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From the Editors: July 2026
Identity Crisis

Last April, for the Erie Reader Book 
Club, we all read and discussed the 
novel North Woods by Daniel Mason. 
I essentially forced everyone to read 
this book because I think it is one of 
the greatest books ever written, and 
I’m not being hyperbolic. It is grand in 
its scope, but intimate, moving, per-
sonal, and deeply creative in its de-
tails. It marks the passage of time 
through one piece of land in the for-
ests of Massachusetts and tells that 
land’s story (and thus, the country’s 
story) from the beginning of America 
as we know it to the near-ish future. 
And it tells the stories of all the differ-
ent identities of America. From its wild, 
untamed, beginnings – of dense for-
ests of chestnut trees and their slow 
descent into blight, of throngs of bird-
song once so deafening that are even-
tually silenced by wildfires, of wild 
cats once stalking the land, hunted 
to the brink of extinction. And it tells 
the stories of people – of indigenous 
bravery and sadness, of agrarian mag-
ic, of lovers and sisters and ghosts – 
of doctors, teachers, builders, and 
artists. Mason shares that really, the 
only way to see the story of America 
as anything other than a tale of loss is 
to instead see it as a tale of change.

As we are all currently bearing wit-
ness to the bombastic red, white, and 
blue display of performative patrio-
tism that is America 250 this month 
– and while the current administra-
tion continues to make it harder and 

harder to feel anything close to ad-
miration for the current version of 
our country – we have only to look 
to the different identities of America 
to feel a true sense of patriotic pride. 
American pride is, at its historic core, 
based in revolution. It is based on 
celebrating the people who said “no, 
not this way,” and then fought, died, 
thought, wrote, acted, spoke, and 
worked to change America’s identi-
ty – over and over again throughout 
history. While American soldiers did it 
in 1776, countless others have done 
it in other ways since and the identity 
of America shifts, even slightly, with 
each new version, each act of brav-
ery and change.

And what of Erie’s identity? Part of 
our identity comes from our history – 
from battles, flagships, maritime tradi-
tions, choices, buildings, houses, and 
roads and those who built them. Part 
of our identity comes from our edu-
cational institutions – those which en-
lighten the minds of our engineers, 
doctors, historians, lawyers, and 
teachers. Part of our identity comes 
from our landscape – from our wild, 
untamed beginnings and from those 
who are working to conserve those 
once towering forests and uninhibited 
birdsongs. Part of our identity comes 
from our artists – painters, sculptors, 
ceramicists, writers, dancers, photog-
raphers, muralists – those imprinting 
Erie’s identity into our visual memo-
ry. Part of our identity comes from our 

hospitals and those people who ded-
icate their lives to saving the lives of 
others, to bringing care to all corners 
of our county, and to helping our chil-
dren rise out of trauma so they can 
contribute to building Erie’s future ver-
sions. 

All of the facets of Erie’s defining 
characteristics are represented with-
in these pages of what makes up the 
14th annual 40 Under 40 issue. Get 

to know what these folks are doing 
– the many doctors, teachers, build-
ers, leaders, and artists who are help-
ing to shape the version of Erie we’re 
working on becoming right now. Their 
work builds onto what has identified 
Erie for generations and contributes to 
the changes to which we can all look 
forward and in which we can feel a 
sense of true, rational, and genuine-
ly celebratory patriotic pride.

Prior to the turn of the 20th century, America was forested with dense copses of American 
Chestnut trees until a fungal blight wiped out approximately 3 to 4 billion trees. The American 
story (a microcosm of our local story), is one of constant change, revolution, and redefining 
our identity
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The New American Crisis: Common Sense
America 250 through the eyes of Thomas Paine

