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Jan Brashler is professor and curator of Anthropology at Grand Valley State University.  Before joining the faculty at GVSU in 1990, for 12 years, Jan worked for the U.S. Department of Agriculture Forest Service in Michigan, Wisconsin, and West Virginia. She completed her Ph.D. at Michigan State in 1978.  Her scholarly interests include a number of topics, specifically gender and archaeology, archaeology of the Eastern United States, and issues of social justice and Native Americans.  In addition to conducting field schools and research projects in the Eastern United States, Jan has worked in the Middle East and other parts of the United States. 

Jan’s interest in the Greater Grand Rapids Women’s History Board stems from her interest in women's history and gender equity in past and contemporary societies.  She would like to make a contribution to the local community and support a deeper understanding of the contributions women have made and are making in our society.

Patricia Bravender is a reference librarian at Grand Valley State University and a former Grand Rapids Public Library commissioner.  She was previously employed in the local history department of the Grand Rapids Public Library, where she worked with Gordon Olson and Richard Harms on many projects involving the history of Grand Rapids and its residents. 
Pat is happy to serve on the bibliography/oral history committee as it continues its work to preserve the histories of local women.

After graduating from the University of Iowa, Jo Ellyn Clarey taught for a variety of colleges (from Grinnell College to Grand Valley State University). She also edited a book on short story theory and then turned her professional expertise toward the study of popular fiction. She became particularly interested in how this fiction can teach women's social history.  JoEllyn next turned her attention toward the study of Grand Rapids women's history. She has helped to recover lost Grand Rapids women and forgotten events. Her interest in the GGRWHC board is a natural outgrowth of her interest in GR historical women. She has participated in several LEGACIES of the 1990s and was instrumental in the Council’s programming for LEGACY 2010.  She is a member of the Grand Rapids Historical Society and a former member of the Grand Rapids Historical Commission.  As a member of the board, Jo Ellyn will bring her enthusiasm, expertise, and dedication to the GGRWHC and its mission.

Brenda Dyer has been a lifelong resident of Michigan and has enjoyed many years discovering the wonders of our state and community. Brenda has unique interests in archaeology, ancient civilizations, and American history. For many years, the role of women in our country’s past has been an area of personal interest for her.  Brenda’s professional career has spanned a wide variety of occupations and management positions, ranging from pawn store clerk (a great way to meet very colorful people) to operations manager for a nationwide industrial distribution company. Like many professionals in Michigan, her careers have included close ties to the automotive industry, acting as program manager, commodity program manager, and logistics manager for companies with direct business at Toyota, General Motors, Delphi Automotive, Tower Corp., Lear Corp, and others. Brenda has been very involved in the developmental activities of her own children and other children. She has engaged in coaching positions for youth teams in science and arts competitions, pom-poms & dance, cheerleading, and faith-based character building groups. She has acted as summer camp counselor to youth groups and taught classes on subjects ranging from arts & crafts, historical events, and astronomy.  Brenda is a wife, mother of four children, and a fourth generation Salvationist.  An interesting part of her own heritage is the fact that as a young girl, Brenda performed in “open air” meetings (i.e., street sermons made famous by the Salvation Army) by playing an instrument. Brenda Dyer has an entrepreneurial spirit and is currently developing a local Grand Rapids-based business engaged in providing informative, educational, and entertaining tours of the community’s rich history and urban treasures.  Brenda is excited about joining the programming committee of the GGRWHC board.

For 30 years Sharon Flickinger worked for the Grand Rapids Public Schools.  Before her retirement in 2003, she was the administrative secretary for the chief academic officer.  During that time, she served on many committees, conducted and organized meetings, and helped set up conferences.  Sharon and her husband have been married for 39 years. They have two married daughters, who have blessed them with four grandchildren.  Sharon’s hobbies include gardening, floral arranging, and wedding and party planning for family and friends.  Sharon has lived her entire life in the greater Grand Rapids area.  Having lived and worked in Grand Rapids, she has a sense of pride and “ownership” in this city.  She said, “Being able to serve on the GGRWHC board will give me greater insight into the lives of the women who helped form Grand Rapids into the great city that it is today.”

Marianne Francis is the founder of one of the newest businesses in the State of Michigan.  She is a native Grand Rapidian and was raised in a bilingual home (American Sign Language and English) in Comstock Park. Having ancestors with diverse backgrounds that included the immigrant waves of French-Canadian, German, Dutch, and Polish heritages and marriages in her family that link her to the Irish, Latvian, and Native American cultures, Marianne progressed naturally in her historical interests:  various jobs, neighborhoods, schools, and organizations.  With such a broad range of cultures in her familial background, Marianne has uncovered much Grand Rapids history by herself.  As a former owner of a Pilgrimage Company, Marianne has traveled extensively throughout Europe.  There she learned enough phrases in six different languages to navigate walking tours in the heart of European history. With her experience, knowledge, and deep interest in the history of cities, Marianne brought her passion back home and started a company with the intension of sharing Grand Rapids’ history with visitors and natives alike.  Her plan is to offer various walking tours and other specialty attractions that will draw upon the arts, culture, history, and just plain fun of GR. Marianne will bring her passionate dedication to and conviction for local women history and the flavor of Grand Rapids to the programming committee of the GGRWHC board. 

