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It has been the quickest year ever. I clearly remember 

standing at the Back to School Barbecue warning eve-

ryone how fast the year would pass, and now, here we 

are: There’s only a few short days until graduation. 

 

Has it been a successful year for all of you? 

 

I am very proud of all the things PWA has accom-

plished. We have 19 different committees that impact 

the experience of WRA students. With little fanfare 

but much fun, the women of PWA have delivered 

dorm feeds, sold blazers and kilts, worked at conces-

sions stands, planned socials and fundraisers, attended 

CCIS meetings, published beautiful newsletters….The list goes on and on. 

 

And best of all, we’ve made some lasting friendships. 

 

Our organization went through some changes this year and going forward, our tradi-

tions and business practices will continue to evolve. But what isn’t changing is our 

commitment to WRA and to enhancing the wealth of experiences available to our 

students.  

 

Supporting and encouraging our students, volunteering with the PWA, or helping 

the Advancement Office with the WRA Fund are all important ways parents sup-

port the school. Together, our efforts ensure that WRA is the best that it can be, 

both in the near- and long-term.   

 

Remember, you only have four short years to get to know the parents of your 

child’s high school friends! Please take advantage of all the opportunities to get in-

volved with PWA. 

 

It’s been a true pleasure to serve as PWA President. A sincere thank you to all the 

women who put in the time and talent that makes PWA so special. I hope that as 

you read this you’re smiling because of something you remember doing this year 

that enhanced YOUR WRA experience. If that is the case, it has been a successful 

year indeed. 

 

All the best to you and your families. 

 

Barb Cassell, PWA President 
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April 29, 2015 

 

 

 

 

Dear Pioneer Women’s Association, 

 

Spring has finally arrived, and we sure earned it this year. The final 

month of school always proceeds very quickly with many important 

events: Grandparents’ Day, Academic Awards, Senior Celebration and 

finally, Commencement. There are many other less formal, but im-

portant, events such as Prom, Moving up Ceremony, Senior Picnic and 

numerous sporting events, team dinners and student activities. 

 

 

I know the Pioneer Women’s Association is a very important part of many of these events. Through our 

combined efforts, we will create a memorable and enjoyable spring for our students, particularly our  

seniors.  

 

I look forward to seeing you and your family at these events.  Thank you for all you do for Western  

Reserve Academy. 

 

Sincerely, 

  
 

 

 

 

Christopher D. Burner 
Head of School 

From the Desk of Head of School Christopher D. Burner ’80 
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Did you know? Can you guess? 
 

How many donuts and bagels did grateful students and faculty consume during PWA’s Exam Week 

Coffee House last December?  

A. 86 dozen donuts and 14 dozen bagels. And 20 gallons of juice, served by 21 PWA members.  

 

What’s the most popular celebration cake for birthdays, holidays and just plain fun?  

A.   The ¼ sheet cake – big enough for the lucky student and all their friends. 

 

If you wanted to make a WRA charm bracelet, what charms might you purchase?  

A. Tiny replicas of the Chapel, The Victory Bell (with or without clapper) and WRA Logo. The most 

popular charm to date? WRA’s iconic Chapel building. Look for new styles of charms next year! 

 

What do a Chinese New Year Celebration, robotics kits, a weather station, chairs for the music depart-

ment and an author visit have in common? 

A. PWA funded all of them through our Allocations Committee, with $10,000 raised by moms. 

 

Who operates the concession stands in the MAC and in the mobile trailer near the stadium for WRA’s 

bigger sporting events? And who hosts the Parent Dialogues with faculty? 

A. PWA does both! Come lend a hand next year – it’s fun! 

 

When was Ellsworth transformed into France’s Loire Valley?  

A. On the morning of March 5, 2015, during this year’s Staff Appreciation Breakfast, when PWA mem-

bers served WRA’s dedicated staff members a French-inspired brunch, complete with pastries, an ome-

let station, French toast casserole, aerial views of the Loire Valley, and more.   

 

Where can you buy gently-used WRA blazers and kilts?  

A. PWA collects items from families and sells them during registration each August and throughout the 

year at the Campus Store. 

 

How many times a year does PWA sponsor dorm feeds around campus? And why do dorm feed volun-

teers always look so happy?  

A. Seven times a year. And because nobody gets a bigger welcome than parents bearing pizza to a 

dorm! 

 

What was different about the Dads Club/PWA auction this year?  

What was the same?  

A. It was the first-ever ONLINE auction! As always, the auction raised significant funds to be used to 

enhance the student experience. 

 

What do girls carry at graduation? What about boys? 

A. Girls carry flowers, and boys wear boutonnieres, purchased by PWA.  

 

The Pioneer Women’s Association does so much for Reserve… 

Please join and be a part of it! 

 

By Barb Cassell (Ian ’10, Patrick ’15) and Elizabeth Culotta (Peter ’15) 
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Volunteers needed for Exam Week Coffee House 
 

 

Spring Exams are rapidly approaching. Twice a year PWA sponsors Exam Week Coffee House for the 

students in the WRAp room (which is located in the basement of Seymour). We provide donuts, bagels, 

fruit, yogurt, coffee, tea, hot chocolate and many other snacks for exam-takers. 

