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What a swell party this was! 
By Louise Morgan, GBSF Vice President,  

event co-chair 

With a participant evaluation rating of 4.8 out of a 
possible 5.0, it’d be hard to deny that the 2017 Barbara 
McConnell Great Books Weekend at Asilomar succeeded 
in all respects. Contributing factors included: 

Perfect weather 
Seventy-one enthusiastic participants 
Nine first-timers 
Steinbeck theme featuring eccentrics, invertebrates  

and small amphibians  
Special guest Dr. Joseph Coulson,  

president of the Great Books Foundation 
Compelling texts 
Lively discussions 
Delightful entertainment  
Drawing with lots of fun prizes 
Tour of the Steinbeck Center in Salinas 
Great camaraderie 

  
Poppies  under  the  sea  

Paintings  in  this  issue  are  by  Bernice  Hunold.  

This is the first year in recent memory that we admitted 
having a theme for the event, the obvious choice being the 
works of John Steinbeck, the only native of California to 
be awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature. That decision 
proved to be quite popular. The selected readings—
Cannery Row, The Log from the Sea of Cortez, and Of 
Mice and Men—generated animated discussions often 
continuing through lunch and dinner. 

Special guest Joe Coulson—novelist, playwright, and 
poet—added to our appreciation of Steinbeck with his talk 
at the Saturday evening party. Coulson, president of the 
Great Books Foundation, expressed his admiration for the 
clarity of the author’s spare writing style and for his 
remarkably consistent discipline.  The latter was proved 
when he lost his manuscript of The Red Pony and had to 
rewrite it from memory. The original was eventually 
discovered behind a couch and was found to differ from 
the rewritten version by only seven words. 

Coulson told of 
critics berating the 
Nobel committee 
for awarding its 
literary prize to 
Steinbeck, insisting 
that it was unde-
served. The New 
York Times led the 
attack, its critic 
judging Steinbeck’s 
writing to be 
second-rate. Some 
found The Grapes 
of Wrath obscene. 

From then on, Steinbeck suffered a lack of confidence that 
affected what he chose to write.  

Steinbeck’s life and work are now celebrated in the 
largest U.S. museum dedicated to a single writer, the 
National Steinbeck Center. It is prominently set in 
downtown Salinas, the city now proud of its native son, 
who during his life had been disdained for showing the 
underlife of the area. 

Following Coulson’s talk—a triumph—song and 
dance broke out at the other end of the room. Donna 
Reynolds, always a crowd pleaser, played and sang a 
rousing version of Fats Waller’s Ain’t Misbehavin’, then 
accompanied the talented duo of Pink White and Rob 
Calvert, hoisting glasses of champagne while warbling 
and soft-shoeing a rewrite by Pink of “Well, Did You 
Evah!” with apologies to Cole Porter. (The lyrics are 
reprinted for posterity below.) 

Everyone loves getting a prize, and the evening’s 
festivities concluded with drawings for many Steinbeck-
related items such as a sack full of frogs, a can of sardines, 
and a bottle of Old Tennis Shoes. 

Brian  Mahoney  harvesting  lettuce 



  

  

Much work goes into preparing for the Asilomar 
weekend, GBSF’s biggest event of the year. Especial 
appreciation goes to Rob Calvert, primary coordinator; 
Sheri Kindsvater, registrar; Kay White, leader trainer; 
Louise Morgan, co-coordinator; Brian Mahoney, 
treasurer; Rob, Donna Reynolds and Pink White, 
entertainers, and our thoughtful discussion leaders: 
Jennifer Anderson, Jim Baird, Laura Bushman, Tony 
Bushman, Rob Calvert, Joe Coulson, Brian 
Cunningham, Brian Mahoney, Louise Morgan, Mark 
Scardina, Sue Durkin, Carol Edlund, Jim Hall, Sheri 
Kindsvater, Elena Schmid, Julie Simpson, Andy 
Tafoya, Pink White, Kay White, and Rick White. 

  

  
Marine  life,  Sea  of  Cortez  

Believe it or not, we’re already planning Asilomar for 
April 13-15, 2018! If you have ideas or suggestions, 
please send them to Rob Calvert at rob@rob-
calvert.com.  
 
Lee Chong’s grocery today 

By Sheri Kindsvater 
 

We all have them, 
probably all been to 
one.  I call them “shop 
and rob’s”: those little 
stores you either shop at 
or they get robbed.  
John Steinbeck called 
the one in his Cannery 
Row “Lee Chong’s 
grocery.”  

