
thetic infrastructure,” said Savage,
an author, Northwestern
University English professor and
editor at the University of Chicago
Press. “Writers need publishers,
big and small, and Chicago has an
exemplary range of big and small
presses. ... They need editors and
agents and most importantly you
need an audience, and Chicago
audiences, whether it is in litera-
ture or theater, are known for
being generous and willing to lis-
ten to new voices and wanting to
encourage creative energy.

“[Writers] also need institutions.”
Among those institutions are schools,

libraries, universi-
ties, museums,
bookstores, reading
venues, theaters,
book clubs and
places like the
Green Mill, he said.

“All of this energy
together is what I
think makes a great
writer’s city, but I

have to stress it includes institutions like
the Society of Midland Authors,” he said.

“This Society connects Chicago’s contem-
porary writers to its past. I think it is very
important that it connects Chicago to the
greater Midwest.” 

To start the program, Dick Simpson,
the incoming president of the Midland
Authors, introduced Timuel D. Black Jr.,
the winner of this year’s Lifetime
Achievement Award. 

“He is the chronicler of the history of
the Great Migration and the South Side of
Chicago,” Simpson said. 

Black said, “Chicago has been the
inspiration for that continued hope for the
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Bill Savage, emcee at the 2019 Midland Authors
annual book awards, said Chicago’s “great literary
and aesthetic infrastructure” makes it a great liter-
ary city.
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On Aug. 10, Karen Abbott will be at
The Book Cellar, 736 N. Lincoln Ave,
Chicago, to discuss her new book, The
Ghosts of Eden Park, in a Midland
Authors-sponsored event. See Page 9.



alize site for me, as she did for my hus-
band, who had a PR business with a dif-
ferent emphasis than mine. We appreciat-
ed her kindness, talent and care of our
digital lives.” ... David L. Harrison’s A
Place to Start a Family is one of 10
books for K-2 chosen by teachers across
the country for this year’s International
Literacy Association  Teachers’ Choice

List. ... R.J. Nelson’s
nonfiction story “The
Unvarnished Truth”
won first prize in the
2019 Gulf Coast
Writers Association
writing contest. The
story is about a ship-
yard captain and mas-
ter yacht varnisher

who befriends the author, teaches him the
art of marine varnishing, and who starts a
bar fight over his belief there is no such
thing as unvarnished truth. It will be pub-
lished in the Fort Myers Magazine and
also on the association's website. ...
Patricia Skalka’s Death Rides the Ferry
won the 2019 Midwest Book Award in
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Patricia Skalka

future across race, gender and all those
other lines.” 

His latest book, Sacred Ground: The
Chicago Streets of Timuel Black, Black
said, “has to do with the spirituality that
brought us from the South to the North in
the belief that a change was going to
come, and participating in that change is
what most of us have done.”

Black also is author of the oral histories
Bridges of Memory: Chicago's First Wave
of Black Migration and Bridges of
Memory: Chicago's Second Generation of
Black Migration.

Next, in a surprise addition to the
evening’s program, former SMA
President Robert Loerzel announced
Thomas Frisbie would receive the
Society’s Distinguished Service Award. 

“He has been a steadfast leader in this
Society for a few decades now ... keeping
this Society alive and
thriving,” Loerzel
said.

Introducing the
awards for adult non-
fiction, named for the
first time the Richard
Frisbie Award for
Adult Nonfiction
after the former
Midland Authors pres-
ident who died last year, were Jillian
McKeown and Don Rose, 

McKeown said Ghosts in the
Schoolyard: Racism and School Closings
on Chicago’s South Side (University of
Chicago Press) by Eve L. Ewing, “exam-
ines the closings of 50 schools ... by shin-
ing a light on the history and prevalence
of institutional racism in Chicago.”

Of The Tangled Tree: A Radical New
History of Life (Simon & Schuster) by
David Quammen, McKeown said, “He
expertly tackles the history of molecular

biology and renders it understandable
[and] describes the implications of ... dis-
coveries for the human race and modern
medical care.”

The third honoree title in the category
was The Library Book (Simon &
Schuster) by Susan Orlean. 

“This book is really amazing,”
McKeown said. “If you were a library
lover, if you have ever been in a library,
... I highly recommend you read it. It goes
through basically every Dewey number
that you can walk through.”

The winner in the category was
American Prison: A Reporter’s
Undercover Journey into the Business of
Punishment (Penguin) by Shane Bauer,
who grew up in Onamia, Minnesota.

Rose said, “The author went to one of
those [private prisons] in Alabama and
discovered untold horrors. ... He gave an
expose that I would say ranks with the
The Jungle and some of our very, very
great muckrakers of yore.”     

The other judge for Adult Nonfiction
was Jim Schwab.