For winter finals week, we had 21 PWA moms show up to greet our kids. They served over 86 dozen do-

nuts and 20 gallons of juice! We are once again looking for volunteers to help serve, “encourage  

students” and clean-up for each day of the spring exams. 

 

Exam dates are Monday, May 18, Tuesday, May 19, Wednesday, May 20 and Thursday, May 21.  There 

are two shifts each day: 7-9 a.m. or 9-11 a.m. We have room for three volunteers during each shift. 

Watch for the sign-up request for volunteers coming in early May.   

 

If you have questions in the meantime, please contact: 

 

Jackie Paparella at jpaparella@chez-del.com 

Kathleen Heydorn kathleenheydorn@gmail.com 

Kathy Croasdaile  

 

 

 

 
 

Celebrate your student's graduation with the gift of a beautiful sterling silver charm of either the Chapel, 

the Victory Bell or the WRA logo.  Each comes in a gift box with a Reserve green ribbon and a historical 

description written by WRA Archivist & Historian Tom Vince. Local Hudson jewelry store, Cambridge 

Jewelers at 76 Maple Drive, is offering a 15% discount to any customer who purchases a bracelet for one 

of these precious and collectible charms. Preorders are being accepted online at the Campus Store at 

wra.net. A small inventory will be available at the Campus Store, so preordering is recommended. Pro-

ceeds from the sale of these charms will benefit all the PWA committees that contribute to student events. 

 

 

 

Celebrate Grads with Charms 

By Chris Hulsey 

(Nathan ’12, Nick ’17) 
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Faculty Corner: Q&A with Matt Peterson 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Matt Peterson came to WRA in 2011. He serves as 

Academic Dean, English Department Chair, and 

teaches English III and AP Language & Composition. 

He and his wife, Monte, and their two young children, 

Finn and Willa, live in Long House. He took time out 

to sit down with PWA one early spring afternoon in 

sunny Ellsworth Hall.  

 

Where did you grow up? 

In Red Wing, Minnesota—a small blue-collar barge 

town on the Mississippi River. It’s near Lake Pepin, 

where the river opens up wide and water skiing was 

born. My parents ran a Dairy Queen. [Laughs] I’ve 

realized that practically growing up in a Dairy Queen 

was perfect preparation for boarding school life, be-

cause so many teenagers worked there. I saw my par-

ents work long hours, with no regard for the tradition-

al workday or week, teaching teenagers how to live 

and work effectively and responsibly. I saw my par-

ents model for teenagers what hard work looks like.   

 

How about your own high school and college expe-

riences?  

I went to public elementary and high schools, and to 

St. Olaf for college. In college I fell in love with li-

braries and the life of the mind. I majored in philoso-

phy and had a tremendous, transformative experience.  

 

Did you have teachers who were important to you? 

Oh yes. I planned to major in psychology in college 

and become a pastor. At some point my high school 

humanities teacher said, “The kinds of questions you 

are asking are not psychological questions. These are 

philosophical questions.” Then, on Kierkegaard’s 

birthday, he brought me to St. Olaf and introduced me 

to the curator of the Kierkegaard Library there, Gor-

don Marino. Gordon is a real character—a former 

boxer with a thick New York accent and a friend of 

Mike Tyson—as well as the editor of the Cambridge 

Companion to Kierkegaard. The motif of his house 

was gym socks and barbells. Another one of my pro-

fessors helped officiate at our wedding. I’m still pay-

ing for my college loans, and I’m also still getting 

dividends from my college experience. 

 

How did you come to teach high school?  

I graduated as a philosophy major, and Monte and I 

married that June. We moved around—to Pittsburgh 

so Monte could go to culinary school, to the Georgian 

Bay in Canada, to Maine, where we built boats. I was 

trying to figure out whether to teach college or high 

school. I realized that in high school you meet people 

at a pivotal point in their life, and you get to help 

them pivot in meaningful ways. Then I taught English 

in Vermont public schools and got my master’s at 

Middlebury College’s Bread Loaf School of English.  

 

What about Hong Kong?  

We wanted to try living abroad, and I got a job at an 

international school in Hong Kong. The subject mat-

ter is amazingly transferable, because good literature 

spans time and place. Hong Kong was great, although 

the winter air quality is horrible. So within Willa’s 

first year, we left for Reserve.  

 

From Hong Kong to Hudson—sounds like a big 

transition!  

[Laughs] Hong Kong, in its design and life, is a hub, 

a place of commerce. It’s rootless, literally: It’s a city 

built from nothing. Most of the land you walk on is 

created land—they dumped dirt and rock into the 

ocean to make it. The city’s wealth is the wealth of 

exchange, not the wealth of production. It was a won-

derful experience, but for the long term we wanted 

something more substantial and less commercial. We 

wanted to find rootedness, and so we came to a 

school where 1826 is right on the seal. There’s some-

thing sturdy about that.  



 

What struck you first about WRA kids? 

