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o matter how far-f lung or close to home  
we reside as adults, we remember with 
special fondness the magic and merriment 

of our holidays spent as children. As this season 
approaches, the following notable Midwesterners—
Chris Van Allsburg, Charlotte Rae and Della Reese—
reminisce about their holiday gatherings and other 
memorable moments imprinted while traveling 
around the state. Perhaps their memories will 
resurrect some of your own. 

His stories may include magic railroads  
and enchanted jungle games, but Chris Van 
Allsburg’s Michigan upbringing was decidedly 
more conventional. The author and illustrator  
of the children’s contemporary classics Jumanji, 
Zathura and The Polar Express began his childhood 
in a new middle-class neighborhood in the 
suburbs of Grand Rapids.  
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    Like many Midwest 
children, Van Allsburg 

treasured the winter. 
“There was some-

thing exhila-
rating about 

seeing 3 feet 
of snow on 
the ground,” 
he recalls. 

“I’d sit in  
the window  
and watch the 
snow falling, 

and I could feel 
the excitement 

welling up deep 
inside me. I 

remember Grand 
Rapids winters as 

being white, with 
lots of snow.” 

 With the first 

snowfall came the usual winter 
activities. “I remember taking those 
long, long walks and pulling the sled 
beneath the gray skies of Michigan,”  
he recalls. After a busy day of sledding 
with the neighborhood children, he 
would return home to warm up with  
a cup of hot chocolate.   
 Christmas in the Van Allsburg 
household included visits from 
extended family, shopping trips into 
downtown Grand Rapids and car rides 
to nearby neighborhoods to look at 
Christmas lights adorning the Victo-
rian houses. “I loved the big buildup 
that started after Thanksgiving,” Van 
Allsburg says. “The excitement would 
last until after the new year.”   
 As the snow melted, Van Allsburg 
spent the lengthening days playing in 
the meadows near his home. His 
neighborhood, surrounded by farmland 
and dirt roads, gave him opportunities 

to explore. “The first years of  
my life were spent searching  
for tadpoles in the creeks  
and chasing after fireflies.”   
     In 1958, when Van Allsburg 
was 9, his family moved to  
an older neighborhood in East 
Grand Rapids. Thick, tall elm 
trees formed a canopy over the 
wide streets, shading the large 
1920s homes. Van Allsburg 
and the other neighborhood 
children spent their free time 
climbing the sturdy branches, 
but the fun didn’t last.  
“One by one, the trees died  
of Dutch elm disease,”  
he remembers. “And that  
was the end of that.”   
    During the summer 
months, the Van Allsburg 
family ventured to the 
state’s lakes in their small 
boat. “We would pack a 

picnic basket and putter around Lake 
Macatawa,” he recalls. “We went out 
onto Lake Michigan a few times, but 
that can be a robust body of water for 
such a little vessel. It could get pretty 
dicey, so we usually stayed in the 
smaller lakes.” 
 The family piloted a small Cessna  
to other parts of the state, including  
a memorable trip to Mackinac Island. 
After landing, the Van Allsburgs took  
a ferry to the Victorian-era island, and 
spent several days exploring Mackinac, 
which, to Van Allsburg, seemed stuck  
in time. “I still remember feeling 
puzzlement that there were no cars at 
all, just horses and bicycles. I had never 
seen anything like it before; the island 
felt like it was from another era.”   
 Van Allsburg believes that his 
Midwest childhood has profoundly 
affected both his work and his life.  
“I know that it’s a cliché to refer to child-
hood as the wellspring of creativity,  

but it’s true,” he says. “What happens  
to us as children, especially for artists, 
impacts our point of view throughout 
our lives.”   
 Van Allsburg’s latest book, Probuditi, 
a story about sibling rivalry and getting 
even, takes place in a small town. “As 
I illustrated it,” he explains, “I realized 
that I was basing the story on the land-
scape of Grand Rapids. My childhood 
in Michigan will stay with me for as 
long as I live.”

Actress Charlotte Rae agrees that 
Michigan memories are indelible.  
Best known for her role as the matronly 

Mrs. Garrett on the 
long-running sitcom 
The Facts of Life, Rae 
also vacationed with 
her family on Mackinac 
Island one balmy 
summer. Although  
the trip happened nearly  
70 years ago, Rae 
remembers vivid details 
about the sights. “I will 
never forget the Grand 
Hotel,” she says. “I saw 
the long front porch with 
the rocking chairs, and  
I thought I had never seen 
anything so elegant.”   
 For Rae, the plush 
hotel contrasted with  
her family’s modest home 
over a Milwaukee tire 
shop. “The hotel had this 