The winner of the Adult Fiction catego-
ry was Kelly O’Connor McNees of
Chicago for Undiscovered Country

 Awards
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Editor: Thomas Frisbie
tomfrisbie@aol.com

Copy Editor: Beverly Offen

www.midlandauthors.com

Follow the Society on 
Twitter@midlandauthors

Society of Midland Authors members
can now pay their membership dues,
buy tickets to the annual dinner and
make donations on our website with
PayPal (there is a $1 fee to help cover
PayPal’s fee). To make a donation, visit
our home page at www.midlandau-
thors.com and click on the "Donate"
button in the upper right corner.
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Kelly O’Connor McNees accepts the
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the Fiction-Mystery/Thriller category
from the Midwest Independent Publishing
Association. ... Former SMA President
and current Treasurer James L. Merriner
was selected as one of five members of
the Harvard class of 1969 to lead a sym-
posium on “The State of Our
Democracy” at their 50th class reunion
on May 28. ... Jim Schwab presented a
three-hour workshop on May 15 to the
Manitoba Planning Conference, meeting
in Brandon, Manitoba. Jim’s workshop
addressed “Planning Systems for Natural
Hazard Risk Reduction,” the topic of his
entry published in January in the Oxford
Research Encyclopedia of Natural Hazard
Science. On May 17, he presented the
morning keynote, “Who Integrated My
Cheese? Achieving Resilience through
Holistic Planning.” Jim also spoke on
three session panels in San Francisco on
April 13 and 15 at the American Planning
Association’s National Planning
Conference. ... Linda Nemec Foster and
co-author Anne-Marie Oomen were
honored on April 27 for their 2019
Michigan Notable Book Award at a cere-
mony sponsored by the Library of
Michigan in Lansing. They received the
honor for The Lake Michigan Mermaid
(Wayne State University Press). Because
of the award, they were to participate in a
book tour throughout Michigan from
April to June. Linda also received an
Editor’s Choice Award for her poem “My
Father’s Music” in the Allen Ginsberg
Poetry Contest sponsored by the Paterson
Literary Review. This is her second
Editor’s Choice Award in two years. In
addition to her events in the Midwest,
Linda was scheduled to be in Virginia as
the featured poet at the Bridgewater
International Poetry Festival in May. She
was to conduct a workshop, give a read-
ing, and be interviewed by Paul Nelson,
founder of the Cascadia Poetry Festival in
Seattle. ... Stephen Kinzer, who won a
Midland Authors book award in 2002 for
Crescent & Star: Turkey Between Two
Worlds and who presented a Midland
Authors program in March 2003, will
have a new book out in September,
Poisoner in Chief: Sidney Gottlieb and
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(Pegasus Books). 
Judge Richard Reeder said the

judges got “so many great entries,
it was so, so difficult to pare that
down.”

McNees’ book “was such a
heart-wrenching, passionate, emo-
tional connection for the reader,”
he said. “Great historical fiction.” 

McNees said, “This book took a
long, long time to find a home.
Many, many drafts. So many dis-
carded pages under my desk. I
could not have gotten through that
without the support of fellow writ-
ers, writing groups, people who
kept me going, teachers who I
looked up to and particularly my
husband, Bob.” 

Of the honoree title A Well-
Respected Man (Strategic Publishing) by
David W. Berner of Washington, Illinois,
Judge Sue Harrison said, “This book is
fantastic. You have to read it.” 

The second honoree title was A
Reckoning (Penguin Random House) by
Linda Spalding, who was born in
Topeka, Kansas.

“It is another absolutely fabulous
book,” Harrison said.

The third honoree title was Laurentian
Divide (University of Minnesota Press) by
Sarah Stonich of Minneapolis.

“This book is just a hoot,” Harrison said.
“She creates characters who are fantastic.”

The other judge for Adult Fiction was
Melinda Braun. 

To introduce the newly renamed
Children’s Reading Round Table Award
for Children’s Nonfiction, longtime
Midland Authors member Glennette
Tilley Turner took the podium and pre-
sented a check to Midland Authors
President Thomas Frisbie. The check rep-
resented funds remaining in a CRRT
account after it ceased to operate in 2009,

Turner said.
“A number of former members ...

agreed the Society of Midland Authors
was the ideal inheritor of these funds, and
we are delighted that henceforth the
Children’s Nonfiction Award will be
named for CRRT,” she said. 

In announcing this year’s CRRT
Children’s Nonfiction awards, judge
Carol Fisher Saller said Kate
Hannigan’s A Lady Has the Floor: Belva
Lockwood Speaks Out for Women’s Rights
(Calkins Creek) “features a strong woman
role model, lively creative writing [and]
witty and detailed illustrations by Alison
Jay and excellent documentation present-
ed in a way easily understood by children.”

Hannigan said, “I finished this book
right before the election in 2016. It’s
about the first woman on the ballot for
president, Belva Lockwood, and I thought
her life was fascinating.”