By: Emerson Bannon Cutri, 40 Under 40 Class of 2026

“These are the times that try men’s 
souls.” That famed line was penned by 
Thomas Paine in The American Crisis 
No. 1, written in December of 1776, a 
few months after the Declaration of 
Independence and during a very uncer-
tain war with the British Empire. Then, 
like today, we as Americans faced a ty-
rant ruling our country, and no assur-
ance on how things will end. Unlike 
then, however, our tyrant and fate is of 
our own hand. We have crises in gover-
nance, in climate, and in equality which 
hang over us like a thick fog. We are a 
nation 250 years old this year, and are 
looking back at our past for guidance. 
Paine represents some of the best of 
that history. He was a major intellec-
tual influence on the revolution, and 
his pamphlet Common Sense (writ-
ten in Philadelphia when he had only 
come over from England two years pri-
or) helped galvanize the colonies in fa-
vor of full independence. He advocated 
not just for an independent republic, 
but for true democracy and econom-
ic justice as well. His later works ad-
vocated for an early form of universal 
basic income and defended the princi-
ples of equal rights amidst the French 
Revolution. He was both an intellectual 
leader among the founding fathers, and 
had one of the most forward-facing vi-
sions among them.

Through Paine and other early revolu-
tionaries we can interpret and perhaps 
even reclaim some of that history. He 
was a major influence not just on the 
country as a whole, but on Pennsylvania 
specifically. Active in Philadelphia, his 
works were a major influence on the 
revolutionary Pennsylvania Constitution 
of 1776. That constitution sought to 
prevent aristocracy from dominating 
an upper chamber with a unicameral 
state legislature, and prevented a sin-
gle leader from gaining too much power 
by having a power shared by collective 
executive council. Both seem like fair-
ly prescient reforms today. It was un-
der this constitution that Pennsylvania 
fought the Revolutionary War, and in 
1780 Pennsylvania became the first 
of the 13 colonies to pass a law on the 
prohibition of slavery with the flawed 
but groundbreaking Gradual Abolition 
Act. 

The American Revolution, and America 
itself, has more than its share of moral 

failings and hypocrisies, but figures like 
Paine also show the long arc of prog-
ress that we fight for. He was certain-
ly not the only person in that long arc, 
and the project is not about big man 
history or putting him on a pedestal. 
We look at the whole of our history 
for guidance and context, in America, 
in Pennsylvania, in Erie. Ever more to-
wards equality, democracy, liberty, and 
justice for all. 

Ambiguity is the difference between 
reading about history and living through 
it. History flattens the human expe-
rience into a digestible, understand-
able narrative. It provides clarity which 
allows us to make sense of our past. 
Those of us in the present have no such 
luxury. We know not how this story 
ends, whether ours has a happy ending, 
or perhaps a tragedy. Life doesn’t stop 
happening – there is a profound sense 
of disconnection when you still have 
to go to work, get groceries, see your 
friends – while a crisis surrounds you. 
But there is also possibility. Characters 
like Paine have already had their stories 
written, and furthermore, they helped 
write them themselves. In our story, 
in our country, we are both character 
and author, and we can shape what 
will seem so predetermined in some fu-
ture history. We are, fundamentally, the 
same humanity that accomplished all of 
those feats which seem so impossible 
in our present state.

It is now us, in the present, who are 
bearers of the long arc. We cannot 
continue things as we have done and 
which have failed. Local sovereignty, 
direct action, a new democracy, and 
an aggressive reform of our economic 
system is needed. These crises are ul-
timately, human problems with human 
solutions. These are not small or trivi-
al tasks, but neither was American in-
dependence.

“Tyranny, like hell, is not easily con-
quered; yet we have this consolation 
with us, that the harder the conflict, the 
more glorious the triumph.” – Thomas 
Paine, The American Crisis

This essay was written as part of the 
Thomas Paine Project, an interpretive his-
tory initiative by the Erie Research Team 
looking at the progressive history of the 
American Revolution at 250 years, and how 
its lessons can be applied to civic life today.
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The Reader Beat Recap: July 2026
A summary of June meetings

By: Alana Sabol

The Reader Beat aims to cover city 
and county council meetings as 
well as other important government 
and community-related meetings. 
The following is a summary of each 
meeting for the month of June. 