They are SO polite! It’s amazing. That’s a nice thing 

about teaching in Asia—the teacher is held in high re-

gard and has social standing that Americans probably 

can’t fathom. The kids here respect me in the way I felt 

respected there. But the kids here are far readier for the 

seminar table. Lots of my work in Hong Kong was help-

ing my students understand that they have a voice. Here, 

it’s helping students do something meaningful with the 

voice they assume. It’s easy to speak about a work of 

literature in platitudes and generalities. It’s harder to 

claim something controversial that you can substantiate. 

That’s so much more work: What do you have to say in 

response to the work? Then, support it.  

 

What a great skill to have.  

Yes. And students here get to practice that—there’s the 

vocal space for them to do so, because classes are small. 

You can’t do that in a class of 30 students. My ideal is 

12, because you can split into small groups in many 

ways, and the whole group is still small enough for a 

fabulous discussion. Fifteen is good, too, but twenty is a 

different class.  

 

Can you give us an example of a great class? 

A beautiful thing happened earlier this year. What I 

want is for students in humanities classes to be able to 

connect their personal experience with the bigger world. 

Earlier this year, Knight Fellow Donald Miller, a best-

selling narrative non-fiction writer who has written on 

the air war of WWII, came to speak at WRA. A few 

days later, in class, we happened onto a poem in our 

book called “Eighth Air Force” by Randall Jarrell.  Stu-

dents could understand that poem by virtue of recalling 

stories they’d heard just days before in the Chapel.  

 

How is it being department chair and academic 

dean?  

[Grins] I’ve become firmly entrenched in middle man-

agement. In both positions I get to be a bridge, and I feel 

I have the opportunity to manage the way I feel it 

should be done: My job is to help all our teachers, and 

those in my department, to do our best work. I listen a 

lot. I try to attend to, and honor, the spirit of the issue. 

The biggest change is probably my relationship to my 

email inbox, which I used to keep below 20 messages. 

But this year every email I receive affects someone I’m 

responsible for, and if I don’t manage my inbox effec-

tively, I’m over 200 in a couple days. So the new 

(quixotic) goal for the inbox is 50.  

 

Do you have a philosophy of management?  

I’ve always been interested in Parker Palmer, a Quaker 

voice in education, who said that our work is to stand in 

the tragic gap between what is and what should be, but 

never will. Our work is to live in that uncomfortable 

space of impossibility and strive for it nonetheless. It’s 

like those lyrics by singer-songwriter Leonard Cohen:  

  

Ring the bells that still can ring 

Forget your perfect offering  

There is a crack, 

a crack in everything  

That’s how the light gets in. 

 

Through that vulnerability, that honesty, I hope I can 

serve my colleagues and students.  

 

If you moved entirely to administration, would you 

miss teaching? 

Oh yeah, I would! There is tension in the many hats I 

wear—I’m forever pulled in too many directions—but 

I’ll take that. It’s worth it. I want to be in the dorm, I 

want to work with my colleagues, and I want to work 

with kids. 

 

You’re also a housemaster and have coached JV ten-

nis.  

Yes, I had to give up the tennis when I became dean. I 

miss it. Coaching is important for teachers, because eve-

ry adolescent believes that saying: “I don’t care how 

much you know until I know how much you care.” 

Coaching lets you show students you care in a different 

way. And you have the van ride, the walk to the 

courts—all those little creases and hinges, which are 

opportunities for human connection. There isn’t a sylla-

bus or an evaluation or a clock, just connection. Be-

cause I don’t coach now, I must overcome that in other 

ways—start new conversations with students, get to 

games and see kids. That’s really what the whole thing 

is about—that we can be more connected human beings, 

more grounded people who can more ably care for the 

natural world and our neighbors.  

 

I said I once wanted to be a pastor. It now all seems 

pretty similar: I spend time caring for people—that’s 

what it’s about. Meeting people where they are and try-

ing to understand where they want to get next.   

 

Anything more you’d like to say to parents?  

It’s a privilege to spend so much time with your chil-

dren. To boarding parents in particular, your sacrifice 

and investment in your child’s education impresses and 

humbles me, and daily reminds me of the importance of 

my task. 

By Elizabeth Culotta (Peter ’15) 
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Bon appétit! Serving up another great Staff Appreciation Breakfast 

This year's third annual Staff Appreciation Breakfast was another success! Many were in attendance at 

Cafe Ellsworth on Thursday, March 5, enjoying Pork au Poivre, a selection of cheeses, pastries, an omelet 

station, french toast casserole, fresh fruit, yogurts, hot chocolate, coffee, tea and orange juice. Several of 

the staff commented that this was their favorite Staff Appreciation Breakfast they'd attended. From the 

streaming French music and aerial footage of the Loire Valley, to the linen and china table settings, to the 

service provided by Pioneer Women volunteers, the breakfast evoked a rustic elegance, typical of a 

French cafe. This is the third and last year we have co-chaired the event. It has been so much fun starting 

this tradition at WRA.  It's been a wonderful way to show the staff how much we care! Thank you to all 

of the volunteers who helped set up, work and clean up at the event. 

  

WRAp up your shopping 

 

Due to popular demand, more WRA afghans were 

ordered and are back in stock at the Campus Store. 