The other honoree title was Capsized!
The Forgotten Story of the SS Eastland
Disaster (Chicago Review Press) by

 Awards Continued from Page 2
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Glennette Tilley Turner presents Midland
Authors President Thomas Frisbie with a check
from the Children’s Reading Round Table of
Chicago to endow the Midland Authors’
Children’s Nonfiction Award at the May 14
awards ceremony. (Walter Podrazik photo)
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the CIA Search for Mind Control (Henry
Holt and Co.). ... Susan Croce Kelly
talked about the history of Route 66 to
the Greater Plano (Texas) Newcomer
Friends on April 9. In October, she will
chair a panel at the Western History
Association Conference in Las Vegas on
the cultural influence of Route 66 outside
the American West. Her award-winning
books are Route 66: The Highway and Its

People, with photogra-
pher Quinta Scott
(University of
Oklahoma Press), and
Father of Route 66,
the Story of Cy Avery
(University of
Oklahoma Press). ... In
mid-May, David
Radavich gave a poet-
ry reading titled “The
Lyrical Midwest” at

the Society for the Study of Midwestern
Literature Conference in East Lansing,
Michigan. He read principally from his
books America Bound, The Countries We
Live In and his new book America
Abroad. Also, David was a joint featured
reader from America Abroad at Flyleaf
Books in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, on
June 13 and at MacIntyre's Books in
Fearrington Village, North Carolina, on
June 23. ... Robert K. Elder emails to
say, “I’ll be releasing two more books
this year, after the success of Read Your
Partner Like a Book, but this time as edi-
tor. In August, Hat & Beard Press will
release two of my projects: Moby-Dick
Illustrated by Gilbert Wilson and Gilbert
Wilson: A Biography by Edward K.
Spann. I am the editor and curator of both
projects, which celebrate the life of
Wilson, an artist and Art Institute alum
who died in obscurity in 1991. Wilson
was an acolyte of Diego Rivera and an
assistant to Rockwell Kent, and he spent
decades illustrating Moby-Dick. The
books will be released during Melville‘s
200th birthday. And we even got a lovely
quote from Jonathan Lethem, author of
Motherless Brooklyn and Fortress of
Solitude, who praised Wilson’s work,
calling the forthcoming book: ‘A superb
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Patricia Sutton of Madison, Wisconsin.
“Capsized! is a page-turner recreation

of the catastrophe, masterfully drawn by
interweaving time lines from individual
testimonies and other evidence,” Saller
said. “What’s more, Patricia succeeds in
conveying the pathos and personal loss
while not forgetting to address why this
tragedy, unlike the Titanic, was forgot-
ten.”

Sutton said, “Thank you so much for
shedding light on this Chicago story that
has somehow slipped out of our collective
memory. ... I felt like I wrote this story
for kids to understand, even though it is a
sad, sad story, but also in the hopes that
they will be the ones who spread this
story around. ... [It] is still the largest loss
of life on the Great Lakes; 844 people
died that day.”

The winner of the Children’s Reading
Round Table Award for Children’s
Nonfiction was Patricia Hruby Powell
of Champaign-Urbana, Illinois, for
Struttin’ With Some Barbecue: Lil Hardin
Armstrong Becomes the First Lady of
Jazz (Charlesbridge Publishing). 

“The writing in this book carries us
along,” Saller said, “... charmed by her
brains and talent as she becomes a popu-
lar jazz pianist and composer and then the
driving force behind the career of an
unambitious but talented Louis
Armstrong. This compelling story is told
in lyrical short lines.”

Powell said her husband, a jazz trom-
bonist, suggested that she write about Lil
Hardin Armstrong and even suggested the
title Struttin’ With Some Barbecue, which
is the name of one of the tunes that Lil
wrote. 

The other judges for Children’s
Nonfiction were Patricia Kummer and
Janet Riehecky.

The winner of the Bernard J. Brommel
Award for Biography and Memoir was
Will McGrath of Minnesota for
Everything Lost Is Found Again: 
Four Seasons in Lesotho (Dzanc 
Books). 

The honoree titles were Frederick
Douglass: Prophet of Freedom (Simon &
Schuster) by David W. Blight of Flint,
Michigan; The Three Escapes of Hannah
Arendt: A Tyranny of Truth (Bloomsbury
Publishing) by Ken Krimstein of
Chicago; and Storm Lake: A Chronicle of
Change, Resilience, and Hope from a
Heartland Newspaper (Viking) by Art
Cullen of Storm Lake, Iowa. 

Judge Sue William Silverman wrote, 
"The winning book, Everything Lost Is
Found Again by Will McGrath, depicting

Book awards judge Shari Frost (right)
presents a Children’s Fiction award to
Samira Ahmed at the book awards cer-
emony on May 14. (Thomas Frisbie
photo)

Continued from Page 3
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the time he and his wife spent in Lesotho
is touching, funny, and deeply human. It's
truly spectacular, riveting, emotionally
authentic, and has gorgeous prose.
Although lush and lyrical, his prose is
also pinpoint-accurate in its description of
the people and landscape of that African
county-within-a-country. McGrath loving-
ly chronicles not just the differences
between cultures, but more importantly,
the similarities. While the book contains
moments of deep sadness, the overarching
emotion is joy, a reveling in being alive
and open to the world.”

McGrath said, “My thanks go to my
Lesotho friends and colleagues and
strangers who over this last decade gave
me so much hospitality, welcomed me
into their lives, [and] provided me with so
much wisdom and insight. ... Second, to
the Society of Midland Authors. It is
incredibly humbling to be connected to
this group, these amazing writers and cre-
ators and artists and benefactors who are
in the room here, the judges, all of you
people who help keep this whole creative
world stay afloat.”

