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W e commend volunteer members of
the Amherst Area Chamber of Com-
merce who will lend an extra hand

during the coming months as the organization
goes without full-time paid staff.

Peter Vickery, president of the Chamber, last
month announced the decision to save money so it
can make a more competitive offer when the time
comes to again hire a paid executive director. The
Chamber ’s last two full-time executive directors
each left after a short stay.

Now, only a part-time bookkeeper remains on
the Chamber’s paid staff. Vickery said he is com-
fortable with turning over other responsibilities to
volunteers drawn from the Chamber’s 300 mem-
bers because they are its greatest resource.

“They ’re already in charge of all of our events,”
Vickery said. “Now our member-volunteers will
also help with administration and operations.”

At the same time, Vickery, a lawyer, said he al-
ready is laying the groundwork to eventually ad-
vertise for a new executive director. “It takes a
while to do it right. We want to make sure we do an
effective search,” he said. “We don’t want to be all-
volunteer forever.”

We agree that while relying on volunteers is a
reasonable stopgap measure, the Chamber needs
full-time paid staff to be an effective voice for its
members, work with other organizations such as
the Amherst Business Improvement District to ad-
vocate for a vibrant downtown and set an annual
legislative agenda.

According to Vickery, the Amherst Chamber has
seen its membership drop from 800 in the early
2000s to about 300 this year. Vickery attributed the
decline to online resources that provide informa-
tion about businesses.

Still, chambers of commerce provide important
services — particularly face-to-face networking
for members and sponsoring local community
events — that the internet cannot duplicate.

The Greater Northampton Chamber of Com-
merce has between 625 and 650 businesses and
nonprofits that are dues-paying members. Its exec-
utive director, Suzanne Beck, said the members
appreciate the role played by the Chamber in advo-
cating for the vitality of the city’s downtown.

“Our real draw is we’re so focused on the well-
being of the community as a whole,” she said. “The
notion of collective benefit is being able to accom-
plish something you can’t do on your own.”

At the same time, the Northampton Chamber spon-
sors Arrive at Five after-work networking opportunities
for its members. Beck said typically 125 to 150 people
attend those gatherings to share stories and ideas.

The Amherst Chamber sponsors similar events,
called After 5, which will continue during this transi-
tion period, as will the popular Taste of Amherst from
June 14 to 17, which this year will be administered by
the Amherst Business Improvement District.

Smaller organizations, such as the South
Hadley-Granby Chamber of Commerce, offer other
incentives to keep its members engaged. That or-
ganization has seen growth in its active member-
ship of 70 to 75 businesses by offering member-to-
member discounts. Those help to offset the mem-
bership fees that range from $105 to $500, depend-
ing on the size and type of business.

Michelle Theroux, president of the South
Hadley-Granby Chamber, said other benefits to
members include training opportunities in collabo-
ration with groups in Holyoke and Chicopee.

In Amherst, a typical retail business or restau-
rant pays between $300 and $400 in annual fees to
join the Chamber. Vickery now admits that he was
overly optimistic in predicting that he could double
its membership within a year after he took over the
presidency in January.

Now, as volunteers drawn from its membership
help keep the Chamber operating during the next
several months, Vickery and other members of its
board of directors are faced with the critical task of
determining the qualities needed in the next exec-
utive director to provide stable leadership.

Since Tony Maroulis, who served as executive
director for six years, left in 2014 to become direc-
tor of community relations at the University of
Massachusetts Amherst, two men came and went
from the Chamber’s permanent top job. And Jerry
Guidera, an Amherst businessman who had been
the part-time interim executive director since last
August, stepped down from that role in April.

The next executive director will play an important
role in guiding the long-term vision and planning for
the business community, especially as Amherst
adapts to its new Town Council form of government.
We are confident that with effective leadership the
Chamber will continue to have a strong voice as part
of the town’s key decision-makers.

Important role
for chambers
of co m m e rce
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Find painful stereotypes in
Amherst Chamber videos

T he Amherst Area Chamber of Com-
merce (AACC) recently posted
videos featuring non-Mexican

board members portraying stereotypes
of Mexicans (“Chamber removes video
promos,” April 20).