County Council June 2: Nearly 
all of the comments by constitu-
ents touched on the disbanding 
of Erie County Re-entry Services 
and Support Alliance (ECRSSA) 
that council passed without a sec-
ond reading on Feb. 26. Constituent 
Cyndi Treiber stated her concerns 
about the lack of ironclad reasoning 
for disbanding the program and re-
instating it under the Adult Probation 
Department. For example, Treiber 
said, there have been claims that 
ECRSSA did not have any intensive 
care resources. “Four hundred and 
fifty of 600 clients in 2025 were in 
intensive care management receiving 
human services assistance like drug 
and alcohol therapies, mental health 
treatment, and obtaining birth cer-
tificates,” she said. Constituent Jen 
Paulson encouraged council to take 
action to build back public trust. “Halt 
the transfer pending a public review, 
release all meeting records and fi-
nancial documents, open a proper 
procurement process, and commis-
sion an independent audit of the pro-
gram’s finances,” Paulson said. Paul 
Gambill, a reentry specialist for over 
20 years, was involved in the ear-
ly stages of ECRSSA and expressed 
his confidence in the team of peo-
ple who came to run the program lat-
er. “You listened to other folks about 
why the programs weren’t working. 
No one at this table called me. You 
didn’t ask other folks like me who ac-
tually know,” Gambill said. 

An ordinance for a 2026 Appointed 
Official Salary for a Full-Time 
Assistant Public Defender was 
motioned to a second reading 
by Councilwoman Schauerman. 
Councilman Wertz discussed the 
importance of the public defend-
er’s office. “They’re currently sitting 
on thousands of cases that they’re 
trying to work through,” Wertz said. 
However Drexel and Copeland hesi-
tated moving the ordinance to a sec-
ond reading. They encouraged giving 

the public time to comment and re-
view the ordinance, reflecting on the 
vote to reinstate ECRSSA under the 
probation department. “Sometimes 
you make mistakes; make a judg-
ment. You think people are bringing 
you information that is 100 percent 
true,” Drexel said. “I have a definite 
problem with it being under proba-
tion; that makes zero sense what-
soever to me.” The motion passed 
5-2 with Drexel and Copeland vot-
ing no. The ordinance also passed, 
with Drexel voting no.  

Some constituents also discussed 
cellphone usage at meetings, as the 
courthouse does not allow people to 
access their phones. However, con-
stituents claimed that preventing 
people from accessing their phones 
during a public meeting violates the 
Sunshine Act. A resolution to direct 
the county executive to hold a meet-
ing to discuss this issue to allow ac-
commodations was on the agenda. 

Council discussed the resolution 
directing the county executive to 
convene relevant parties to devel-
op reasonable accommodations for 
the use of mobile devices at pub-
lic meetings held within the court-
house. Bayle and Schauerman 
argued that the council should not 
be directing the county executive. 
Copeland disagreed, saying that the 
resolution is a good step forward to 
ensure a meeting is held. “This re-
ally is a conversation that requires 
convening to make sure all of the 
elected officials are on the same 
page,” Copeland said. Ultimately, 
the resolution failed 4-3 with Bayle, 
Schauerman, Winarski, and Scutella 
voting no. 

City Council June 3: The City Council 
meeting held on June 3 at 9 a.m. in-
cluded a presentation by ECRSSA 
Program Managers Sheila Silman 
and Bob Hess on the new Erie County 
Re-entry Services and Support 
Alliance (ECRSSA) that was reinstat-
ed under the Erie County Probation 
Department on May 8. Among other 
reasons for the shift in management, 
the presenters claimed that data had 
not been recorded since 2023 under 
the YMCA’s management. Hess stat-
ed that the program is now fully up 

and running under the county, with 
three case workers and a client ad-
vocate. Hess also mentioned that the 
program will maintain the privacy of 
their clients and will not share infor-
mation with probation officers unless 
the client requests it. “The ECRSSA is 
not being run by Adult Probation. We 
are completely separate entities and 
have different purposes and com-
pletely separate staff,” he said. One 
case worker described her reason for 
joining the program, saying that her 
father and uncle were incarcerated 
for most of her life. “They were good 
people who were very institutional-
ized and didn’t know how to reenter 
society and live.” 