About Frederick Douglass: Prophet of
Freedom judge Jonathan Eig wrote “[the
book is a] beautifully written, masterful
history that demonstrates why Douglass
was one of the most influential Americans
of the 19th century."

Eig wrote of The Three Escapes of
Hannah Arendt: “Simultaneously page-
turning and profound, this book makes
Hannah Arendt's story newly relevant and
deeply engaging.”

Of Storm Lake, judge Mary Kay
Shanley wrote, “If you live in Iowa,
you’ve heard of Art Cullen ... who pub-
lishes the twice weekly Storm Lake
Times, with a staff mostly of family
members. Outspoken, smart and candid,

Storm Lake earned Cullen a Pulitzer Prize
for taking on the corporate ag industry ...
[and] never once did Cullen shy away
from the politics of it all.”

Children’s Fiction judge Shari Frost
said the award winners in the category
were “all amazing. ... We were all over-
whelmed by the wonderful books [sub-
mitted to the judges].”

Of the wordless picture book Found
(Simon & Schuster Books for Young
Readers) by Jeff Newman of Wauwatosa,
Wisconsin, Frost said: “It’s beautiful. It’s
a story of love and loss and grief and
redemption.”

Frost said American Panda (Simon
Pulse) by Gloria Chao of Chicago is “a
funny and insightful debut novel.”

Taking the podium, Chao said, “As a
former dentist who switched careers to
write, this book was very much inspired
by my life. ... My mom now gives this
book to her friends and says: ‘If you want
to understand your kids, read this book.’ ” 

The third honoree title, The Cardboard
Kingdom (Knopf Books for Young
Readers), by Chad Sell of Chicago, is “a
delightful graphic novel,” Frost said.

The Cardboard Kingdom was created,
organized and drawn by Sell with writing
from 10 other authors: Jay Fuller, David
DeMeo, Katie Schenkel, Kris Moore,

Honoree Aaron Coleman (left) and
Poetry judge Joseph G. Peterson as
Coleman accepts a 2019 Poetry Award.

Molly Muldoon, Vid Alliger, Manuel
Betancourt, Michael Cole, Cloud Jacobs,
and Barbara Perez Marquez.

The book has “vignettes that go
between fantasy and reality, and I really
hope that today’s kids read it and decide
to put down their devices and go out and
play,” Frost said.

Sell said, “The Cardboard Kingdom is
all about your imagination, all about that
magic spark and creativity that all of us
have as a kid. ... I was lucky enough to
find 10 writers who each wrote one or
two characters.”

Schenkel – the other Midwestern writer
who contributed to The Cardboard
Kingdom – said, “The biggest thing about
this book is that it teaches kids there is no
wrong way to be a kid. There is no wrong
way to play and that empathy is the most
important thing for them to learn.”

The winner in the category was Love,
Hate & Other Filters (Soho Teen) by
Samira Ahmed of Chicago.

Frost said the book, “got its hooks into
me, and it didn’t let me go. ... [Ahmed]
deftly takes us through the lives of Indian
Muslims in this country.”

Ahmed said, “I want to thank so much
the fellow writers in this room whose sto-
ries really pushed me to be a better writer.
... Love, Hate & Other Filters is a tough
story in a lot of ways. It deals with
Islamophobia and a young woman who is
trying to say yes to herself when she is
facing a world of people saying no to her.”

The other judges for Children’s Fiction
were Debbi Chocolate and Brian E.
Wilson.

The honoree for the Poetry Award was
Aaron Coleman for Threat Come Close
(Four Way Books), and the winner was
Claire Wahmanholm for Wilder
(Milkweed Editions). 

Judge Joseph G. Peterson said Threat
Comes Close is a “highly original and
startling debut collection.” He said
Coleman writes in “an innovative yet sen-
sual voice.” 

Coleman said, “The fact that [Threat
Comes Close] is resonating with different
people is just the greatest honor and so
galvanizing.”

Peterson said Wilder “is a wonderful
collection of poetry. ... [It] is a reconfig-
ured elegy that engages with the future. ...
a thoroughly cutting edge work.”

The other poetry judges were Lisa
Coutley and Leland James Whipple.

Continued from Page 4
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new-old edition of Moby-Dick – if the
imperishable book is like a great throb-
bing gnomic brain, here’s a set of deliri-
ously psychedelic new CAT scans to
entice you back into its mysteries.’ ” ...
New City’s list this year of “Who really
books in Chicago” includes Emily Clark
Victorson, Syed Afzal Haider, Kathleen
Rooney, Donna Seaman, Haki R.
Madhubuti, Arnie Bernstein, Erika

Sanchez, Chris
Abani and Eve
Ewing. ... Past SMA
book award winner
B.J. Hollars has a
new book coming out
this fall, Midwestern
Strange. ... A June 4
Review in
Psychology Today of
Flint Taylor’s The

Torture Machine [See Literary License,
March 2019] said, “Taylor's The Torture
Machine is a sad but necessary reminder
of how citizens can be victimized by
those who are supposed to protect them
and how that abuse can poison entire
neighborhoods. But it is also a story of a
hard-won hope that resulted in some
degree of justice for victims and an effort
to remind children of what once hap-
pened in the hope that it won't be repeat-
ed. The book is a chronicle of tenacity
and hope alongside brutality and injus-
tice, and in that way it is a profoundly
Chicago story.” Taylor will discuss his
book at 6 p.m. at the Sept. 10 Midland
Authors meeting at the Harold