These ads attracted negative reac-
tions from people of all backgrounds who
found it deeply troubling that local busi-
ness leaders — not from Latin America
nor of Latin American descent — used
traditional cultural garb as costumes to
advertise an event centered on drinking
alcohol. Dehumanizing characterizations
of Latin American, Latin American-de-
scended and indigenous people have no
place in a civic organization in Mas-
sachusetts in 2018 and harken back to
the shameful tradition of minstrel shows
and blackface.

We are a group of residents of
Amherst and surrounding communities,
of Mexican and other Latin American de-
scent, and allies, who noticed that the
AACC removed the videos from their
wall without sharing an explanation.

Eight of us met with leaders and
members of the AACC — in the spirit of
constructive dialogue — and communi-
cated the painful impact these types of
advertisements have on many of us and
on our children as they echo lifetimes of
experiences with discrimination and
ridicule. We explained that dehumanizing
portrayals of our community are part of a
spectrum of oppression in a national po-
litical climate tainting immigrants as
criminals and tearing families apart.

Chamber representatives personally
expressed regret, and some shared an
interest in learning more. While the ef-
fort was appreciated, Chamber President
Peter Vickery’s letter to the editor, sub-
mitted upon our request, was inadequate
(“Apologizes for promotion of Margarita
Madness,” April 26).

More is needed, including fuller indi-
cations that the Chamber understands
what was problematic about what they
posted, and that training and learning
will be initiated, along with efforts to di-
versify the leadership of the Chamber to
prevent future cultural stereotyping. We
offered other concrete suggestions for
action, as have others in the Valley such
as Iohann Rashi Vega, the host of radio-
plasma, who has invited AACC represen-
tatives to participate in a dialogue on his
s h o w.

Every one of us — and most of our
employers — support Amherst-areas

A t a luncheon for veterans in
Northampton earlier this year, re-
tired Northampton police officer

Edward “Red” Morrissey got everyone’s
attention.

Red described a morning some 74
years ago that the 96-year-old World War
II veteran still sees as clearly today as he
did that day in September 1944.

He was 23 years old and a Navy cook
on a landing ship transport, preparing
breakfast for 160 Marines in the invasion
of the tiny island of Peleliu in the Pacific,
the scene of one of the bloodiest battles
of World War II.

Allied commanders, optimistic from
recent victories, thought Peleliu would
be a two-day cakewalk. They also
thought the island was flat. Advance in-
telligence had failed to discover that it
was full of rugged hills and ridges into
which the Japanese had bored an elabo-
rate system of virtually impenetrable
caves and tunnels.

At this stage in the war, the Japanese
were no longer trying to beat back the
Marines on the beaches. Instead, the
Japanese relied on heavy firepower from
camouflaged and well-protected interior
positions and the Marines got bogged
down. That morning, Red was serving
the Marines steak and eggs. By the end of
the day, not a single Marine had survived.

To this day, he remembers the echo of
the sounds of brave men dying young.

“I think of them every day, yes every
day, I’ll never forget ‘em,” he told me re-
cently from his bedside at Linda Manor
where he was convalescing after a re-
cent spill. He’s back home now in Flo-
rence. And although he’s moving slower
than his usual pace, he’s still hopeful
he’ll make it to be honored at this year’s
Memorial Day parade in Florence.

Red will be the grand marshal for this
year ’s big commemoration. It’s extra sig-
nificant this year, because the parade
dates back 150 years to 1868 and what
was then known as Decoration Day be-
cause of the flowers placed on the graves
of those who died during the Civil War.

Florence has the honor of hosting the
longest continuously run parade in our
nation on either Decoration Day or on
Memorial Day, the last Monday in May.

For this year’s observance on May 28,
Red will be joined by fellow World War II
veteran, Robert Aquadro from

Northampton, and Howard Andersen, an
Air Force veteran who served during the
Korean War.

Andersen has only missed a few
Memorial Day parades in Florence since
he returned home to Northampton from
the service.

It’s his way to remind the public of the
men and women from our nation’s armed
forces who never made it back from war
and to honor men like his father, Soren
Andersen, a World War I veteran who
was one of the first members of the
American Legion post in Northampton.
Howard also had three brothers who
fought in World War II.

The parade is expected to be the
largest in the history of Florence, with
more than 12 bands, 35 marching units,
an Air Force flyover, and another 50 or so
other elements scheduled to participate.

A small group assembles each week
at the Michael F. Curtin Veterans of For-
eign Wars Post 8006 to plan such a gar-
gantuan feat.