These cozy throws make great gifts for any family 

member or friend of WRA. Also, don't forget to 

pick up a couple of WRA Tervis Tumblers before 

school is out, to keep your beverages cold on those 

hot summer days! The Campus Store has informed 

us there are only eight cookbooks left. Be sure to 

get yours before they’re gone.  Orders can be 

placed online at WRA.net under Campus Store or 

by calling 330-650-5815. Orders can be charged to 

your student’s account.   

 

By Carrie Wagstaff (Dan '15) and  

Shelley Sutton (Brandon ’13, Brock '15) 

By Chris Hulsey (Nathan ’12, Nick ’17) 
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Money Matters—  

   Submit Your Expenses 

 

 

A giant "Thank You!" to all PWA 

committee chairwomen who have gener-

ously contributed their time to make pur-

chases for their respective committees.  

As the school year draws to a close, 

please submit all remaining expenses that 

require reimbursement as soon as possi-

ble.  Our financial year end is June 30.  

Please submit all expenses for reimburse-

ment by June 15 to allow for processing 

time.  Contact Treasurer Kathy Kramer, 

dkbb@kramer4.net, with any questions. 
  

 

By Kathy Kramer (Brandon '13, Brett '15) 

SAVE THAT GENTLY-USED CLOTHING 

 

 

 

 

Parents, have your students outgrown their 

khakis, kilts and blazers? Or are they graduating on to 

new adventures? Consider donating their old blazers, 

kilts, dresses, khakis, ties and dress shirts to the Pio-

neer Women's Association's  Gently Used Blazer & 

Kilt Sale. We sell more than just Reserve Green and 

would appreciate all your donations. Drop off clothing 

at the Campus Store in Metcalf.  

 

 

 

 
 

Student Activities had a busy year planning Back to School Bash, Homecoming, Bicknell 

Bonanza and Sadie’s Starlet Ball.  Bicknell Bonanza continued to be a tradition of beating 

the winter blahs with our Carnival theme.  Thanks to the planning committee members 

Kristan Kaszei, Kim Smith, Tracy Wiesner, Margaret Haller, Chris Hulsey, Missy Nagy 

and Karen Meehan, the MAC concession area and gyms transformed from a typical winter 

Wednesday night to Carnival central.  Students enjoyed shaken lemonade, nachos, ice 

cream sundaes, root beer floats in concession area, photo area, two gyms filled with inflat-

ables including a 12’ slide, Illusionist and spray tattoo artist. 

 

 

 

 

Girls asked the guys to celebrate Sadie’s Starlet ball February 28 in KFAC.  

Everyone enjoyed the video dance party provided by SJA & associates along 

with blackjack table entertainment.  A huge thank you for all the help with 

planning and decorating on Friday and Saturday, and working the event Satur-

day night - we could not do this without the help and support of PWA and Dads 

Club. 

 

 

By Linda Morris (Rachel’ 17) & 

Karen Meehan (Connor” 17) 

Student Activities Committee Keeps Kids Smiling  
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WRA Concessions a hit with sports fans 

PWA sells sell drinks, hotdogs, popcorn, 

pretzels and nachos with homemade 

queso at WRA sporting events. The hard-

working concessions staff opened 20 

times and covered 50 WRA sports con-

tests this year! We open for big events, 

often in basketball, field hockey, lacrosse, 

soccer, swimming and track. We sell 

goodies in both the MAC and in our mo-

bile trailer, and make sporting events 

more fun for all spectators. 

  

By Carol Morgan (Evan '15, Gracie '16) 

and Melissa Polak  (CJ '13, McKenna '14) 

Independent Schools Share Insights:  

The CCIS Committee 

The Cleveland Council of Independent Schools’ Par-

ent Group recently presented a session titled: Help Me 

Help Myself 2.0: How Parents Can Help Teens Feel 

More Connected and Independent in Middle School 

and High School. The breakfast program was held on 

Wednesday, May 6, at The Cleveland Botanical Gar-

dens. The speaker was Nathaniel McDonald, Head of 

Montessori High School. The event was free and open 

to all parents and guests of CCIS schools.  

 

 

 
 

Almost every month, a handful of PWA moms deliver donuts, ice cream, pizza and other treats to dorms 

around campus. Clearly it’s an experience both sides enjoy! 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

By Renee Campana (Justin ’17, Chuck ’13 & Alex ’14), Liz Winson (Emily ’15, Katherine ’17) and Melinda Alali 

(Zein ’15, Noor ’14 )   

 

 

By Margaret Haller  

(Kurt ’15) 

Delivering donuts and smiles! 



 

 

The Allocations Committee, with the approval of the PWA and with contributions by the Dad’s Club (DC), approved 

several grants to deserving students and faculty in the 2014-2015 school year. The Allocations Committee decides how to 

spend funds raised by the PWA on worthy projects. This year, the PWA allocated nearly $16,000 for funding to benefit 

students at WRA. The following projects were awarded money in the fall, winter and spring applications. 
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PWA awards money to deserving  
faculty and students  

By Robin Wilson (Alec ’16) 

Request Proposer Project/Purpose 
  

Award 

Lego Mindstorms 

AV3 Kits, 6 Ar-

duino Starter Kits 
  

Lee Blankenship, Faculty 

/ Arts Department /Engi-

neering Drawing 

Enrich Robotics Unit by allowing stu-

dents to build microcontrollers 
  
  

$2,150.00 shared with DC  

($1,075 each) 

Frames for Exist-

ing Production 

Photos 
  

Donalee Ong / Fine Arts 
  

Framing of production photos from 

recent theater productions for hanging 

in KFAC Lobby. 