Hearing of our 
theme, I volunteered to 
make a gift for the give-
away at the Asilomar 
party and a gift for our 

speaker, Joe Coulson.  Reading Cannery Row was my 
inspiration. I decided to acquire a bottle of “Old Tennis 
Shoes,” the nickname cannery row denizens had given to 
the cheap whiskey they drank.  But I don’t drink and 
didn’t have any idea what that meant.  So, with a quick 
perusal of the Internet (the magic genie of our times), I 
found out what I needed and headed to the corner store. 

Immigrants run my corner store, as was so in the book.  
I’ve only been in there to purchase gas and never really 
looked around.  You must pass the “bums” out front when 
you go in as they ask for a bit of change or a cigarette.  It 
was the need for a bottle of cheap whiskey that led me to 
discover that the corner store hasn’t really changed since 
Steinbeck’s day.  They have more stuff in this small 
building than one can imagine.  Shirts and tees, candy and 
fruit.  Toys, dog collars, bait, and every kind of drink 
imaginable.   The liquor, of course, is kept behind the cash 
register counter. My mind’s eye imagined an abacus 
under the counter as in the story.  The clerk gave credit to 
the guy in front of me when he announced, “I get paid 
tomorrow, can you front me a pack of cigs today?” 

Now, an 
allergy to 
alcohol made it 
so I don’t drink.  
I know little 
about the world 
of spirits.  I 
approached the 
counter and 
said I needed a 
bottle of cheap 
whiskey.  He 
handed me a 
large one and I 
returned it 
saying no, I 
need a smaller 
one.  “Oh?” He 
replied, “A party of one I take it.”  Reminiscent of 
Steinbeck I replied “Of course, a bigger bottle means I 
have to share.”  He handed me a smaller one but it was 
plastic so I gave it back to him and said “Oh, no, I need a 
glass bottle.”  The look he gave me was comic genius.  It 
seemed to say, “Who is this lady and what is she up to?” 

  “It’s for an art project,” I replied. “I’m going to dump 
it down the drain anyway.”  He laughed, and his look said 
“Some party.”  He sold me the smallest glass bottle and 
off I went. 

And as I dumped the contents of the bottle down the 
drain, I could hear the sorrow of Steinbeck’s Mack and 
the boys. But, boy, did that stuff smell nasty.  The art 
project, though, turned out beautifully. 

Sheri's  bottle  sculptures  

Unidentified atoll garden 



  

  

Signatures 
By Louise Morgan 

[Definition: in book publishing, printed sheets folded 
and stitched together, collectively forming a book. 
Therefore, a “signature” is an integral part of the book. 
This is intended as the first in a series of sketches of 
persons integral to GBSF.]  

Sheri Kindsvater 
(NOT an invertebrate!) 

 

  
 

She hates snow, loves art and art history, rides a four-
legged soul mate named George, is a bit of a rebel, and 
claims that her road to Great Books originated as a result 
of having broken her neck in the seventh grade. 

Most of us know 
Sheri Kindsvater either 
in her role as registrar for 
the annual Barbara 
McConnell Great Books 
Weekend at Asilomar or 
as coordinator of the 
Banned Great Books in 
the Wine Country mini-
retreat in Calistoga. She 
lives in Rancho Cordova 
with Brian, her husband 
of 30 years. Together 
they have raised one 
daughter, Marisa, who 
shares her mom’s artistic 
bent and is currently 
studying glassblowing.  

Broken neck?! Well, 
the injury prevented 
Sheri from taking part in 

sports, so she wound up spending her PE hour plus her 
free period every day in the school library. In that 
situation she not only discovered the joy of reading but 
she also learned that adults actually banned certain books. 

Her curiosity piqued, the first banned book she read was 
The Illustrated Man by Ray Bradbury, and the next was 
Are You There God? It’s Me, Margaret by Judy Blume. 

Sheri went on to obtain an AA in interior design from 
American River College and a BA in Communication 
Theory and Philosophy from the University of San 
Francisco. She has painted and sculpted, and is now 
focused on becoming a glass artist with an assemblage 
twist. This past year she began working with discarded 
glass or “trash glass” because she loves its tactile nature, 
varied coloring, and unexpected reflections.  

Sheri claims she was “kicked out” of a social book 
group for not conforming to its practices. Missing the 
classics, she responded to an ad in the Sacramento Bee—
“the best decision I ever made.” She still attends Dorothy 
McHale’s monthly Great Books discussion group which, 
in turn, made her aware of the Asilomar weekend. 

