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The Audacity to Believe

When I took my four-year-old son to the 50th Anniversary of the 
March on Washington in 2013, we visited Dr. Martin Luther  

King Jr.’s monument overlooking the Tidal Basin just off the National 
Mall. It’s a powerful place, and at that time it was made even more 
powerful by the tens of thousands of people that came in support of 
making Dr. King’s dream a reality.  

I hold Dr. King’s words from his 1964 Nobel Peace Prize acceptance 
speech close to my heart as I come to work every day in my (still new) role 
at Vermont Humanities. Dr. King said, “I have the audacity to believe that 
peoples everywhere can have three meals a day for their bodies, education and 
culture for their minds, and dignity, equality, and freedom for their spirits.”

Here at Vermont Humanities, we have been diving deep into the world 
of the civil rights movement since the beginning of this year—especially 
through our Vermont Reads 2019 book, March: Book One by Rep. John 
Lewis, Andrew Aydin, and Nate Powell. Dozens of communities around 
Vermont have already read this 
powerful graphic novel telling the 
story of John Lewis’s youth and 
his work with Dr. King.   

In January, we launched 
Vermont Reads 2019 through 
a partnership with the Vermont 
Youth Orchestra in celebration 
of Dr. King’s 90th birthday. Dr. 
Benjamin Klemme, music director 
for the VYO, programmed 
a powerful concert of music 
connected to the African American experience, including Dvorak, Ellington, 
and spirituals from the civil rights movement. Former VPR Friday Night 
Jazz host Rueben Jackson read selections from March: Book One while Nate 
Powell’s moving images were projected over the orchestra. Most importantly, 
all 80 members of the orchestra had the opportunity to read the book and 
talk about what the civil rights movement means for them in 2019.

In this newsletter, you will see other examples of how we, like Dr. King, 
have the audacity to believe that education and culture, just as much as food 
and shelter, are vital to the dignity, equality, and freedom of all people.  

As I think back on my visit to Washington with my son, I note the 
interplay between Dr. King’s memorial and that of Thomas Jefferson  
on the other side of the basin. Jefferson’s memorial asks us to strive  
towards the ideal expressed in the Declaration of Independence: “…that  
all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with 
certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the 
pursuit of Happiness.”

And while I can admire those two titans of American history in the 
gleaming marble of their national monuments, it is in our actions that we 
truly advance their ideals. Please join us in this important work.

    Christopher Kaufman Ilstrup
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Over 50 Vermont communities have already signed 
on to host programs related to the reading and 

discussion of March: Book One. This is the first time in 
the 17-year history of the Vermont Reads program that 
we have selected a graphic novel, a format that combines 
prose with narrative drawing. All three volumes of  
March illustrate the story of John Lewis’s commitment  
to nonviolent protest in the pursuit of social justice.

MARCH: Book One by John Lewis, Andrew Aydin, and Nate Powell

CommuNItIes Host VeRmoNt ReAds 2019

Rachel Lindsay from Seven Days visited the Waterbury Public Library in early March to teach a cartooning workshop as part of Vermont Reads 2019.

Libraries, schools, and other nonprofit organizations may apply;  
collaboration among town organizations and businesses is  
strongly encouraged. 

• RECEIVE FREE books and programming support for your community.

• HOST readings, discussions, and community events in your schools,  
  libraries, and local businesses.

• STAY TUNED for an announcement about a big Vermont Reads event  
  that will take place in October.

Take Part in Vermont Reads 2019!

Underwriter
Jan Blomstrann

Media Sponsor

AppLICATIONS: vtreads.org or 
rfranzoni@vermonthumanities.org 
or 802.262.1355.

DUE DATE: June 1

 

Vermont Reads events to date have included a 
cartooning workshop for teenagers with Seven Days 
cartoonist Rachel Lindsay at the Waterbury Public  
Library, a Social Justice Film Series at the Norwich  
Public Library, and an interactive theater presentation 
about the Greensboro lunch counter from the National 
Museum of American History at the Richmond  
Free Library.
 

 Note from the executive director

With support from the  
Jack & dorothy Byrne Foundation.
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Literacy Programs

Dads’ Night is about helping dads be comfortable 
as a parent,” says Josh Miller, Executive Director 

of the Janet S. Munt Family Room in Burlington’s Old 
North End. “Dads may do things differently from how 
a mother does them, but fathers can provide nurturing 
and support and affection.”

The drop-in evening program has been offered for over 
25 years and is open to any father with children under 
eight years old. Every Dads’ Night includes a free dinner 
and activities, such as story time with Peter Burns. 