$1,916.53 shared with DC 

($925 each) 
  

Two SHS Audio 

Speakers 
For the Green Key 

Alec Wilson, ’16 / Presi-

dent, Live Music Club 

To repair/improve sound quality in 

Green Key 
  

PWA awarded $900 
  

  
Books for Reading 

Club 
  

  
Chunghwa Suh, Salma 

Nava, ’18 / CHERISH 

READING CLUB 

  
To purchase books for students for di-

versity reading club 
  

  
PWA agreed to fund first 

round of books up to but not 

exceeding $260. 

  
Lunar New Year 

Celebration Con-

cert and Dinner 

Party 
  

  
Judy Chen, Jake Ha, 

Mike Sun / Mandarin 

Club 
  

  
Lunar New Year Celebration Concert 

and Dinner Party 

  
$2,200 shared with DC (up to 

$1,100 each) 
  

Long House Dorm 
  

Prefects and Residents of 

Long House 
New X-Box, wireless controllers and 

sports games to promote dorm unity. 
PWA awarded $700 

  

  
Funding for Author 

Thrity Umrigar 

visit 

  
Matt Peterson English 

Department 

  
Funded speech/visit by Ms. Umrigar 

who offered a world view to students. 

  
PWA awarded $2,500 

  
Blue Bristle  

Challenge 

  
  

Roman Sturgis 
English Dept. 

  
An initiative to incentivize the collec-

tion of blue bristles cast off from the 

snowbrush equipment used to clear 

pathways. 

  
$2,860 shared with DC 

($1,430 each) 

  
Music chairs and 

cart/racks for 

Knight Fine Arts 

Ctr 

  
William Talaba 

Music Dept. 

  
To provide chairs for students in Sym-

phonic Winds, Jazz Project and Acade-

my Orchestra for improved technique 

and a more professional appearance. 

  
$5,553 shared with DC 

($2,776.50) 
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Reading, writing, mathematics and breakfast. Modern world languages, science and lunch.  

Athletics, fine arts, community service and dinner. Assuming the average boarding student 

makes three trips a day to the dining hall, time spent in Ellsworth Hall might surpass time 

spend in some academic buildings during a high school tenure at Western Reserve Acade-

my.  Time spent eating could actually rival time spent in some AP courses.  Recognizing 

that eating goes hand in hand (or hand to mouth) with education, the evolution of the din-

ing experience at WRA seemed like a worthwhile topic. 

  

 It’s rare to catch Archivist and Historian Tom Vince in a shoulder shrug, without an an-

swer, and to hear him say, “I don’t know,” but “Nothing is known about when and where 

the WRA boys ate in the 19th Century,” he said.   “Before about 1880,” Tom assumes, “the 

boarding students joined eating clubs in the Hudson Village or had arrangements with local 

residents who fed them several times a day.”  Strange as it seems, there is no record of for-

mal dining on campus in the early years. 

  

 Around 1880 a dining hall opened on the first floor of Nutting House on Hudson Street, 

the current home of Mr. DiBiase and his family. An early photo shows the dining room set 

with many tables around a wood stove.  An early school catalog describes the Nutting 

House dining hall as “capable of seating 60 persons.”  The building itself is described as 

having, “fourteen other rooms, besides the bathrooms.  It is heated by two large furnaces, supplied with hot and 

cold water, and lighted by electricity.”  Nutting House, it sounds, was a modern marvel. 

  

 The Nutting House Dining Hall opened under the watchful eye and culinary expertise of Mrs. Mary Slaugh-

ter, the aunt of then Headmaster Newton B. Hobart.  It didn’t take long for the boys to coin the name “The 

Slaughter House” for their new dining hall. 

  

 Mrs. Mary Bliss, otherwise known as “Mother Bliss” took over 

the kitchen in 1892.  She prepared meals at WRA “in the days of oil 

lamps, stoves, cisterns and Cicero,” reports The Plain Dealer.  

“Three times a day they gathered about her table 50 to 60 strong.  

Homemade bread with thick crackling crust, fresh every day.  Pies 

just out of the oven.  Cake with heavy frosting.  Dumplings, roasts 

and stew.”  Mr. Vince added, “Mrs. Bliss is remembered for baking 

20 loaves of bread each day!”    

  

 In 1928 The Plain Dealer ran an article about the then 85-year-old 

Mrs. Bliss. Apparently probed for some WRA secrets, Mrs. Bliss 

held firm as the headline read, “Mother Bliss, 85, won’t tell on ‘her 

boys’ at Hudson.”  Many young men, under the dietary supervision 

of Mrs. Bliss, rose to fame and fortune, but when asked for details 

about the boys’ high school years, Mrs. Bliss responded to the re-

porter, “Listen here, young man, if you’ve come down here to get 

me to tell tales out of school you’re wasting your time.  I never told 

on my boys yet – and I’m not going to start now.’”  Mother Bliss ran 

the dining hall until the school closed its doors due to bankruptcy in 

1903.    