When Roy and Jimmie Harvey retired as registrars 
for Asilomar about ten years ago, Sheri took over that 
demanding job. As the sole contact person for Great 
Books, she spends several months negotiating with the 
center’s management company over reservations, number 
and placement of rooms, food and beverage service, 
seating setups, special dietary requirements, payments, 
equipment needs, etc.   

One year she brought her daughter and her daughter’s 
friend to Asilomar. During the discussion of The Bell Jar 
rain was pouring down. At one point Barbara McConnell 
exclaimed, “Look at those kids getting soaked!” Sheri 
looked out the window and sighed, “Oh lord, that’s my 
kid.” Everyone laughed at the girls’ joyous rain dance and 
for years afterwards people would come up to Sheri and 
say, “Remember when your daughter danced in the rain?” 

Sheri insists that what she likes best about Great Books 
is “the rules…that you have to discuss the book.  While I 
love hearing people’s stories and telling my own, I want 
to know what a book means to them. I also love that it 
forces me to read things that I may not normally pick up. 
I really enjoy the breadth of people I’ve met through my 
groups and through council events.” 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sheri  with  companion  George 

Literature is as old as speech. It grew out of 
human need for it, and it has not changed 
except to become more needed. [From John 
Steinbeck’s Nobel acceptance address.] 

  



  

  

Literature, Inquiry, and Freedom 
By Joseph P. Coulson, PhD 

President, Great Books Foundation 

Following his address at the Saturday evening party, we asked 
Dr. Coulson for an article on a subject of his choice.  Here is 
that article. 

Reading a novel, a short story, or a poem is an act of 
collaboration. I mean by this that great literature needs a 
reader’s imagination, experiences, and emotions to fill the 
blank spaces of the text. Words spark a memory, a feeling, 
a glimpse of something familiar, and when this happens, 
we pour our perceptions into the web of words and make 
the story more than the sum of its parts. It is, in fact, the 
collaboration of writer, words, and reader that  makes the 
experience of literature so powerful. In the final analysis, 
books, stories, and poems that are truly great invite the 
reader’s participation, allowing the reader to extend the 
picture that the writer began. 

  Call it a conversation, the relationship between writer 
and reader, with the text serving as the object of 
discussion. In this conversation there is a great deal of 
room for interpretation, and if we widen the circle of our 

conversation to a classroom 
or a book group, then the 
possibilities for rich 
exchange and deeper 
understanding of the text are 
multiplied. We engage in a 
collaborative search for 
meaning that has the 
potential to widen the scope 
of our perception and unlock 
new dimensions of a text that 
previously went unnoticed. 

Questions are the fuel of 
inquiry-based instruction, not 
so much procedural or factual 
questions but rather those 
questions that demand 
critical thinking or abstract 

reasoning. Shared Inquiry, the learning method developed 
by the Great Books Foundation, uses careful and 
deliberate questioning to explore multiple levels of 
meaning in a text, and at the heart of Shared Inquiry is 
participation for all. We ask teachers to formulate and ask 
questions that guide an all-inclusive, collaborative search 
for meaning. Such discussions, we believe, build a field 
of action for critical thinking skills. This is especially true 
when the questions asked about a text invite students to 
participate in an act of exploration or, in more specific 
terms, allow students to open a range of interpretations 
that make meaning out of unfamiliar and seemingly 

inchoate information. Cognitive development depends on 
this sort of practice, as does skillful social functioning—
and we must not forget that the habits of inquiry taken to 
their ultimate expression make for knowledgeable and 
engaged citizens.  

Consider Shared Inquiry in relation to empathy and 
social functioning. In the discussion of a novel or a story, 
questions aimed at character motivation or a character’s 
psychological condition ask students to form a theory of 
mind or, in other words, to imagine the specifics of a 
character’s interior or mental state. Simply put, theory of 
mind is the ability to make sensible claims about the 
mental states of others. Any time we consider why so-
and-so said or did something that on the surface seems 
difficult to understand, we are demonstrating our theory 
of mind capabilities. Trying to understand the mental 
states of others, the emotions and motivations of others, 
is a step toward empathy, cooperation, and community. In 
this way, Shared Inquiry discussion, particularly when it 
probes motivations, intentions, and psychological 
perspectives, can assess and cultivate theory of mind 
capabilities and, within the broader conditions for critical 
thinking, create an environment where skillful social 
functioning can be modeled and practiced.  