“Guys really look forward to when Peter comes,” 
says Miller. “He increases their capacity to have  
fun with their kids during reading time, like doing  
a ‘big voice’ and a ‘little voice’ and a ‘silly voice.’”

Peter’s visits to Dads’ Night 
are supported by Vermont 
Humanities via our Read with 
Me program, in which facilitators 
share the importance and the joy 
of reading picture books with 
young children.

“It’s always casual, and Peter 
asks really good questions,” says 
Miller. “He notices the small 
pieces of the story and points 
them out to the dads, to show 
them how to connect with their 
kids on those aspects.”

But Peter’s approach emphasizes 
that it’s not crucial to tell a story 
exactly the way it’s written in a 
book. “I’ve really appreciated that, 
because of the different reading 
levels that guys have,” Miller says. 
“It’s really important that fathers 
can feel confident to change 
things up with the story.”

In addition, staff at the Family 
Room have appreciated how 
the books chosen by Vermont 
Humanities help teach emotional 
intelligence to both young 
children and their caregivers.

“The book, How do Dinosaurs 
Say I’m Mad, led us into a 

conversation of how you respond to your kids when 
you’re angry and frustrated,” Miller says. “It can be a 
very delicate topic. And what’s cool in a group is that 
you get to hear other dads talk about their experience, 
which gives fathers the permission to say, “Oh, I’ve 
never thought about it that way, I’ll try that.’”

Read with Me has offered titles focusing on 
emotional intelligence since 2018. “Learning good 
social and emotional skills is tied into both emotional 
stability and good cognitive development,” says Ali 
Palmer, Director of Literacy Programs at Vermont 
Humanities. “Books can help children understand and 
manage their emotions—especially difficult ones.” 

As part of the Read with Me program, caregivers 
receive free books to take home to read with their 
children. “Guys who haven’t done a lot of reading 
before have said that they read a book over and  
over again to their kids,” Miller says. “I think that’s 
pretty huge.”

Read with Me Helps Build Skills  
in Fathers and Children

“[Peter Burns] notices the small pieces of the story   
  and points them out to the dads, to show them how    
  to connect with their kids on those aspects.”

Peter Burns shares picture books with young children and models techniques for reading stories aloud 
during Dads’ Night at the Janet S. Munt Family Room in Burlington.
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Reading Frederick Douglass

 

Host a Reading Frederick Douglass 
event in your community!

Douglass’s fiery Independence Day speech from 
1852 remains emotionally powerful and thought-
provoking today. To host a public participatory 
reading of this speech, visit vermonthumanities.
org/douglass. You’ll find videos, speech transcripts, 
FAQs, and a discussion guide. Complete the online 
form to share your interest in hosting a reading. 

News and
Notes

In 2015, Valley News writer Nicola Smith attended two 
sessions of a Veterans Book Group for women, held at the 

Veterans Affairs Medical Center (VA) in White River Junction.
“I knew there were women in the military, but I 

hadn’t really met any or listened to them talk about their 
experiences,” said Smith, who lives in Tunbridge. “I 
thought the stories were so compelling that they would 
make a great theater piece.”

In these groups sponsored by Vermont Humanities, 
military veterans connect with each other by reading and 
discussing literature. “I thought the group was a very useful 
way for the women to talk about their experiences without 
feeling as if they were in therapy,” Smith said.

In the months after attending the sessions, she worked 
with Carey Russ from the VA to identify women who 
would be willing to be interviewed about their military 
careers. The interviews led to Deployed, a play that Smith 
co-wrote with Samantha Lazar, and which features the 
stories of seven female veterans. “It’s about what they got 
out of the military, their sense of patriotism, how they dealt 
with sexism, and their pride in having served,” Smith said.

The professional theater company Northern Stage 
brought actors to White River Junction for one week in late 
March to rehearse the play with Smith, Lazar, and Director 
Amanda Rafuse. The rehearsals culminated in a public 
reading at the VA on March 30.

“I don’t think people have really heard these stories,” 
Smith said. “When we think of veterans, I believe we still 
tend to think of men. I hope that Deployed can educate 

civilians about what it’s like to be a woman in the military.”
Smith imagines that readings of the play could be 

performed at other VA Medical Centers in New England, 
or that the play could be developed into a full-fledged 
production to be staged by small theater companies.

“The credit really goes to the women,” said Smith.  
“They were really candid and forthcoming in describing 
things that weren’t always easy to talk about.”

Female Veterans Book Group 
Inspires Deployed Play

“

Actors assembled at Northern Stage in White River Junction for a 
read-through of Deployed, a play that originated from a Veterans Book 
Group for female veterans.
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Swenson Award

Morgan Moore, a humanities teacher at Burke Town 
School, received the 2018 Victor R. Swenson Award. 