Constituent Michelle Dovishaw said 
the information presented about the 
ECRSSA program under the YMCA 
was inaccurate, as the data was from 
when the program began in 2016. “In 
a decade a program changes,” she 
said. Michael Keys expressed con-
cerns about the county program’s 
ability to support BIPOC clients. 
“It’s not just about the program, it’s 
whether the people you have hired 
are culturally competent to manage 
the people that they’re supposed to 
manage,” he said. “We know rep-
resentation matters.” Executive 
Director of Erie Together Mary Bula 
stated that ECRSSA under the YMCA 
focused primarily on job placement 
and it was difficult to quantify the 
impact of the program due to lack 
of data. “We knew where there were 
job placements but what about the 
rest of it? It is a holistic approach 
that we needed to be following and 
we weren’t seeing that,” Bula said. 
Consistuent Erin Mizner highlighted 
issues she has with the new ECRSSA 
and the claim that focusing on job 
placement is not enough. “If you 
have a job, all of the other stuff falls 
into place. Everything else is better 
if you can afford to live,” Mizner ex-
pressed. Director at PA Department 
of Corrections Ebony Frith disagreed 
about job placement being enough to 
keep recidivism rate low. “What we 
were looking for is maybe services 
that can help with the transition, not 
just getting a job that a lot of people 
can’t necessarily keep. There’s drug 
and alcohol and mental health issues 

and if those things aren’t addressed, 
you don’t maintain a job,” Frith said. 
Previous Senior Case Manager Allen 
Brown remarked that no one on 
council reached out to him about the 
status of reentry. “This wasn’t some 
useless agency,” he said. “We didn’t 
send people to BPS Staffing where 
they get an $8 or $9 hourly wage. 
We got them sustainable wages at 
every place we sent them and it was 
always Erie’s biggest industries that 
accepted them.”

City Council June 17: During the 
City Council meeting on June 17 at 
6:30, many community members 
filled the council chambers to speak 
out against a transphobic comment 
made by Councilman Ed Brzezinski to 
Council President Tyler Titus during 
a special meeting on June 9. After a 
brief disagreement and an exchange 
between Brzezinski and Councilman 
Horton, Titus asked for decorum and 
respect between council members. 
Brzezinski responded by misgender-
ing Titus, saying: “Yes, ma’am.” 

During Wednesday’s meeting, con-
stituents demanded professionalism 
and respect between council mem-
bers. “Whether an individual person-
ally agrees with a person’s identity, 
that’s not the issue here today. The 
issue is whether elected officials 
can demonstrate basic professional 
courtesy and respect while conduct-
ing the public’s business,” Michelle 
Dovishaw said. Speaking as a non-
binary person, Rie Witherow stat-
ed that Brzezinski’s comment did 
not appear to be an innocuous mis-
take. “It is easy for those outside of 
any marginalized community to not 
understand the dangers of micro-
aggression,” they said. “But the oc-

NEWS & OPINION
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currence of a microaggression is 
what paves the path for macroag-
gression and violence. Every day, 
our nation’s trans and queer lives 
are assaulted, targeted, and end-
ed.” According to the ACLU, 530 
anti-LGBTQ bills have been present-
ed in 2026 alone. Witherow and a 
handful of other speakers called for 
Brzezinski’s resignation, censure, 
or removal from committee assign-
ments. Speakers also requested 
a fully realized decorum policy in 
council to ensure there are guide-
lines for how to handle any future 
incidents. 

Constituent Mimi O’Conner spoke in 
tribute to a young queer person in her 
life that she lost to suicide in 2013. 
“The very bottom line is, we all have 
the right to feel respected. We have 
a right to feel safe – because words 
have power.” According to a me-
ta-analysis of nearly 1 million people, 
transgender individuals were con-
sistently more at risk of suicide and 
suicidal ideation than their cisgen-
der peers. Constituent Josh Jagger 
spoke of the Erie community’s poten-
tial for kindness in the face of adver-
sity. “We’re a city of people who dig 
each other out of the snow and check 
on each other when the power goes 
out. We do not agree on everything; 
Lord knows we never have. But we 
do not get to throw away basic hu-
man dignity the second a fight turns 
ugly,” Jagger said. 

During reports, Brzezinski did not 
address his comment or the constit-

uents. President Titus spoke about 
their thoughts and their actions go-
ing forward. “There is something 
deeply degrading about having your 
identity, your body, and your exis-
tence treated as a subject for pub-
lic debate,” they began. However, 
after days of reflection and support 
from the community, Titus said they 
remain positive about the work that 
city council can do. “I remain com-
mitted to working alongside my col-
leagues to strengthen this body. That 
includes reviewing our council rules, 

procedures, and ordinances, and 
making necessary changes to en-
sure that they reflect the values of 
our city. Healing does not happen by 
pretending harm did not occur, heal-
ing happens when we tell the truth 
about what happened.”