In inquiry-based instruction and especially in Shared 
Inquiry, everyone at the table or in the circle has the 
opportunity to participate by sharing knowledge and ways 
of thinking about the world. This in itself is a liberating 
experience. Students feel free to share ideas, test 
speculations, and cite evidence to support their claims. 
Students enjoy the benefits of the group’s overall effort, 
promoting a sense of community and common purpose. 
There is often an egalitarian spirit in such discussions, a 
freedom to take risks that emerges from the growing 
respect that everyone feels for all members of the group. 
When the conversation that initially began between 
writer, text, and reader moves to a classroom or 
community forum in this manner, then we see through 
action that a democratic impulse lives at the heart of 
Shared Inquiry. Indeed, I have heard some people say at 
the close of a discussion that “Shared Inquiry is 
democracy.” 

The progress from questioning to collaborative 
learning, from personal curiosity to cultural 
understanding, is a movement toward making ourselves 
and our society whole. Shared Inquiry is, I believe, an 
important step toward equity and wholeness—
participation for all. It is an expression of the democratic 
impulse, and its emphasis on critical thinking, 
exploration, and discovery empowers students of all ages 
to think first for themselves and eventually for the 
common good.  

Joseph  Coulson 



  

  

 
Littoral  invertebrates  and  friends  

“Well, Did You Evah!”  
is a song from the musical “High Society.” It was 
performed on Saturday evening at Asilomar by Robert 
“Rob” Calvert and Janice “Pink” White. Lyrics are 
revised slightly for compatibility with a literary occasion. 
Rob and Pink are accompanied by the celebrated pianist 
Donna “Donna” Reynolds, tickling the ivories within an 
inch of their lives.   	  
Pink, witty repartee:  
Hey, Robbie, you’ve done 
such a great job organizing 
this weekend, and yet, well… 

Pink sings:  
I have heard among this clan, 
You are called the forgotten man.  
Rob: 
Is that what they’re saying?  
Well, did you evah!  
What a swell party this is. 
Pink:  
And have you heard about Rick White?  
He got slugged by a Democrite. 
Rob: 
Was he hurt? 
Pink: 
No, he went on the O’Reilly show.  
What a swell party that is! 
What frills, what frocks, 
What gowns, what rocks, 
Why I’ve never seen such gaiety! 
Rob: 
Neither have I!  
Pink:  
It’s all just too, too risqué, really. 
Rob:  
This French Champagne… 

Pink: 
It’s domestic. 
Both:  
 So good for the brain. 
Rob: 
That’s what I was going to say. 
Pink: 
You’re brilliant! 
Rob:  
Thank you.   
Pink: 
Drink up Rob, 
Please don’t eat that glass my friend.  
Have you heard about Louise?  
She got bit by a pekinese. 
Rob: 
Was she hurt? 
Pink:  
No, she jumped up and ran a great discussion! 
Rob:  
The girl’s got guts. 
Together: 
Well, did you evah!  What a swell party this is! 
Pink:  
Having a nice time?  Grab a line. 
Rob:  
Have you read “Of Mice and Men”?  
About the best laid plans of George and Len… 
Pink:  
No happy ending.  What a swell story that was. 
Rob:  
It’s great, so grand…. 
Together: 
It’s wo-o-o-o-o-o-o-onderland. 
la la, la la , la la, la la, 
Rob: 
We sing… 
Pink: 
So rare 
Together: 
Like old camembert, like baba au ruhm… 
Rob:   
Ba-ba-ba-bum… 
Pink:  
Don’t dig that kind of croonin’, chum. 
Together: 
Have you heard, it’s in the stars?  
Next July we collide with Mars. 
Well, did you evah! 
What a swell party, a swell party, 
A swelligant, elegant party this is! 
Rob:  
I drink to your health. 
 



  

  

Pink:  
Naw, let’s drink to your wealth! 
Rob: 
You’re my bonne amie! 
Pink: 
Liberty!  
Rob: 
Fraternity! 
Together: 
Have you heard, it’s in the stars? 
Next July we collide with Mars. 
Well, did you evah! 
What a swell party, a swell party, 
A swelligant, elegant party this is! 

[Raucous applause and deep, dignified, bows.] 
 
Individualism vs. Collectivism:  
Friedrich Hayek’s Economic Vision 

Joseph R. Teller, PhD 
Dr. Teller is a professor of English at the College of the 
Sequoias in Visalia. His reflections on local Great Books 
discussions appear in the bimonthly Valley Voice. Here is a 
reprint of one. He invites responses at josepht@cos.edu. 