Washington Library
Center in Chicago,
400 S. State St. He’ll
be joined by Ed
Bachrach and
Austin Berg, co-
authors of The New
Chicago Way:
Lessons from Other
Big Cities. ... Libby
Fischer Hellmann’s
High Crimes won the

Gold award in the suspense/thriller cate-
gory of the 2019 Independent Publisher
Book Awards Contest. Ray Boomhower

The May 2019 issue of The Silurian profiled longtime Midland Authors member
Merv Block.

won a Bronze in the Juvenile-Young
Adult Nonfiction category for Mr.
President: A Life of Benjamin Harrison.
Also, Ray was scheduled to be part of

two panels May 30-31 at the fifth annual
Midwestern History Conference in Grand
Rapids. ... SMA award-winning The

Turn to Page 7
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Three Escapes of Hannah Arendt: A
Tyranny of Truth by Ken Krimstein was
one of seven titles placed on the short list
for the Chautauqua Prize, now in its
eighth year. The award is given “to honor
the author for a significant contribution to
the literary arts.” ... “Sand: A Migrating
Performance in 4 Parts,” which was
scheduled to be performed June 22 by
Michigan City Moves, was inspired by J.
Ronald Engel’s Sacred Sands: The
Struggle for Community in the Indiana
Dunes. It was performed in May at
Valparaiso University. ... Greg Borzo dis-
cussed his book Lost Restaurants of
Chicago at the 2019 Printers Row Lit
Fest. ... Chad Sell’s SMA award-winning
The Cardboard Kingdom was the
Needham (Massachusetts) Free Public
Library’s Bookventurers Book Club pick
for June. ... April Pulley
Sayre’s Bloom Bloom received
three starred reviews and was a
book of the month at Politics
and Prose in D.C. Also, her Did
You Burp? How to Ask
Questions – Or Not will be
released in August by
Charlesbridge. ... The May 9
New York Times called
Christine Sneed’s Little Known
Facts “sublime.” ... Harry
Mark Petrakis wrote “Coping with love,
death and remorse” for the June 1
Chicago Sun-Times Times after the death
of his wife of 73 years, Diana. ... Art
Cullen gave a presentation May 2 on his
SMA award-winning book Storm Lake at
Western Iowa Tech. ... The May 18 New
York Times quoted Christine
VanDeVelde about the turning point of
going to college. ... The May 24 Chicago
Tribune quoted Christopher Mooney
about the agenda of Illinois’ new gover-
nor. ... Barb Rosenstock’s The Streak:
How Joe DiMaggio Became America’s
Hero was included May 17 on the
Chicago Tribune’s list of “librarian-
approved books for kid’s summer read-
ing.” ... Scott Turow in May tweeted to
say, “I had an incredible time at the
Authors Guild Gala. ... I’m already 
looking forward to the next one.” Also,
Scott gave the commencement address on

May 19 at Muhlenberg College. And The
(London) Times on May 12 named Scott’s
Presumed Innocent one of “The 100 best
crime novels and thrillers since 1945.” ...
Quoted in the June 2 New York Times
Book Review, columnist George F. Will
listed among the most interesting things
he learned from a book recently was from
David Quammen’s The Reluctant Mr.
Darwin, which “teaches how
thrilling intellectual steadfast-
ness – following the facts wher-
ever they lead – can be.” Also, a
Scientific American blog entry
on June 9 was about David’s
SMA award-winning book,
Tangled Tree: A Radical New
History of Life (See Page 2).
The writer said, “Quammen has
a reputation as a terrific science
writer, which turned out to be
deserved.” ... Congratulations to Emily
Clark Victorson and Alium Press of

Chicago on Alium’s 10th
anniversary of “Rescuing
Chicago from Capone, one book
at a time.” Among the authors
who attended the June 6 cele-
bration were Frances
McNamara, D.M. Pirrone, J.
Bard-Collins, Libby Fischer
Hellmann and Tony Romano.
... Cynthia Clampitt lectured in
March to a “lovely crowd” at
the University of Illinois at

Urbana about the history of corn. ...
Claire Wahmanholm was scheduled to
read May 12 at a special pop-up event
called Minnesota Book Awards Voices in
Poetry. ... Joan E. Cashin was quoted in
a June 3 article in the Genetic Literacy
Project headlined: “Some ‘quite effective’
U.S. Civil War ‘folk’ medicines could
lead to modern treatments.” Also, she 
discussed her books War Stuff and War
Matters on radio stations in Atlanta,
Chicago, Boston, Denver, San Diego,
Louisville, Cincinnati and other cities. ...
In May, Claire Hartfield talked about her
book A Few Red Drops on Tri States
Public Radio. She also headlined the Carl
Sandburg Festival in Galesburg on May
25 and spoke at the Western Illinois
Museum in Macomb on May 26. And on
June 23, she accepted the Coretta Scott
King Author Award at the ALA 
conference in Washington, D.C. ... The