Named after the Council’s first Executive Director, the 
award recognizes a Vermont educator who exemplifies 
excellence in the teaching of the humanities.

Morgan is no stranger to the Council’s programs. She 
helped direct a Humanities Camp at the school in 2018, 
and is also integrating our Vermont Reads 2019 choice, 
March: Book One, into her middle school curriculum.

“Students often choose graphic novels,” she said.  
“Then they find out that they can be hard to read.  
March: Book One will help me teach some important  
points about the civil rights movement, and also allow 
me to share some reading strategies for how to approach 
graphic novels.”

Morgan has consistently tried to involve the town 
of Burke and its landscape into her teaching. “I think 
engagement in middle school is key. Students are just going 
to learn more when they are engaged,” she said. “A lot of 
our students are very engaged in the outdoors, so we’ve 
taken them cross-country skiing, biking, and hiking.”  

Swenson Award winner Morgan Moore (second from left) from Burke Town School integrates the local landscape into her teaching. “It can help 
students learn to love where they live,” she says.

She continued, “Part of the value is getting the students  
to take part in healthy activities, but it can also help them 
learn to love where they live.”

For one of her initiatives, “Humans of Burke,” students 
interviewed community members and created portraits of their 
interviewees that were then displayed in a local coffee shop.

“They were blown away with how many people came to 
see their work. The café was packed with people,” Morgan 
said. “I think they felt like they had done something for 
the community. It was really nice for them to see that their 
writing and artwork could be that powerful to people.”

Morgan loves giving students the chance to access both 
“mirrors and windows” through reading: mirrors to reflect 
their own experience, and windows to learn about other 
people or cultures. “Being a humanities teacher, there is 
so much room to do both of those things,” she said. “I see 
students growing what they love, and also learning about 
new things in the world to grapple with.”
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1st Wednesdays

Seventeen years ago, Ali White and former Executive 
Director peter Gilbert started a free lecture series 

at the Kellogg-Hubbard Library in Montpelier. Today, 
over 6,000 people each season attend First Wednesdays 
talks at nine venues statewide. Ali recently retired as the 
coordinator of this flagship program.

  Ali White, retiring coordinator of First Wednesdays: 
“We wanted to create lifelong learning moments.”

What was your background before starting First 
Wednesdays, and what led to the program’s genesis?

I first worked in public programming in Texas after college, 
booking programs for a state arts organization. We brought 
concerts to small, middle-of-nowhere towns. It was fun to 
expose school children to Mozart, and to bring lunchtime 
concerts to workers in the Texas oil fields.

Then in Vermont, when my children were young, I 
worked to launch more robust adult programming for 
the Kellogg-Hubbard Library. Peter Gilbert was new to 
Vermont Humanities, and it was his idea to pilot a monthly 
humanities forum. Wednesdays were best for Kellogg-
Hubbard, so we called it “First Wednesdays.” In the 
program’s third year, Vermont Humanities took over the 
majority of the funding with Kellogg-Hubbard remaining 
as a host library.

 
First Wednesdays grew from one site to nine in  
just six years. Was there a long-term plan for that?

First Wednesdays found an enthusiastic audience fairly 
quickly. Expanding it was mostly Peter’s vision—he liked 
what we were doing and saw promise for the series. We 
expanded from one to three venues, adding Middlebury 
and St. Johnsbury. When this expansion found an audience, 
Peter decided to add two venues a year until we reached nine. 
We hoped to cover enough of a geographic area so that all 
Vermonters would be within easy driving distance of a talk.  

What have you enjoyed most about putting together 
First Wednesdays? What are your favorite highlights?

I love to do research, and I have always enjoyed reading 
books and articles and watching online videos in search of 
new presenters. We always wanted the First Wednesdays 
offerings to be eclectic, and we put in the work to  
identify talented scholars. We wanted to create lifelong 
learning moments.

The other joy for me was working collaboratively with 
Peter. He and I had great professional chemistry. It was a 
happy partnership, the kind in which you have fun and also 
hope and believe you’re doing some good. 

For me the program highlights were less about enticing 
Salman Rushdie or Billy Collins to come to Vermont. Of 
course, this was cool, but I’m more of a fan of the small 
“ah-ha” moments. Hearing someone leave the room talking 
animatedly about the presentation with a friend is what it’s 
all about for me. Thinking that someone might have moved 
from a personal “point A” to a new, and better informed 
“point B” is exciting. 

What do you most look forward to in retirement?

Attending lectures I don’t have to organize!