Ties to Tradition 
Food for Thought – Dining Hall Traditions at WRA 
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 The school reopened in 1916, thanks to the financial support of James W. Ellsworth and dining continued in 

Nutting House until 1922 when Mr. Ellsworth built what we now know as Ellsworth Hall. The corner where 

Wood House now stands was originally thought to be the best location for a large building to hold dorm rooms 

and a dining hall.  It was thought that the campus community was accustomed to eating in that general location at 

Nutting House, but Mr. Ellsworth preferred the vacant corner of College and Prospect streets.  He was also ada-

mant that no campus building be named for him; he preferred to be immortalized as the school’s greatest benefac-

tor.  He named the new dining hall Cutler Hall after Caroll Cutler, the Board of Trustees president from 1871-

1893, who was responsible for bringing co-education to campus (for the first time) and who saw the transition of 

the Western Reserve College to Cleveland.  The Caroll Cutler house, then known as Cutler Cottage, already exist-

ed across the street on the corner of College and Hudson Streets, but Mr. Ellsworth wanted to honor Mr. Cutler in 

a bigger way, with Cutler Hall.   

  

 Marcella Dodge joined WRA in 1921 as the first dietician of Cutler Hall.  

Mr. Vince assumes she was influential in the design of the kitchen and din-

ing area.  She’s captured in a black and white photo working in the pastry 

kitchen.  Another photograph, from 1928, shows young men eating in the 

new dining hall.  Robert Haller ’28, who became a navy commander and 

survived World War II, is shown carrying a serving tray.  The young man 

drinking is James Knight, chief benefactor of the Knight Fine Arts Center. 

  

 Athletic “training tables” existed in the early 20th Century where special 

meals were served to the WRA athletes.  The “training” diets of yesteryear 

would concern any current dietician!  In a 1925 Reserve Record article, die-

tician Marcella Dodge discusses the history of training tables.  “Years ago 

meat formed a far larger part of the athletes’ menu than it does today.  The 

training tables of the past excluded almost every vegetable except rice.  

(Rice, a vegetable??) The meat was served rare; the idea being that “raw 

meat” was strengthening.  Sweets of all kinds, everything in fact containing 

sugar, were forbidden.  Only a small amount of liquid was permitted.  It was 

thought harmful to drink water at mealtime since they were of the belief that 

food would not digest when mixed with water.  The coaches observed that 

teams trained on this diet usually showed signs of exhaustion, lack of energy and interest in the game, and usually 

went to pieces in the middle of the season.”   

  

 Mrs. Dodge goes on to describe the optimum student training diet under her watch.  She says, “Any average 

boy can eat most simple foods to which he is accustomed without danger.  In his eating he needs only to avoid 

excesses.  Eating too many sweets in the early part of the meal, or between meals hinders digestion.”  With re-

gards to sugar, Mrs. Dodge was way behind.  “The sugar in the dessert at the close of the meal,” she said, “is of 

great benefit to the athlete because sugar is a fuel food and supplies the body with energy.  The more you make 

your body work, the greater the amount of fuel that you must feed it.  Even pie, condemned in the past years is 

now permitted.”  I wonder if she touted the glazed donut! 

  

 Birthday Tables were a long-standing tradition in the WRA dining hall.  It’s unclear when the practice began 

and ended but many Reserve Record articles from the 1920s and 30s expound on the shared birthdays that were 

celebrated each month at a birthday table.  A January 1928 headline reads, “Devour Huge Cake At Birthday  

Table” and reports on the thirty-pound cake covered with white frosting that was served.   In March, 1932, the  

Record reports, “Eighteen Celebrate at Birthday Table,”  and recounts, “The March 8 birthday table was the 

largest Reserve has ever known, seating 18 whose birthdays came in March.” 
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 During the farm years of 1916-1953, stu-

dent curriculum included working the school’s 

530 acre farm located on the southeast side of 

Aurora Street.  Mr. Vince writes in a 1997  

Reserve Record, “The farm provided much of 

the produce and dairy products for use in the 

Academy kitchen during the depression years 

when the school budget was pressed to its lim-

it.  In 1929 the farm produced 9,153 gallons of 

milk, 1043 dozen eggs, 17 ½ bushels of toma-

toes, 25 ½ bushels of apples, 90 gallons of ci-

der, four bushels of grapes, and a scattering of 

peaches.  Every day the school would produce 

80 gallons of pasteurized milk for its own 

use.”  An article from October, 1925 reports, 

“two hundred and fifty bushels of potatoes, 

eight bushels of dried corn, and one hundred 

and ten gallons of canned string beans, all of 

which were grown in the schools garden, would be eaten by the inhabitants of Western Reserve Academy be-

tween now and spring” and stored in a root cellar behind Cutler Hall. 