 On the one hand, Americans are deeply attached to 
liberty—freedom from oppression, freedom to live one’s 
life according to one’s values. On the other hand, 
Americans are also attached to values like equality and 
fairness. Yet to what extent are liberty and fairness—
especially when talking about economics—reconcilable?  
 This week the Great Books group tackled an excerpt 
from F.A. Hayek’s The Road to Serfdom (1944), a 
chapter titled “Planning and Democracy,” a text in which 
the influential economist explores the inherent tensions 
between democracy and centralized economic planning. 
Hayek assumes that democracy is a “means…for 
safeguarding internal peace and individual freedom,” and 
as such, it is a philosophy opposed to what he calls 
“collectivism,” a political and economic philosophy that, 
for Hayek, includes forms of socialism, communism, and 
fascism.  

From this premise, Hayek argues that centralized 
economic planning (the idea of a centralized government 
planning specific economic goals for a nation and 
interfering with markets in order to reach those goals) is 
inherently inimical to democracy. “Democratic 
government has worked successfully where…the 
functions of government were, by a widely accepted 
creed, restricted to fields where agreement among a 
majority could be achieved by free discussion,” Hayek 
claims. But if a large government entity plans an 
economy, it can only be based on a false sense of 
agreement, since it is impossible for any one particular 
economic goal to really satisfy the multiple and 

unpredictable views of the many individuals who live 
under such a government.  

Even if a government commits to an agreeable and 
lofty-sounding policy such as “economic prosperity” or 
“the common good,” Hayek writes that as soon as 
discussion moves beyond airy generalities, agreement 
falls apart, because a large polity will necessarily disagree 
on specific ways to realize abstract goals. As a result, 
democratic bodies (parliaments and congresses) are 
unable to carry out centralized economic plans, which in 
turn creates a sense of frustration that “nothing is getting 
done.” This is why, according to Hayek, “socialist 
government must not allow itself to be too much fettered 
by democratic procedure,” because democratic 
procedure—the intractable disagreements about concrete 
implementation, the conflict of many interests often 
directly opposed to one another—makes it impossible for 
a centralized plan to be realized. And because a 
democratic body is ineffective at carrying out a 
centralized plan (because it cannot really agree on its 
execution), it usually means that the people will demand 
that the government—and often a single individual—be 
given unchecked authority to execute the plan: 
“Agreement that planning is necessary, together with the 
inability of democratic assemblies to produce a plan, will 
evoke stronger and stronger demands that the government 
or some single individual should be given powers to act 
on their own responsibility.” Thus, for Hayek, centralized 
economic planning necessarily threatens democracy, 
moving democratic government toward autocracy. 

Hayek does not deny that groups of individual citizens 
can work toward a common goal, arguing that “common 
action is…limited to the fields where people agree on 
common ends.” Nor does he reject the idea that a 
prosperous government can create a social safety net for 
its people. Yet it is Hayek’s commitment to what we 
might call “free market principles” that make him an 
influential figure among many modern libertarians and 
conservatives in America today. 

Our discussion, needless to say, was energetic and 
often heated; after all, Hayek seems to reject principles 
like redistribution that many contemporary Americans 
believe are central to a compassionate and fair society. 
But whether one agrees with him or detests him, Hayek 
brings to the surface a number of questions embedded 
within democratic politics: how might a democratic state 
ensure social justice without curtailing individual liberty? 
How does a deliberative body implement a given policy 
effectively while also permitting room for real 
disagreement? And how does a government like our own 
negotiate the often fraught tensions between liberty and 
equality, between individualism and the common good? 
 



  

  

 
2017 CALENDAR • GREAT BOOKS COUNCIL OF SAN FRANCISCO 

JANUARY-FEBRUARY  2017   MARCH-APRIL  2017   MAY  
2/12:  San  Francisco  Mini-
Retreat    
(Embarcadero  YMCA)  
(Doubt:  A  Parable)    
  
2/25:  SFGB  Leader  Training  
(Greenbrae)  
  

3/31-4/2:  Barbara  McConnell  
Asilomar  Great  Books  Weekend  
(Of  Mice  and  Men,  Cannery  Row,  
The  Log  from  the  Sea  of  Cortez;;  
Poetry  by  Robinson  Jeffers)  
  

5/13:  Gold  Country  Mini-Retreat  
(The  Lady  in  Gold)  
  

JUNE   JULY   SEPTEMBER-DECEMBER  
6/4:  Annual  Meeting/Picnic  
(Tilden  Park,  Berkeley)  
(Frankenstein)  
  

7/22-23:  Long  Novel  Weekend  
(New  venue:  UC  Berkeley)  
(The  Corrections)  

10/7:  Wine  Country  Mini-Retreat  
(Native  Son)  
  
11/11-12:  Poetry  Weekend  
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