Helen J. Kinsworthy is a 1960 graduate of Ohio University with a bachelor’s degree in Elementary Education.  Upon graduation, Helen taught for 10 years and then stayed home to raise her children for 10 years.  In 1976, she became a member of the American Association of University of Women (AAUW).  Through the years, Helen has participated in many projects, workshops, and symposiums that promote positive educational possibilities for girls and young
 women.  During several past LEGACIES, the AAUW has collaborated with other organizations. Its most recent successful project, Science IS for Girls, was completed after 15 years. During that time, it gave local fifth and sixth grade girls the opportunity to investigate possible careers in science, technology, math, and engineering.  Helen has been an active volunteer in the following organizations: 

        1974   Polish Heritage Society
        1978   Civic Theatre
        1980   Circle Theatre
        2000-04   GRAM
        2000-04   FACTS with GRPS

        2003 - present    Senior Leadership at GRCC  
        2004 - present    Advocates for Senior Issues

        20005 - 06   Grand Rapids Leadership 
        2006 - present   Grand Rapids Public Museum

Helen’s interest in the GGRWHC stems from her work in all of these organizations, particularly the AAUW.  She is deeply committed to the well being and success of women of all ages, past and present.  

Mary Jane Keeler said that “when [she] graduated from Southern Connecticut State University as a librarian in 1952, society had not realized that women could do and be anything other than a housewife or a career worker.”  Mary Jane agreed with that notion until 1970 when she joined AAUW and found “indeed there was another world out there.”  In the 1960s Mary Jane and her family moved four times. In Massachusetts she was a mom with a young child. In Kansas she served on a library board. In New Jersey she helped research and compile a bibliography on drug use for the local school district, and finally in Grand Rapids, she became a docent at the GR Public Museum. She then served for twenty years on the commission that oversaw the museum for the city.  Mary Jane said that the AAUW honed her interest in both women's rights and equality, and the museum work tweaked her interest in history.  In both areas, she has become an avid enthusiast. The GGRWHC’s mission is a good fit for Mary Jane, and she is happy to have been asked to join the board.  

Cindy Laug was bitten by the research bug when she took one the GGRWHC’s Research and Recognition workshops at the Grand Rapids Public Library. She said that she enjoys the hunt and discovery. Cindy has researched several people and has posted the data on the GR Historical Commissions' website for others to enjoy.  Cindy has worked at GVSU for 15 years and currently works as an office assistant in the College of Arts and Sciences. For over 27 years, she has belonged to "Circle of Friends," a civic women's group in Coopersville. Her interest in history can be traced back to March 2005 when the Circle decided to sponsor a celebration (during March, of course) of the women’s' commitment to the community of Coopersville. The successful event had many facets, but the part that sparked Cindy’s interest was the oral histories that she did with women in the community. The group ultimately created a lasting booklet recounting those conversations for the community and future generations. Cindy said that as a result of that experience, “a light went on about the lasting difference I had made. . . .”  Cindy is unable to do oral histories with the women whom she researches now, “but tracking the impact left by these women has been challenging but invigorating”  Cindy is interested in serving on the programming committee to support GGRWHC mission. She has been involved in pulling together seminars and work sessions both through her civic work and GVSU. She enjoys the creation of new programming and exploring old and new ideas.

In 1990 Merry Malfroid graduated from Aquinas College with a Bachelor of Science in Business Administration and in 1992 from Michigan State University with a Master of Arts in Adult and Continuing Education. She worked for Michigan State University’s MSU West in Grand Rapids for 32 years until retirement in 2000.She has served on the boards of the Michigan Association for Adult and Continuing Education (MAACE) and the MSU Alumni Club of West Michigan. Merry also worked for the Grand Rapids Area Council for the Humanities from 1976 until 2009. In addition she enjoys traveling, scrapbooking, and reading.  Merry learned about the Grand Rapids Women’s History Council when the council was looking for someone to prepare the calendar for LEGACY 2003. She worked for the council until April 2008 as the administrative assistant. During that time she “learned a lot about local women who contributed to society. Their stories could be amusing as well as discussing their achievements. Having this opportunity made me interested in history, especially the history of the women of Grand Rapids and Kent County.”

Over the past 2 years, Michael VandenBerg has volunteered periodically for the board (i.e., pitch hit for his wife, Pamela VandenBerg, current board secretary).  At GVSU Michael minored in History and has “a passion for it.”  He is currently working on his master’s degree in Public Administration with a projected graduation in the fall.  Michael is particularly interested in the history of underrepresented groups, including ethnic, geographical, and gender minorities. He is thus thankful for the opportunity to serve on the GGRWHC board.

Sarah Wagner, a native of the Grand Rapids area, is currently an employee of the Grand Rapids Public Library, working in the Grand Rapids History and Special Collections Department. She studied history at both Grand Rapids Community College and Grand Valley State University, where she fell in love with Grand Rapids and Michigan history. She also became fascinated
by African history and the roles of women in Africa, as well as other parts of the world. Sarah graduated from GVSU in August 2009 with her bachelor's degree and is currently attending Wayne State University, pursuing a master's degree in Library and Information Science. She also plans to earn a certificate in Archival Administration. She enjoys writing blogs, articles, and photo essays in her free time. Some of her favorite subjects are buildings, churches, and local businesses. Sarah looks forward to serving on the GGRWHC board and becoming more involved in the Grand Rapids local history community.