Read the full interview at vermonthumanities.org/white.

Retiring First Wednesdays coordinator Ali White with Black Lives Matter  
advocate DeRay McKesson before McKesson’s talk in November at 
Middlebury College, hosted by the Ilsley Public Library.

2018 Victor R. swenson Award: morgan moore

Nominate an outstanding Vermont educator for the swenson 
Award by June 14 at vermonthumanities.org/swenson.
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Calendar

Northeast:
MAY 1 ~ The Roots of Fascism  
Dartmouth professor Graziella Parati tells the history of fascism and  
its roots in Italy in 1919. Newport, Goodrich Memorial Library, 7:00 pm. 

MAY 2 ~ Bierstadt’s “Domes of Yosemite”:  The Creation of an  
American Icon  
Eleanor Jones Harvey, senior curator at Smithsonian American Art 
Museum, discusses the story behind Albert Bierstadt’s monumental 
painting. St Johnsbury Athenaeum, 7:00 pm.

MAY 28 ~ How the Guitar Conquered America  
Tim Brookes considers how the guitar grew from an unimpressive folk 
instrument 425 years ago to outselling all other musical instruments 
combined today. St Johnsbury, Fairbanks Museum and Planetarium, 6:30 pm.

JuNE 7 ~ The Counterculture’s Impact on Vermont and Vermont’s 
Influence on the Counterculture Generation  
Author Yvonne Daley discusses a time when thousands of  
young migrants turned their backs on the 1950s establishment and  
moved to rural Vermont. Barnet Town Hall, 7:00 pm.

Northwest:
MAY 1 ~ Churchill and Roosevelt: The Personal Element in  
Their Partnership   
UVM History Professor Emeritus Mark A. Stoler examines the 
important personal relationship between Britain’s Prime Minister  
and America’s President during their World War II alliance.  
Essex Junction, Brownell Library, 7:00 pm.

MAY 22 ~ What You Didn’t Know about Evangelicalism  
Dartmouth religion professor Randall Balmer explains 
evangelicalism’s long and complex history in America. Middlebury, 
Ilsley Public Library, 7:00 pm.

JuNE 12 ~ The Hills of Home: Mountains and Identity in  
Vermont History 
Historian Jill Mudgett discusses the origins and meaning of our 
strongly held attachments to the Vermont landscape. Jeffersonville, 
Cambridge Historical Society’s Warner Lodge, 7:00 pm.

NoRTHWEST

spring 2019 event Highlights
Some events to look for near you.
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Calendar

Central:
MAY 1 and 4 ~ The Architecture of Montpelier  
Vermont State Curator David Schutz explores Montpelier’s  
rich architectural history. He follows his program with a walking tour of 
Montpelier on Saturday, May 4, beginning at the library  
at 10:00 am. Montpelier, Kellogg-Hubbard Library, 7:00 pm.

MAY 25 ~ Vermont’s Remarkable Sharpshooters and Gettysburg  
Historian Howard Coffin shares his recent research on how Vermont’s 
sharpshooters played a little-known but major role  
at Gettysburg. Brookfield Masonic Hall, 7:00 pm. 

JuNE 14 ~ Above and Beyond: JFK and the u-2 Pilots During the  
Cuban Missile Crisis  
Writer Michael Tougias recounts the thirteen harrowing days of the  
Cuban Missile Crisis and how President Kennedy reached a decision on a 
course of action. Montpelier, Westview Meadows Dining Room, 3:00 pm.

Southeast:
APRIL 30 ~ Lincoln Memorial Sculptor Daniel Chester French: The Making of an Icon  
Biographer Harold Holzer tells the story of how Daniel Chester French became one of 
the great sculptors of the 19th century. Brattleboro, Brooks Memorial Library, 7:00 pm. 

MAY 1 ~ Prosecutors and the Battle to End Mass Incarceration  
Over the last 40 years, prosecutors have driven the country toward mass incarceration 
and a crisis of justice.  Yale Law School lecturer Emily Bazelon considers the current 
movement to elect a new breed of prosecutor. Norwich Congregational Church, 7:00 pm. 

MAY 30 ~ What is Art?  
Champlain College Professor David Mills explores ways of encountering art as more 
than just subjective preference. Brattleboro Museum and Art Center, 7:00 pm. 

To see a full list of Vermont Humanities events, visit vermonthumanities.org/events.

Sign up on the homepage of vermonthumanities.org to receive a monthly email of featured events in your area. 
To receive a full printed list by mail of upcoming events, please send a request to info@vermonthumanities.org 
or call (802) 262-1354.