Because of its size, the parade com-
mittee moved its start time to 1 p.m. in
the afternoon to accommodate people
coming to Florence from surrounding
towns participating in other ceremonies
held earlier in the day.

It’s a labor of love for Brad LeVay, a
U.S. Marine Corps veteran who was
wounded in the Korean War and received
the Purple Heart. For several years, he’s
been the president of the Veterans Coun-
cil of Northampton, which has been in-
volved in organizing the parade for the
past several years.

LeVay says Memorial Day is meaning-
ful for “remembering the comrades you
had and lost along with the very young
that never got to live to an old age.”

And there’s Tracy Taylor, who will be

in a horse-drawn carriage that will take
her through Florence to the Elks Lodge
on Spring Street where the parade will
end.

Taylor, a Northampton native, is the
president of the Western Massachusetts
Chapter of the American Gold Star Moth-
ers, a name drawn from the flag that
hung in homes during wartime on which
a gold star symbolized a loved one lost to
w a r.

Tracy ’s son, Army Spc. Kenneth J.
Iwasinski was killed Oct. 14, 2007, in Iraq.
He was 22. Before the service, he played
football at Northampton High School.

“This day is not about picnics, barbe-
cues or the start of summer,” says Tay-
lor, who just wants to make sure her son
is not forgotten. “This day was created to
honor our military who have died.”

Memorial Day, in my mind, has al-
ways been about the need for those who
survived to remember those who did not
and to remind the rest of us about events
still within living memory, whether it’s an
island in the Pacific during the Second
World War or the day a mother is told her
son has died in Iraq.

The least every other citizen can do
one day a year is to join gatherings like
the one in Florence to pay them homage.

In Florence, Memorial Day has al-
ways been extra special — a singularly
hometown tradition whose roots go back
all the way in time to the Civil War, now
150-plus years.

On May 28, for the 150th year, Flo-
rence will have faithfully and honorably
completed its mission.

And when the parade ends and the
speeches are finished, a bugler will
sound taps to conclude this year’s cere-
mony at the Elks Lodge. A three-day
weekend will wind down and it will be
back to work and back to normal.

But for Red Morrissey, Andersen, Tay-
lor, LeVay and so many others from
Northampton whose lives have been for-
ever changed by war, tomorrow and the
day after tomorrow, it will still be Memo-
rial Day, every day.

John Paradis, a retired U.S. Air Force
lieutenant colonel, lives in Florence and
writes a column published the second
Friday of the month. He is a veterans’
outreach coordinator for VA New Eng-
land Health Care System, and can be
reached at opinion@gazettenet.com.

For so many, Memorial Day is every day
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businesses. We invite the Amherst busi-
ness community to lead by learning and
taking positive actions to build respectful
relationships with their neighbors and
customers of all races and ethnicities in
our region.

ISOLDA ORTEGA-BUSTAMANTE
Amher st

The letter was co-signed by 14 other
residents of Amherst and surrounding
communities who are Latinos or their
allies.

Backs Jill Robinson for
Hatfield school board

I have had the pleasure of knowing Jill
Robinson since we began our educa-
tion at the then-Breor Elementary

School in Hatfield.
We were in the largest class to ever

graduate from the Hatfield school system.
The experience we had growing up in
Hatfield with our classmates will always
be a remembered and treasured time.

We now each have two children who
will be part of each other’s class for the
years to come. I look forward to seeing
them grow through the Hatfield school
system like we did.

Robinson would make an excellent
addition to the Hatfield School Commit-
tee. I believe her desire to improve and

advance the educational experience in
Hatfield will provide our children with
the same fondness we share for our time
in the Hatfield school system.

This is why a vote for Jill Robinson on
May 15 is important.

ALLEN BELDEN
Hatf ield

Reflects on public art
in Northampton

I appreciated the Weekend Gazette’s
editorial “Important conversation
about art.”
I love public art, and adore the simple metal

Valley scene that adds to the charm of our
truck-eating bridge and bike path.

And I’m sure I wasn’t paying attention
to whatever committees and discussions
were going on at the time, but wish I (or
someone) had weighed in on the gender
stereotypes that seeped into the towns-
folk in the scene. I see all the silver sil-
houetted men working and all the silver
silhouetted women walking babies and
dogs every time I lug my briefcase into
town for work.

And I almost always walk by a guy
with a stroller.

MIRIAM KRELL BOURKE
Nor thampton