 

 There are many early posts about dining room etiquette and conduct.  In a 1944 memo from Headmaster Hay-

den to “the Masters,” Mr. Hayden calls for “uniformity of practice by all masters and their wives” in enforcing the 

Dining Room Code.  Of the 36 typed rules, of note are: 

 All boys should become quiet immediately upon the ringing of the chimes, and should remain so until after 

grace has been completely finished. 

 The lady at your right is your dinner partner.  She is the one you should seat and assist when she rises. 

 All four legs of your chair should be on the floor. 

 One should always carefully avoid the appearance of leaning or “sprawling” on the table.  Two elbows are 

undesirable. 

 When a glass is passed down the table for water or milk, it should be offered quietly and courteously to the 

person sitting next in line, each person being careful not to touch the rim of the glass. 

 Never applaud when a dish or tray is dropped. 

 Always wear a collar and necktie to the table. 

  

 In 1950, 25 years after the death of Mr. Ellsworth, the Board renamed Cutler Hall, Ellsworth Hall.  Mr. Vince 

and I wonder if it took that long, presumably after a complete turnover of the Board, and the death of our benefac-

tor’s son, to have the nerve to disregard the wishes of Mr. Ellsworth.  We assume by then it was an easy decision 

to commemorate the school’s greatest benefactor by renaming Cutler Hall.    

 

 Rick Herrick ’64 remembers when the dining hall was run by Mary P. Spinney.  Rumor had it that before mix-

ers and the prom, Mrs. Spinney laced the food with saltpeter.  Fearing their sudden untimely impotency, the boys 

reluctantly ate their dinner. 

 

 Don Husat, faculty child and Class of ’64, remembers a formal dining room setting.  “Twenty meals each 

week, all but Sunday breakfast, were ‘sit-down,’” he remembers.  “The seniors sat at the foot of the table with the 

masters at the head with their families.  The meals were formal and elegant, featuring food from the school’s cam-

pus farm.  Sunday meant white table clothes for the noon meal, with dishes like roast beef, leg of lamb, mashed  
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potatoes and gravy.  Rolls were baked in the kitchen.  Everything was homemade.  You sat down and ate what 

you were given.  Masters encouraged you to try everything.”   

 

 Mr. Husat remembers the McCuskey Common Room, now Ellsworth South, set up as a large sitting room.  

The small room behind the fireplace, now the McCuskey Reading Room, was the faculty coffee room where the 

faculty gathered socially after dinner.  The small room to the left of the fireplace was for senior coffee after din-

ner.  The freshmen, sophomores and juniors, it seemed, returned to their dorms and their homework without the 

benefits of caffeine. 

  

 Midge Karam, Fine Arts teacher and Class of ’79, remembers some very specific meals from her years as a 

student.  First, there was an unfortunate “creepy, industrial sized SPAM that was sliced and eaten with a fork and 

knife.”  She was not fond of that meal but her advisor, Mr. Breuker, insisted that she eat it.  She happily remem-

bers a very thick pizza, sliced on the diagonal and served with a pitcher of Marinara sauce. She also remembers 

that WRA students of the late 1970s were quite talented at flinging butter pads up to the ceiling with their nap-

kins.  There was a trick to placing the butter pad on a napkin and giving it a quick flick to send it soring.   Ms. 

Karam, of course, could not elaborate on the technique, as she never participated in this prank.   

 

 Fast forward 25 years and the 2004 spring Reserve Record reports “Dining hall changing with the times.” A 

$675,000 renovation turned the entrance into what WRA Food Director Valerie Ritzert called a “’food court,’ fea-

turing hot and cold self-serve areas where students can make their own selections….While more formal, sit-down 

meals are still the norm at dinner and several lunches each week, less formal meals such as breakfast, brunch and 

weekend fare will benefit from the added options.”  Renovations also included architectural details, lighting en-

hancements and a new 2,400 watt sound system.  Headmaster Henry Flanagan Jr. remarked, “Reserve’s 

(renovated) dining hall must be regarded as one of the top areas for dining and gathering in prep school America.” 

2008 was the end of an era as Reserve introduced trayless dining in Ellsworth Hall.  “Trayless dining helps Re-

serve eliminate waste – of water, energy and food – and fosters an environmental mindset on campus,” said Head-

master Christopher D. Burner ’80 in the Fall 2008 Reserve Magazine.  “Our goal is to continue to make responsi-

ble choices that reduce our environmental footprint, while at the same time, enhancing our student’ understanding 

of global responsibility.” 
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 Valerie Ritzert, director of Reserve’s dining hall from 1995 to 2013 explained that less food is wasted with the 

new trayless system.  Instead of a tray full of small dishes, the Reserve community is now given one large plate.  

Val explained that a tray had too much room – so much, in fact, that food was often wasted – whereas a plate is 

only big enough for an appropriately sized meal.  Trayless dining raises consciousness about what people eat – 

you have to make a choice.   “Lack of trays and fewer dishes,” she said,  “also cuts way down on dishwashing ex-

penses.”  Diners, like former chemistry teacher Marie Fielder, had to learn how to balance a plate, utensils and a 

beverage.  She was heard saying, “What do I do with these?” as she stuffed her silverware into her pants pocket. 