Southwest:
MAY 1 ~ Lincoln’s Second Inaugural Revisited  
Lincoln biographer Harold Holzer revisits one of the greatest political orations in  
American history that at the time generated entirely partisan responses. Manchester,  
First Congregational Church, 7:00 pm.

MAY 1 ~ Civility and Its Discontents  
While many pundits lament the death of civility in American politics, others argue  
that a commitment to civility minimizes our differences in the name of public nicety. 
Middlebury religion professor James Davis explains why civility is essential to democracy. 
Rutland Free Library, 7:00 pm. 

MAY 16 ~ A History of the Concept of Race 
Beginning with the story of the first European to divide the peoples of the world into 
distinct races, professor William Edelglass traces the intellectual history of the concept  
of race in the West, from its prehistory to today. Castleton Free Library, 7:00 pm. 

JuNE 5 ~ Soup to Nuts: An Eccentric History of Food 
Writer Rebecca Rupp discusses the rocky evolution of table manners, the not-so-welcome 
invention of the fork, and more. Bennington Senior Center, 1:00 pm.

The Domes of the Yosemite by Albert Bierstadt, on display at  
St. Johnsbury Athenaeum.

Image of Camel’s Hump by Paul Moody.

Michael Tougias discusses the Cuban Missile Crisis on June 14.

Emily Bazelon speaks about mass incarceration on May 1. 

Image courtesy of RACE: Are We So Different?,  
the American Anthropological Association

NoRTHEAST

CENTRAL

SouTHEAST

SouTHWEST
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Board 
and Staff

Welcomes and Farewells to Staff and Board
We also welcome six new members  
to our Board of Directors:

Judith Chalmer of Burlington is the former director 
of VSA Vermont, a nonprofit focused on arts and disability. 
For her work, she received the 2018 Arthur Williams Award 
from the Vermont Arts Council for Meritorious Service in 
the Arts. She has taught 
creative writing at several 
Vermont colleges, is the 
author of one collection 
of poems, and is co-
translator of two books of 
haiku and tanka. In 2010 
her poems set to original 
choreography were 
performed as part of the 
Flynn Center’s LGBTQ 
Stonewall Celebration. She was a discussion leader for the 
Vermont Reading Project from 1992-2002 and a scholar for 
the New England Foundation for the Humanities.

adrienne maJor of Westminster West is Associate 
Professor of Liberal Studies at Landmark College in Putney, 
where she has also served as Academic Dean and as Chair 
of the Fine Arts and Humanities Department, among other 

roles. She earned a BA 
in English from Smith 
College and a PhD 
in English Literature 
from Tufts University. 
Her work at Landmark 
has included strategic 
planning, spearheading 
the college’s growth to 
a bachelor’s granting 
institution, and helping 

develop Landmark’s first distance learning program. She has 
also directed numerous theatrical productions for the college, 
Vermont Theatre Company, and Main Street Arts.

Steve Stettler of Weston served as Producing  
Artistic Director of the Weston Playhouse, Vermont’s  
oldest professional theatre, from 1988 to 2018, growing  
the company to a $2.6 million year-round operation  
with two stages and nationally recognized education  
and new works programs. Steve is an emeritus board 
member of the National Alliance for Musical Theatre,  

We welcome a new staff member: 

Vermont Humanities welcomes Gina robinSon as its 
new Community Programs Associate. Gina brings to the 
organization a strong and dynamic background in program 
development and management. An Associate Professor of 
Spanish at Norwich for seven years, she brought speakers 
and interdisciplinary events to campus that raised the profile 
of the university’s Spanish program. She served as the first 
organizer of Norwich’s SAGE Study Abroad Conference. 
Gina has also written literature guides for students and 
educators. She earned an MA in Spanish from Middlebury 
College and a PhD in Spanish and Portuguese from Yale 
University. Vermont Humanities is excited to have Gina 
bring her ideas and her enthusiasm for the humanities to 
manage our work on First Wednesdays, as well as other 
Community Program initiatives.

upcoming Board Meetings 
Our board of directors meets quarterly.

2019 Board Meetings: 
     • May 11, 1:00 pm, Hildene, Manchester
     • September 19, Noon, Shelburne Farms
     • December 4, 11:00 am, Vermont Law School,  
        South  Royalton (snow date December 11).

For more information, or for date and location changes,  
visit vermonthumanities.org/board.
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YaSmine ZieSler of Huntington is Chief Academic 
Officer for the Vermont State Colleges System, where her 
leadership priorities include advancing Vermont’s efforts 
to increase post-high school eucational achievement and 
increasing postsecondary 
student success. Previously 
she served in academic 
leadership roles focused  
on faculty development,  
first-year programs,  
general education, and 
learning technologies  
at Castleton University  
and the Community 
College of Vermont.  
She is a 2007 graduate of the Snelling Center for 
Government’s Vermont Leadership Institute and has  
also served on the Mount Mansfield Union school board.  
She earned a PhD in anthropology from Boston University.