May 2 Northbrook (Illinois) Star ran a
Q&A with Cyndee Schaffer. ... Esther
Hershenhorn led a panel at the 2019
Printers Row with seven debut children's
book authors. “They were marvelous,”
she said. “It was SRO as always.
Everyone wants to write a children's
book!” ... David W. Blight reviewed
Spying on the South by Tony Horwitz for

the June 4 Washington Post. ...
Three chapters from Stonewall:
Breaking Out in the Fight for
Gay Rights by Ann Bausum
were read aloud to provide 
historical context alongside 
productions of new plays at the
Rainbow Theatre Project's
“Stonewall: 50,” which ran
from May 31-June 2, 2019 at
the District of Columbia Arts
Center. ... SMA book award

winner Michael Bornstein spoke May 
15 at Minnetonka (Minnesota) High
School, saying it’s more important than
ever to share stories from the Holocaust.
... The April 15 Philadelphia Inquirer
cited James Swanson’s Manhunt: The
12-Day Chase for Lincoln’s Killer. ...
Curbed Chicago quoted Dominic Pacyga
on May 30, debunking stories about the
origins of the name of Chicago’s
Canaryville neighborhood. ... A movie
based on Donald Ray Pollock’s 2011 The
Devil All the Time is scheduled to be re-
leased in 2020. Also, an entertainment com-
pany has secured the film and TV rights
to Donald’s second book, The Heavenly
Table. ... Edward “Ted” McClelland
spoke June 19 on WGN’s “Bill and
Wendy Show.” ... Aleksandar Hemon,
who won SMA book awards in 2009 for
the The Lazarus Project and 2003 for
Nowhere Man, has a new title out with
two separate collections in the same book:
My Parents: An Introduction / This Does
Not Belong to You. ... Jeremy T. Wilson
led “a great reading and discussion” June
15 with poet Hugh Martin and novelist
Adam Kovac at Volumes Bookcafe in
Chicago. ... John Binder talked with
Rick Kogan on May 26 on WGN 
Radio about his book The Chicago 
Outfit.

Follow Biblio File on Twitter
@BiblioFile_SMA.

Harry Mark
Petrakis

Emily Clark
Victorson
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FIFTH INSTALLMENT

Patricia Skalka’s fifth installment in
the Dave Cubiak Door County mystery
series is out.

Death by the Bay (University of
Wisconsin Press, May 14, 2019) follows
Cubiak as he unravels a mystery that
begins as an apparent heart attack.

Skalka writes to say: “The concept for
Death by the Bay evolved from a true
story that my mother told me when I was
about 10 or 12. 

“She grew up on a small family farm in
central Wisconsin in a community of
Polish immigrants where we spoke
English and most had large families. One
neighboring couple stood out because
they had only one child, a disabled
daughter. One day an itinerant doctor, or
someone posing as such, persuaded the
parents that he could help their child. The
specifics became blurred over time.
According to one version, he talked of a
special school where children like their
daughter could be taught to live inde-
pendently.  I remember my mother saying
that he offered to provide free medical
care, treatments that would alleviate her
condition and even hinted at a cure for
her disorder.

“The stranger was educated, persuasive
and the desperate parents believed him.
Thinking they were acting in the best
interests of their daughter, they allowed
him to leave with her. They never saw her

Literary Latest

again.
“Months later, this same predator or

someone of similar ilk, came to my
grandparents’ farm. His target was my
mother’s younger sister, Rose, who’d
been afflicted with polio as an infant and
was left unable to speak or walk properly.
Aware of what had happened to the
neighboring family, my grandmother
picked up a broom and chased the man
out the door. 

“Before I became a novelist. I was a
nonfiction writer. My stories about
human drama, women’s issues and med-
ical advancements appeared in a number
of national print and online publications.
The story I wanted to write was about the
Wisconsin family whose daughter was
stolen under false pretenses for purposes
that could only be imagined. But there
was no paper trail, no way to research or
document the events.

“Instead, I did the only thing I could: I
fictionalized the story. The sad tale my
mother told me decades ago became the
seed for Death by the Bay. I shifted the
locale and various circumstances to fit
my purposes; I even developed a contem-
porary plot line. But the basis of the story
remains unchanged.

“Death by the Bay is a tale of the pow-
erful preying on the weak, a tale of the
educated taking advantage of the
unknowing. It is a story that, unfortunate-
ly, continues to repeat itself in various
ways throughout the world today.”

‘EXPERTLY PACED’

Ann Bausum’s
new book, Viral: The
Fight Against AIDS
in America (Viking
Books for Young
Readers, June 4,
2019), is “well-
researched and
expertly paced, the
School Library Journal said.

Viral presents the history of the AIDS

crisis through the stories of victims and
activists who demanded actions. 

Bausum writes to say, “This title was
published by Viking and grew out of my
2015 work with them, Stonewall:
Breaking Out in the Fight for Gay Rights
(which received the Society's 2016
Children's Nonfiction Award).”

The Horn Book wrote, “Bausum has
proven to be an impassioned and empa-
thetic historian of gay rights for young
adults.”