beautiful red carpeting and velvet 
ropes. I thought it was the most 
beautiful place in the world, almost 
like a fantasyland. My sisters and  
I talked about it for years.” 
 When she was 16, Rae made another 
trek to Michigan, this time to National 
Music Camp in Interlochen. Taking  
a ferry across Lake Michigan, Rae’s 
parents drove her and her sisters along 
the back roads of the state. When they’d 
see a cherry orchard, they’d find a 
restaurant nearby, knowing that cherry 
pie was probably on the menu. Rae’s 
parents dropped her off for a week  
of camp, where she sang and learned  
to play various instruments.  
 The camp had an enduring tradi-
tion that Rae remembers fondly. “Every 
night, there would be different people 
assigned to play slumber music,” she 
recalls. “Late at night, they’d go from 
cottage to cottage and play quiet songs 
to put us to sleep.”   
 Over the years, the camp has grown.  
Now called Interlochen Arts Camp,  

it welcomes more than 
3,000 students  
from around  
the world every 
summer. Creativ-
ity is no longer 
restricted to 
music: Campers 
now learn 
dance, theater, 
creative 
writing and 
visual arts. 
One thing 
hasn’t 
changed:  
Slumber 
music still 
lulls the 
youngsters 
to sleep.

Not every memory of Michigan revolves 
around upscale resorts and hotels.  
Singer and actress Della Reese recalls  
a close-knit upbringing in Detroit. 
“We didn’t have much money,” Reese 
explains, “and we weren’t able to  
go on many fancy vacations, but we  
had family. That was all we needed.” 
 Christmas was a special time for 
Reese. “For 364 days a year, we were 
focused on surviving,” she recalls.  
“But on Christmas, we’d treat ourselves. 
Family and friends would drop by,  
and there was always enough food  
for everyone. We’d have cakes and pies,  
and all different kinds of foods.”   
 In Reese’s household, no one was  
a stranger. Christmas dinner was spent PH
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Book your vacation package  

to mackinac island. call your  

local AAA Travel consultant or 

stop by your AAA Travel office for details. 

use your AAA membership  

to purchase chris van  

Allsburg’s books, including  

his latest, Probuditi, at a discount. click  

on AAA.com/barnesandnoble to save  

an additional 5 percent off the lowest  

current price. This offer is valid only  

at the above web site. 
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writer Steve Helling looks forward to cre-

ating holiday memories with his new baby.

with friends, neighbors and anyone 
who showed up at the door. “It was  
the togetherness that was important,”  
she recalls.  
 Because money was tight, Reese and 
her family exchanged homemade gifts. 
“I learned to crochet, and I still do it 
today,” Reese says. “Some of the most 
treasured gifts were things that people 
spent the time and effort  
to create with their own hands.” 
 When fresh snow blanketed the  
city, Reese gazed out her window  
at the winter wonderland. Bundling 
up, she walked through the snowy 
streets and looked at icicle-covered 
buildings. “Detroit was so beautiful  
in the snow,” she says. “It felt clean 
and unspoiled.”   
 Despite her family’s poverty, Reese 
remembers a happy childhood. “We 
depended on each other because we 
had to,” she says. “Neighbors and 
friends became a second family to me.  
I always knew that I was loved, and that 

people were watching out 
for me. My Detroit 

childhood taught 
me that happi-

ness isn’t tied 
up in what you 

own, or what 
you can buy, 
but in the 
experiences 
you have 
with people 
you love.” 
  As a teenager, 

when Reese 
toured Michigan 

with gospel 
legend Mahalia 

Jackson, she finally 
got to see more of 

Michigan. “I saw 
that Michigan is  

a place with so many 

different places to see,” she says.  
Traveling by car, Reese was awestruck 
by the natural beauty of the state.  
“The lakes, the fields, the trees …  
they were all breathtaking.” 
 From the stately old homes of 
Kalamazoo to the green parks of Flint, 
Reese saw the diversity of Michigan’s 
cities. “It was amazing how different 
they were from each other,” she says.  
 When she visited Battle Creek,  
Reese toured the Kellogg plant,  
seeing how cereal was made and 
packaged. Although the tours have 
stopped, visitors to Kellogg’s Cereal 
City (a $22 million breakfast food fun 
house that opened in 1998) can take a 
simulated tour to learn how breakfast 
cereals are processed.  
 Like Van Allsburg and Rae, Reese 
also visited Mackinac Island when  
she was young. Describing the island  
as “wonderful” and “picture perfect,” 
Reese was intrigued by its nostalgic 

properties. “There was no isolation,” 
she explains. “People were out and 
about, and they were very friendly.”   
 From an underprivileged childhood 
to a touring teenager, Reese wouldn’t 
change a thing about her upbringing. 
“I’m glad I grew up poor, and I’m glad 
I grew up with such a good family.”  
She pauses and then adds, “And I’m 
glad I grew up in Detroit.”   
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Good food makes a memorable 

holiday. use your AAA member-

ship card to purchase ham and 

other treats from Hickory farms. save  

15 percent on orders placed by phone, 

internet or in stores. Print your coupon,  

good only in stores Oct. 1–dec. 24, at 

AAA.com/hickoryfarms. savings by phone  

or internet are valid year-round.   