We bid farewell and offer thanks  
to five board members:
Jane beck joined the Vermont Humanities board in January 
2016. Her service included three years on the Program 
Committee, two years on the Development Committee,  
and one year on the Swenson Award Committee. Jane will  
not serve another term due to family commitments. 

ben doyle gave six years of service to the board, including 
two years as Board Chair, two years as Vice Chair, two years 
on the Program Committee (one year as its Chair), three 
years on the Audit Committee, three years on the ED Annual 
Review Committee, and four years on the Membership and 
Governance Committee. Ben also chaired the Executive 
Director Search Committee in 2018.

Carole Gaddis joined the board in January 2013. She served 
on the Board Membership and Governance Committee for 
three years, including one year as Chair. Carole also served 
for six years on the Finance Committee and two years on the 
Swenson Award Committee.

david moats also joined the board in January 2013.  
He served for six years on the Program Committee, four  
years on the Development Committee, and three years on  
the Grants committee (including two years as Chair).

Geoffrey Sewake joined the board in 2017 and inspired our 
work to reach people from all backgrounds and all walks 
of life. Geoffrey has resigned to focus on launching a new 
microbrewery in downtown St. Johnsbury.

a board member for the 
Weston Community 
Association, and a 
member of the Vermont 
Community Foundation. 
He holds an MLitt in 
theatre from Middlebury 
College’s Bread Loaf 
School of English, an 
MFA in directing from 
Catholic University, and 
an AB in English and Drama from Kenyon College. Steve 
lectures for several Vermont Lifelong Learning programs.

randall SZott of Barnard represents the Windsor 
4-1 district in the Vermont House of Representatives and is 
currently director of the Wilder Memorial Library in Weston. 
He serves on the steering committee of Vermonters for 

Schools and Community, 
the Barnard Planning 
Commission, the 
Barnard Development 
Review Board, and is 
active in the Vermont 
Library Association and 
the Vermont Creative 
Network. Szott worked 
as a chef for fifteen years 
in catering, fine dining, 

and at sea as a merchant mariner. He has lectured on socially 
engaged arts at conferences and institutions around the US. 
He earned an MA in Interdisciplinary Art from San Francisco 
State University and an MFA in Art Critical Practices from 
Ohio State University.

bob taYlor of Colchester is a Professor and the Director 
of Undergraduate Studies in the Department of Political 
Science at the University of Vermont. He teaches courses 
in political theory, the 
history of political 
thought, American 
political thought, and 
environmental political 
theory. His most recent 
books are The Routledge 
Philosophy Guidebook 
to Thoreau’s “Civil 
Disobedience” and 
Horace Mann’s Troubling 
Legacy: The Education of Democratic Citizens. Taylor received 
a PhD, MA, and MPhil from Rutgers University, and a BA 
from Wesleyan University.

Board 
and Staff
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Conversations

The Vermont Humanities Council 
was founded 45 years ago, in 1974. 
We recently sat down with Victor R. 
Swenson, the Council’s first Executive 
Director, to hear his recollections of the 
organization’s initial years.

I started in January 1974 on New Year’s 
Day because we were in a hurry to get 

started. I moved a picnic table into the 
office, which was empty, and a folding 
chair and got to work.

The office was an old farmhouse 
[in Hyde Park], and it didn’t have a 
plumb wall or level floor. For the first 
several years, it was just me as Executive 
Director and Mary Silver, a friend and 
colleague who was Secretary. Mary was 
in a chair in an office that ran downward 
toward the center of the house, and 
she had to put rubber stoppers [on her 
chair] to keep the wheels from turning.

My opening months were spent in 
program development, just announcing 
that this program is here and available 
and here’s how you apply. Meanwhile, 
we’re inventing all this stuff. Not at  
all certain what was going to work or 
not, but we were determined to work 
hard at it.

Our first grant [from the National 
Endowment for the Humanities] was 
$140,000. With this, we could fund 
projects and use the funds to figure  
out what a humanities program was  
and how to tell if it was successful.

For us, grant-making to communities 
was our chemistry lab. Are book 
discussions going to work? Yes, they 
worked in Rutland and then Brandon 
and then Morrisville and then in 150 
libraries in the state.

Mary Leahy, who is the sister of 
Senator Leahy, became a board member. 