According to Titus, Brzezinski has 
since been removed from his com-
mittee and liaison assignments, in-
cluding Information Technologies, the 
Airport Authority, and the Convention 
Center. 

Landlords and members of the 
Apartment Association also came to 
share their concerns about two rent-
al-related ordinances on the agen-
da. These ordinances had their first 
reading and were not yet voted on 
by council. Constituent Natalie Miller 
disagreed with the city taking over 
all rental inspections. “In light of the 
$12 million deficit and cutting six po-
sitions, is now the right time to hire 
five new positions?” Miller asked. 
Randy Harris, a board member of the 
Apartment Association of NWPA, en-

couraged council to find a solution 
with BIU Pennsylvania instead of cre-
ating a city department to inspect 
rental properties. “If the city needs 
better access to data, let’s negoti-
ate better reporting requirements for 
BIU,” Harris said. “I would encourage 
council to slow down and ask a few 
important questions before moving 
forward.”

C o u n t y  C o u n c i l  J u n e  2 2 : 
Constituents continued to discuss the 

ECRSSA transfer to the county un-
der the Adult Probation Department. 
Constituent Cyndi Treiber said 
that she attended a Department of 
Human Services meeting to discuss 
how the transfer has gone thus far: 
“Everybody in that room admitted 
readily that there have been gaps 
in services, that it was probably not 
done right, that they are struggling 
to make it run right.” Constituent 
David Uhlig spoke about the coun-
cil needing to commit to transpar-
ency. “I’m waiting for this council to 
revisit the ECRSSA decision as three 
of you have expressed regret about 
your apparently ill-informed decision. 
At the very least, you owe it to your 
constituents to fully examine the de-
cision.” 

County Executive Vogel announced 
that Erie County Community College 
has received Title IV funding to ad-
minister Pell grants to eligible stu-
dents. “That’s all dollars that are 
going to go to help people train for 
better jobs. And any money that they 
get in excess of what would pay for 
tuition goes back to the students,” 
Vogel said. 

An ordinance appropr iat ing 
$614,508 for additional revenue re-
ceived from the PA Department of 
Drug and Alcohol passed unanimous-
ly. 

Coming up this month: 
City Council: July 1 at 9 a.m.
City Council: July 15 at 6:30 p.m. 
County Council: July 21 at 6 p.m.
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“We’re a city of people who dig each other out 
of the snow and check on each other when the 
power goes out. We do not agree on everything; 
Lord knows we never have. But we do not get 
to throw away basic human dignity the second a 
fight turns ugly.” – Constituent Josh Jagger
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Edwina Tries… Joining an A Cappella Group
Singing along with the Flagship City Chorus

By: Edwina Capozziello

I have always loved to sing. I first re-
member singing in church and short-
ly thereafter, to Kool and the Gang, 
the Dream Girls soundtrack, and 
Earth, Wind and Fire. I had a brief for-
ay back into a church rock band in 

my early 20s, but for the most part, 
it’s been just singing in the shower 
for me. When I saw the local Sweet 
Adelines Chorus posted something on 
social media comparing themselves to 
The Jazzagals from Schitt’s Creek and 
were open to membership...I knew I 
needed to try it out.

Sweet Adelines International has 
made a recent name change to 
SingUnited International. The local 
chapter is still called Flagship City 
Chorus and is made up of women who 
are grouped by voice into barbershop 
and a cappella harmonies. SingUnited 
prides itself on being inclusive and 
non-audition in style. According to 
their website (singunited.org), they 
believe in singing for well-being and 
raising money for local charities.

When I visited, I was greeted warmly 
by the existing members, introduced 

to the group leader, Kim Ackerman, 
and placed into the bass section. 
In all-female choruses, the basses 
sing an octave higher than standard 
bass parts. We sang some traditional 
Americana songs, some hymns, and 
a rousing rendition of “All About That 
Bass,” the Meghan Trainor bop that 
takes on new meaning in this setting. 
I was provided sheet music with lyrics 
and jumped right in. It was a little in-
timidating because these women are 
having fun but also take music very 
seriously, many with the ability to read 
sheet music and with strong and love-
ly voices.