 

 Elroy Rogers washed dishes in the WRA kitchen from 1979 to 2013, spanning Ms. Karam’s days as a student 

until just a few years ago. She remembers, “his loud voice, free flowing opinions and love of the Cleveland 

Browns.” Allison Forhan, class of 2012, adds, “Elroy was a kind soul.  He greeted students at the door at every sit

-down lunch.  He always had a smile on his face and had a great rapport with everyone.  His personality made a 

big impact on the dining hall.” 

  

 Executive Chef Mark Kime is the current superstar at the stove.  Committing the last 21 years to food service 

at Western Reserve Academy, the dining experience under Mark’s humble supervision has risen to new heights.  

Just ask the College Counseling Department for their take on the dining hall and they are all smiles, admitting that 

they time their lunch break to beat the lines.  Everyone, they say, is flocking to lunch with a new excitement.  Ac-

cording to Jeff Neill, Director of College Counseling, “Mark has taken the run of the mill to the exquisite!  He has 

a knack for spices and has taken Taco Tuesday to a whole new level!”  Anna Barlow, College Counselor, says the 

longest lines are at the action stations where you’ll find choices like custom salads, Rocco’s Roman Pasta Bar, 

WRApolte or Korean bahn mi (and occasionally bubble tea!).  Smoothie and omelet stations can be found at 

breakfast.  Mr. Neill adds, “The dining hall is now in sync with the educational element of the school.  Students 

learn about different foods and cultures at the dining hall.” 

  

 Chef Mark explained how WRA outsourced its food service in 2013 to Flik, the only dining services company 

specializing exclusively in private and independent school education.  “Flik has a single-minded commitment to 

building strong bodies and sharp minds,” according to their website.  Their motto, “Eat. Learn. Live.  helps estab-

lish the foundation for a long healthier life.”  Mark has seen this and many other changes during his 21 years, in-

cluding the continual decline in sit-down meals, now two dinners and one lunch each week.  When asked about a 

memorable moment he quickly came up with two.  During the devastating Hudson flood of 2001, he was cleaning 

up, checking buildings and preparing to evacuate when he checked the Green Key (the student “game room” in 

the basement of Ellsworth Hall) where he found a student, ankle deep in water, continuing to play a video game, 

while it was still plugged in!  He was not impressed.  Rather, what impressed him most was a prank a few years 

ago when students managed to slip goldfish into the water pitchers at sit-down lunch. 

 

 From fresh rolls baked in the kitchens of Nutting House to the locally sourced vegetables of the 2015 Ells-

worth Hall kitchen, dining and education have a long-standing partnership at WRA.  The tradition, well stated by 

Flik, is to eat, learn and live every day at WRA.  Many thanks to James W. Ellsworth for creating what would be-

come the most visited building on the historic campus of Western Reserve Academy and the home to countless 

traditions that center around the dining table.  If only walls could write, the walls of Ellsworth Hall would pen a 

delicious book. 
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By Nancy Forhan (Chris ’08, Annie ’10, Allison ’12 
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The Pioneer Women’s Association and the Dads Club sponsor the Parent Dialogue series held through-

out the school year. The Faculty Forum kicked off our dialogue series in the fall, followed by a very 

informative dialogue on Student Health and Wellbeing, with a focus on child self-esteem, dating and 

relationships and social networking held in the winter.  

 

The final dialogue of the year was held on Saturday, February 28, 2015.  This dialogue was attended by 

more than 20 parents gathering in the Wilson Reading Room. Focusing on student opportunities beyond 

the classroom; our panel included Chris Davies, Wanda Boesch, Ralf Borrmann, Joe DiBiase, Diccon 

Ong and Natalie Davies. The topic covered the Heidelberg program, Science Olympiad, ELISA pro-

grams, Service travel programs, Math contests and competitions, the Caterham program, History writ-

ing contests and Model UN. In addition, various science related, professional opportunities between 

junior and senior year were discussed as was the possibility of expanding the students’ social mission 

into our community.      

 

Time and scheduling constraints mean that the fourth Parent Dialogue of this school year will be held in 

the 2015-2016 school year. It will focus on Alumni Networking and expansion of the Community Ser-

vice requirement.  

 

To view the webcast of these programs, visit WRA.net, login to your portal, then click "Parent Dia-

logues" on the left side navigation. 

 

By Rosie Wenstrup (Matthew ’15), Camille Kuri (Sammy ’14, Peter’ 16 & Phillip’ 18) and Christine 

Deeter (Jonathan ’11, MacKenzie’ 17) 

Parent Dialogue:  

a meaningful conversation 
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We’ve enjoyed bringing you news and information about all the wonderful work the PWA does for our 

kids. As we wrap up the last newsletter of the year, it’s a 

bittersweet moment for us as we say goodbye to Elizabeth. 

Mary and I will miss her boundless energy, wisdom and 

warmth – and our margarita meetings!  

 

By Elizabeth Culotta (Peter ‘15),  
Anu Ramakrishnan ( Neel ’16 ) &  

Mary Sullivan (Liam ‘16)  

From the Editors 