Aiming High from the Start:
A Talk with Victor R. Swenson

Her life has been devoted to adult 
basic education. We started working 
with adults learning to read through 
her auspices, and via other adult basic 
education providers in the state.  
The results were very encouraging.

We made grants to fund books and 
tutors and funded a couple of times a 
statewide conference of adults learning 
to read.

In our naiveté we did a lot of good 
stuff, but it wasn’t reaching maximum 
force. The State Department of 

Education officials were not really 
interested [in the adult literacy efforts],  
so we didn’t have buy-in from everybody. 
We thought that this was such an 
obviously good idea that it was going to 
sweep the state by storm. One forgets  
how hard it is to move anybody anywhere.

If you aim high, you may only get 
part of the way there, but at least you’re 
marching on the right trail.

Read our full interview with Victor Swenson  
at vermonthumanities.org/swenson-memories.

Vermont Humanities founding Executive Director Victor Swenson (left) with Senator Jim Jeffords.  
Jeffords was the ranking member of the Senate committee on Education, Arts and Humanities.

Conversations

“the Humanities made my small World
  much Bigger”
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We joined Lisa Schamberg and Liz Fenton for a conversation in Lisa’s 
Burlington home. Lisa is a retired educator who worked with literacy students  
at Burlington High School. She and her husband, pat, are longtime supporters  
of Vermont Humanities. Liz is an Associate professor of English at UVM who  
has served as the associate director of the UVM Humanities Center. She joined 
the Vermont Humanities board in 2018.

How did you get involved with 
Vermont Humanities?

lisa: When Pat was on the state board 
of education, he met Victor Swenson. 
Victor seeded in me the idea of reading 
aloud to students, to always have a 
chapter book going. At one point,  
I invited Victor to come in and read  
to my class, and he was fabulous, as 
you can imagine. They loved hearing 
men reading to them, it was such  
great role modeling.

liz: I had really enjoyed the 
collaborations that the UVM 
Humanities Center had done with  
the Council. I’m kind of new to the 
idea of public humanities, but I’ve  
been interested in the idea of doing 
things with the humanities outside  
of my classrooms. 

What do the humanities mean  
to you?

liz: Well, the short answer is 
everything. I grew up in a very small 
town in rural Vermont, and it is a 
beautiful place that also can feel very 
claustrophobic and very insular. The 
humanities, the study of literature and 
the study of language, were a way to 
make my very small world a lot bigger.

lisa: I was a very shy kid and being able 
to read at four or five years old opened 
up the world to me. I learned to see the 
gray areas, that things aren’t always right 

or wrong. And you learn a lot about 
empathy. When you get involved in a 
character, you are being empathetic. 
Even the bad characters have things 
that you feel sorry about for them.

What excites you about the  
work that Vermont Humanities  
can do in the future?

lisa: We have to do everything we can 
to get people to be thoughtful and to 
have empathy and to have an ethical 

base. It’s really important to put out 
the notion to students—actually, to 
everyone—that ideas are important, 
and that we need to be able to have 
dialogue, even if it’s difficult.

liz: I think that’s what the humanities 
are for: coming up with a framework 
to talk about things that are hard to 
talk about. It takes a lot of intestinal 
fortitude, I think, to have heated 
discussions, and to engage with serious 
ideas. That’s the thing about public 
humanities that I find personally  
most exciting, but also most terrifying. 
It is where real change can happen.

Read the full discussion between 
Lisa Schamberg and Liz Fenton at 
vermonthumanities.org/lisa-liz.

Longtime Vermont Humanities supporter Lisa Schamberg (left) and board member Liz Fenton 
discussed the importance of the humanities during an afternoon chat at Lisa’s home.



       Humanities Grants
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In its most recent round of grants, 
Vermont Humanities gave  

$2,500 to The Root Social Justice 
Center of Brattleboro to support 
“Visible in Vermont: Our Stories,  
Our Voices,” a photo exhibit 
highlighting the experiences of  
people of color living and going  
to school in Vermont.

Sha’an Mouliert from St. Johnsbury 
serves on the advisory board of  
The Root and is the co-coordinator  
for the Visible in Vermont project. 

Mouliert worked with racial 
equity educator Paul Marcus to 
help develop the Reading Frederick 
Douglass program after Vermont 
Humanities adapted the initiative 
from Mass Humanities in 2014. 
In the program, communities hold 
participatory readings of Douglass’s 
fiery Independence Day speech and 
facilitate discussions about the speech 
after the reading. The conversations 
often touch on issues around racism 
and social justice.

However, after attending many 
Reading Frederick Douglass programs 
around Vermont, Mouliert became 
aware of some limitations of the 
program. Key among them was how 
rarely the perspectives of people of color 
were voiced during the discussions.