By the last couple of songs, I was 
singing less and listening more. The 
ladies applauded my efforts, each 
told me a little about themselves, 
and invited me back. They discussed 
their upcoming performances at local 

events and marked their calendar for 
a holiday show in December. I thor-
oughly enjoyed my time with them.

There is a yearly membership fee 
to join, with discounted rates for 
those under 25. If you are looking for 
a creative outlet that involves sing-
ing, camaraderie, and entertaining 
the public, you should definitely go 
and visit the local Adelines. Tell them 
Edwina sent you!

SingUnited Flagship City Chapter (former-
ly Sweet Adelines) // Immanuel Lutheran 
Church Lower Level, 1002 Powell Ave. // 
Mondays, 7 to 9 p.m. // singunited.org

Edwina is Erie’s (self-proclaimed) biggest 
fan who loves being a tourist in our own 
town. If you have an idea of something 
new she should try you can email her at 
edwina.capozziello@gmail.com

Sing along with Edwina this month as she 
steps out of her comfort zone and into 
the rehearsal space of Erie’s Flagship City 
Chorus, the local chapter of SingUnited 
International (formerly the Sweet Adelines), 
a global a cappella organization.

Bird of the Month: Gray Catbird 
Birds that meow (and are sometimes legends)

By: Mary Birdsong

You hear a series of whistles, chat-
ters, and squeaks all delivered in rap-
id sequence emanating from a shrub. 
You may also hear another bird that 
sounds somewhat like a Northern 
Cardinal or American Robin. If you 
don’t know what you’re hearing, just 
wait. A Gray Catbird will always give 
itself away with its signature squeaky 
meow call, from which it received its 
name.

Indeed, the Gray Catbird has quite a 
versatile vocal vocabulary. According 
to Cornell’s Birds of the World, “Part of 
this ability stems from the structure of 
its syrinx. Both sides of this vocal or-
gan are able to operate independent-
ly.” Meaning the Gray Catbird can sing 
with two voices at the same time.

Although many may call Gray 
Catbirds drab in appearance, I prefer 
to call them understated in their plum-
age. They are overall gray in color and 
sport a narrow black cap. To spice 
things up a bit, they have a splash of 
rusty red hiding in what are called the 
undertail coverts, which is the set of 
feathers under the tail.  

They spend their summers nest-

ing across much of the United States 
and southern Canada, excluding the 
American Southwest. They are reg-
ular nesters in our area. In fact, one 
has nested in or near our backyard 
for a few years now, meaning they 

are a relatively easy bird to find since 
they occupy a variety of habitats from 
forest to urban spaces. They win-
ter along the Gulf Coast of the U.S. 
as well as in the Caribbean, Central 
South America, and a small portion of 
Colombia.

They choose living shrubs, trees and 
vines for their nest, which the female 
mostly builds. Typically, the nest is 
about 4 feet off the ground but some 

have been found as high as 60 feet 
up. Their clutch can be anywhere 
from one to six eggs but three to five 
is found most often. They feed their 
nestlings insects and fruit, the same 
foods the adults eat.

Although common and mostly anon-
ymous, some local Gray Catbirds are 
more famous than others. At the EBO 
banding station, Momma Catbird is 
a legend. Per Laura-Marie Koitsch, 
EBO’s banding manager, she was 
banded in May of 2018 as a “sec-
ond-year bird,” meaning she hatched 
in 2017. Banders have welcomed her 
back every year. “She returns ev-
ery spring around the same date she 
was banded and, in the fall, we usu-
ally catch her in the first week of 
September.” They know she’s a local 
breeder since she most often has a 
brood patch, a featherless area of skin 
on the abdomen of the bird that helps 
warm the eggs and nestlings. 

“At a known age of 9, Momma 
Catbird was the oldest (known) bird 
at the banding station this year,” says 
Koitsch.  And since the longevity re-
cord for catbirds is close to 18 years, 

she adds “we are hoping she’s with us 
for many years to come.” 

Famous or not, Gray Catbirds are, 
um, the cat’s meow. 