Booklist wrote, “not to be missed.”

Ann Bausum

‘COMPREHENSIVE HISTORY’

Jerry Apps’ new book (Wisconsin
Historical Society Press, March 19, 2019)
is the first comprehensive history of the
CCC in Wisconsin. From the publisher:
“Captured in rich detail ... are the voices
of the CCC boys who [preserved]
Wisconsin’s natural beauty.”
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‘Chicago is stage, and I like to play part’
This is the first part of a series reflect-

ing on writing.

Forty-one years. I’m still around and
in the business of writing books –
the count will be up to 20 by the

end of this year. And as I enter another
decade, I'm taking stock of it all.

Does the writer choose the profession
or could it really be true that it is the craft
that chooses the
writer? I write books
because I must. It is a
calling. It is in my
heart. It's as simple as
that. 

I first heard that call-
ing at age 11 in 1965
when I began a secret
diary recording the
daily travail of growing up on the Far
Northwest Side of Chicago in an alco-
holic, broken home at a time in our cul-
ture laboring under the illusion that every-
one except me enjoyed the ideal 1950s
suburban “Leave It to Beaver” lifestyle.  

I often tell people that “I write by ear.”
I was self-taught. I never attended writing
workshops, seminars or “how to” sympo-
siums.  

I learned the fundamentals of grammar
and sentence construction through jour-
naling. In so many words, if it sounded
good to me, I went with it. 

My life experiences culminated in a
published memoir, Whiskey Breakfast: My
Swedish Family My American Life
(University of Minnesota Press); an emo-
tionally charged tale of hurt and redemp-
tion that consumed 22 years of my life,
from idea and inspiration through 30
rejections from publishers, up to the
arrival of the first copy from Minnesota in
2011.

Chicago is the stage,
and I like to play a part

My writing years have been consumed
by the city of Chicago – the place where I
live, love and occasionally revile. The city
is my stage, and crime, politics, sports,
the Gilded Age, and social history my rai-
son d' etre. Though embittered by child-
hood terrors and the many disappoint-
ments with publishers and poor vocational
choices, I write because I cannot imagine
my life without writing. It has been my

calling all along and is as natural to me as
breathing.  

Some say that Chi has seen its better
days. Or has it? Maybe the so-called bet-
ter days were no better than what they are
today. Exploring Chicago history as I do,
that much appears to be true.  

This is a tough town, make no mistake.
It was once a writer's town – once upon a
time when Woodrow Wilson promised to

keep us out of war.
However, in the past
two decades, there has
been a literary resur-
gence. A renaissance is
at hand and good
things are happening in
the small presses and
university publishers,
albeit with severe

financial constraint and marketing limita-
tions placed upon them.  

To many in the New York literary estab-
lishment with a vague recollection that
Carl Sandburg, Ring Lardner, Theodore
Dreiser and Nelson Algren once lived
here, sadly, it still remains a "fly-over"
zone. Pitch a prominent New York agent
or editor about a Chicago-themed work of
non-fiction you have in mind
and more likely than not, the
editor's terse reply advises
you to "find a regional pub-
lisher" if it is not the familiar,
same-old, same-old, bankable
Chi-town story about Al
Capone, the Chicago World's
Fair, pizza and hot dog
stands, or Jane Addams.  

Said I to them: –”I DON'T
WANT a regional publisher.
That's why I came to you.
Strident protests fall upon
deaf ears.

It began with a team and a dream
My foray into the publishing world

began in 1978 with a small press edition
about the Chicago White Sox, the team I
followed with religious devotion since the
age of 10. In 1983, Icarus Press of South
Bend, Indiana, brought out my second
book, "Who's On Third?" in the midst of
the Sox frantic charge toward the 1983
American League Championship Series –
at the time, a stunning break-through for
my tragically cursed baseball team. A

paperback edition appeared in stores coin-
ciding with the American League Playoffs
– and for the first and only time in my
book writing career I spotted my volume
in a grocery store checkout line! It was a
heady, exhilarating feeling for a 30-year-
old author, to see his book positioned
alongside of The National Enquirer. I was
grateful to Icarus for what they had done
for me, and the chance they took on a
mostly unknown writer. After the team
abruptly exited the playoffs, the book
exited the grocery store checkout lines
just as quickly. I moved forward, signed a
contract and published a second volume
with them without waiting to be paid for
the Sox book.

Chicago Ragtime was a book of social
history about our great city, but as the
first copy rolled off the press, Icarus went
bankrupt and most of the Ragtime stock
went to a re-seller who floated it down
the river in the general direction of the re-
seller warehouse. Not a dime of royalties
was ever paid to me for the two Icarus
books.

Publish ... and still perish
Choose your publishers wisely.  That is

the most important lesson I have learned
over the years. Avoid library
publishers at all costs if you
have any hope at all, of
receiving press attention or
bookstore exposure. Library
publishers price their vol-
umes exorbitantly high and
your book will be invisible
to nearly everyone.