As a result, the conversations after 
the speech may go “in a direction 
that perpetuates the very issue that 
we want to educate people on,” 
Mouliert said, referring to the lack of 
visibility of people of color in Vermont 
communities. “This new project is a 
way to meet the needs of folks of color 
here in Vermont.”

The photos in the Visible in Vermont 
exhibit aim to help viewers develop 
a relationship with people of color in 
their communities, Mouliert said, and 
provide an opportunity for reflection 
for majority-white communities who 
may be unaware of their participation 
in perpetuating racial stereotypes.

The Vermont Humanities grant is 
supporting three public exhibits of 
the photographs around the state.   
“With each exhibit, we’ll have a 
panel discussion featuring the people 
pictured in the photos,” Mouliert 
said. She hopes that these facilitated 
discussions will help Vermonters  
dive into deeper issues with their  
neighbors on questions such as “What 
does it mean to be a Vermonter?” 
and “What does it mean to be a 
person of color in our state?” and 
“How can we build more supportive 
and collaborative social and cultural 
structures that uphold a diversity  
of experience?”

Mouliert said that she also hopes 
that the exhibits can spur Vermont 
communities to create working groups 
to start to address issues of equity. 
“Maybe it will give them some tools to 
help their communities become more 
inclusive,” she said.

Vermont Humanities awarded The Root Social Justice Center of Brattleboro a $2,500 grant.  
Sha’an Mouliert (in blue) is holding a photo of the late Paij Wadley-Bailey, who worked as the  
state director of Reading to End Racism. Paij’s sign reads “#iamvt2.”

The Root
Photo exhibit Highlights  
People of Color in Vermont

VHC Awards $18,650 in Humanities Grants in December, 2018 

Humanities Grant Deadlines for Fall 2019 

• accepting letters of intent: July 22–August 23  
• accepting full proposals: September 2–October 5  
• decision announcements: by December 18

For more information about the grants that VHC 
offers to Vermont nonprofit organizations, visit 
vermonthumanities.org/grants.

Grants Awards

Grant Awards

Vermont Humanities  •  Spring 2019  •  Page 15

The Before Your Time podcast series explores Vermont’s  
history, one object at a time. We have now released  
14 episodes of this joint series with VTDigger and the  
Vermont Historical Society.

Recent episodes have focused on architecture, journalism, 
auto racing, and World War I. The Framingham History 
Center in Massachusetts commented: “The great thing is  
that you don’t have to live in Vermont to love this podcast.”

All episodes are available for streaming and download at 
www.beforeyourtime.org. 

Right: a press conference held shortly after Madeleine Kunin was  
elected as Vermont’s first female governor, 1984. The “Power of  
the Press” episode describes how the women in this photo are part  
of a long line of journalists that have recorded Vermont’s history  
in real time.

• Champlain Colloquium,  lake Champlain maritime 
museum, $3,000 —to support a two-day meeting of 
academic partners, teachers, and the public to examine the life 
and legacy of Samuel de Champlain. 

• Global Roots Film Festival: The Sound of Film,  
vermont international Film Foundation, $1,500 —
to support a three-day film festival led by film historian and 
composer Neil Brand and presented by VTIFF in partnership 
with Lyric Theatre Company, focusing on the history of the 
musical film and its role in the development of cinema language.

• Peacham Landing Community Project,  Peacham 
library, $2,000 —to support a storytelling and 
community-building project to gather and share stories,  
both historical and contemporary, of what draws people to  
our community. What brought us here? And why do we stay?

• Philosophy Week 2019, university of vermont 
Philosophy department, $3,000 —to support a 
statewide festival of discussions, lectures, readings, screenings, 
tastings, and workshops on issues of philosophical concern.

• PoemCity 2019, Kellogg-hubbard library, 
$4,000 —to support a month-long celebration of National 
Poetry Month, featuring a walkable anthology of Vermont 

contemporary poetry throughout downtown Montpelier  
with readings, workshops, and presentations.

• 2019 Teacher Workshop, Weston Playhouse Theatre 
Company, $2,650 —to support a day-long program 
exploring Paula Vogel’s 2015 play Indecent, with a keynote 
address by Professor Ellen W. Kaplan of Smith College.

• Visible in Vermont: Our Stories, Our Voices,  
root Social Justice Center, $2,500 —to support a  
multi-generational photo and story exhibit highlighting  
the experiences of people of color living and going to school  
in Vermont. 

UPI photo by Ron MacNeil

Listen to 14 episodes of the Before Your Time Podcast
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