University presses are
doing much more these days
to promote books and
authors to the trade than in
years past, but unless tenure

lies at the end of your rainbow, an author
with no academic "skin in the game" can
expect very little in the way of substan-
tive marketing support, trade distribution
or royalties. With the disappearance of
good midsized houses like Cumberland in
Nashville following the closure of
Borders and the rise of e-publishing and
self-publishing, very often university
presses are the last recourse for nonfiction
writers who desire to write something
edgier and more original than the same-
old, same-old. 

Literary
Life

Richard
Lindberg

by
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Printers Row: ‘Fun, if a little rainy’

David Witter sells his books, Oldest Chicago and Chicago
Magic, at Printers Row.

Mary Wisniewski (left) with her biography of Nelson Algren
and Joyce Zeiss with her young adult novel Out of the
Dragon's Mouth at Printers Row Lit Fest on June 9,

BY JOSEPH GUSTAITIS

Fourteen authors were in attendance
at the Society of Midland Authors
tent at this year’s June 8-9 Printers

Row Lit Fest along Dearborn Street in
Chicago.

The authors were Donna Urbikas,
Thomas Benz, David Witter, Robert
Nelson, Nancy Nau Sullivan, Dave
Hoekstra, Carol Saller and Libby
Hellman on Saturday.

On Sunday, the authors were Sandra
Colbert, Joyce Zeiss, Genevieve Davis,
Mary Wisniewski, David W. Berner and
Patricia Skalka. 

Not surprisingly, given the kind of
spring the city had been having, weather
played a role.  

On the sunny Saturday, over 100,000
people visited the event, but intermittent
rain and blustery wind decreased the
crowd size on Sunday, which did not keep
the undeterred authors from meeting and
greeting attendees and signing books.

“It was fun, if a little rainy,” Zeiss said. 
Nancy Nau Sullivan said, “Sales did not

seem to break records, but it was a good
run for authors at the Printers Row Lit
Fest. It began with excellent weather, and
the number of people chatting up books

and the questions about books were non-
stop at Society of Midland Authors booth.  

“I sold one of my memoirs before I sat
down, and Dave Hoekstra sold off a
steady pile of his popular books on camp-
ing and supper clubs.”

Thanks to Jim Merriner, the Midland
Authors’ Printers Row coordinator, the tent
location was very good. It was on Dearborn
just north of Harrison, which was near the
main entry point for the book fair. Anyone
entering from the Ida B. Wells Parkway
side would have easily seen the tent. 

Other SMA authors contributed to this
report. 



Society of Midland Authors
P.O. Box 10419
Chicago IL 60610

Address Service Requested

Chris Pellizzari, author of Last Night
in Granada (REaDLips Press, 2018), also
has published a number of short stories in
various small press magazines and blogs
including COUNTERCLOCK, Ink in
Thirds, Schuylkill Valley Journal, Good
Works Review and The Awakenings

Review, where he is an
assistant editor. He
also is a University of
Illinois alumnus and a
substitute teacher in
the Cicero (Illinois)
School District. 

Former Midland
Authors President
Richard Lindberg,
who nominated

Pellizzari, wrote of Last Night in
Granada, “Overall, this is a very special
book written by a new and emerging
voice in the Chicago literary scene who is
likely to make his mark and build a lega-
cy of his own in the coming years.”

Kirkus Reviews wrote, “Pellizzari’s
debut novella tells a young man’s story of

idealism, passion and loss, toggling
between 2003 and 2012 as well as
between Andalusia and America. ...
Pellizzari has the good sense to tamp this
emotion down somewhat in his prose,
which is poetic but controlled – and all
the more successful for its restraint. A
surreal performance that’s worth a read,
particularly as a reflection of a historical-
ly important time and place.”

David Witter's writings have focused
on linking Chicago's past with its present.
Witter's books include Oldest Chicago
(Lake Claremont Press, 2011), about
Chicago's oldest surviving entities and
Chicago Magic, A History of Stagecraft
and Spectacle, which highlights magi-
cians like Chicago natives Harry
Blackstone Sr. and Marshall Brodein.
Witter has written hundreds of articles for
local newspapers and magazines, mainly
for New City and The Chicago Reader,
but also for the Chicago Tribune and the
Washington Post. Some works that
received special attention include,
"Hillbilly Heaven, Chicago's Other
Migration from the South”;  “Mack

Sennett's Motorcycle Stuntman Relives
the Days of  Chicago's Silent Film Era”;
“The Last of the Slaughterhouses,” and
"Grain of Truth, How Chicago's Grain
Elevators Made
Chicago the 'Stacker of
Wheat.’ ”

Witter is finishing a
book on the history of
alcohol in Chicago ten-
tatively titled, Chicago,
A City Built on Booze,
and polishing a second
edition of Oldest
Chicago. 

The publisher of Oldest Chicago
writes: “Dozens of the oldest local treas-
ures in Chicago and its suburban and
exurban areas are highlighted in this
guide, which includes icons such as the
city's oldest business, Peacock Jewelers;
Merz Apothecary; the tavern Schaller’s
Pump; the Biograph Theater and drive-in
Superdawg. Remarkable for having sur-
vived demolition and extinction for
decades, these beloved landmarks have
also helped define the city’s landscape,
offering continuity and civic identity.”

New Members

David
Witter
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Chris
Pellizzari