Mary Birdsong is the lead shorebird mon-
itor for Erie Bird Observatory. Learn more 
at eriebirdobservatory.org. Mary can be 
reached at mbirdsong@eriereader.com

If you ever hear what sounds like a sad, 
stray kitten crying out in your backyard, 
it is more than likely a Gray Catbird. This 
charming bird, gray (like their namesake) 
with a narrow black cap, is a common sight 
in Erie during the summertime – particularly 
the female pictured, who has returned to 
Erie annually since initially banded in 2018.

NEIGHBORHOOD VOICES

A Gray Catbird 
will always give 
itself away with its 
signature squeaky 
meow call, from which 
it received its name.
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Take Your Beer for a Walk: Saturday Sip Circuit
Tour four local watering holes, on foot with cup in hand

By: Jeff McCullor

This column has been a regular fea-
ture in the Erie Reader for a while now 
and I think the act of taking your beer 
for a walk is really catching on. What 
if I told you there’s a guided sum-
mer walk where you and your friends 
could take a jaunt with a semi-large 
group of other downtown drink en-
thusiasts? And what if I also told you 
this organized walk featured multi-
ple stops that served you some of 
the best drinks downtown, then en-
couraged you to walk on to another 
next stop?

Well friend, you’re reading the right 
words! The all-new Saturday Sip 
Circuit is custom-built for you! We’re 
going to zip through a walking tour 
that was designed to do exactly what 
this column does – hit some local 
stops, with local people, and drink lo-
cal stuff along the way. Organized by 
the fine folks at Erie Food Tours with 
some light planning from four down-
town libation factories, this Circuit 
contains four distinct stops and of-
fers trivia and quick games along the 
way as participants hoot and/or hol-
ler along. Oh, but what if you wanted 
to make bottle or 4-pack purchases at 
any point during the foray? A custom-
ized wagon accompanies the group, 
freeing you up to high-five your tour-
mates as much as you want.

So let’s go? Oh yes, let’s go. 
Our first stop will be the Brewerie at 

Union Station. We’ll gather at the bar 
inside the front door of Erie’s original 
train station at 123 W. 14th St. Here, 
new-ish owner Jessica Warren and 
brother in-law Tate Warren will give 
you a guided tasting tour through 
samples of your choice plus a beer 
batter fried pickle and a braised beef 
taco. It’s fitting to start the tour here 
inside this building as it served as the 

origin of Erie’s craft beer scene, start-
ing with Erie Brewing Company, orig-
inally known as Hoppers Brewpub, 
in 1993. Since 2006, the impres-
sive space has been known as The 
Brewerie at Union Station, crank-
ing out beer, events, and even soda 
pops to the masses. Cheers to you, 
Brewerie!

With a half pint (it’s a short walk) 
of Hopness Monster in your hand, 
we’ll exit the Brewerie, heading east 
two blocks to State Street. Cross the 
street and turn left, heading north 
and ending up at 1213 State, home to 
Luminary Distilling’s Cocktails & Bottle 
Shop. Here you’ll chat with owner Joel 
Normand, where he’ll share stories of 
their origin in Summit Township and 
how cool it is to make booze for a 
living, all while sharing at least one 

cocktail and an expertly-heated pep-
peroni ball. Luminary moved into this 
new space at the end of 2025 and 
it’s quite the looker. The iron spiral 
staircase is arguably the star of the 
show, leading imbibers to an upper 
deck that overlooks the whole space. 
Or you can choose to sit bar-side 
with the garage door open in warmer 
months; it’s all flexible. Cheers to you, 
Luminary Distilling!

Next stop, Lavery Brewing Company. 
With (ahem) a beverage in-hand, the 
tour will follow State Street north, 
crossing 12th Street, to head west 
two blocks, landing at 128 W. 12th St. 
The tour will occur in the back pro-
duction space, where owner Jason 
Lavery will guide you through two dif-
ferent beers of your choice alongside 
chips and guacamole. As the found-
ing brewer, he’ll walk you through the 
brewery layout, how their system is 
unique to their space, give a quick 
tutorial on the venerable Wild Goose 
canning rig, and how their business 
expanded multiple times, taking over 
the entire ground floor of the building. 
Cheers to you, Lavery Brewing!

Erie Ale Works is the next and final 
stop on the Circuit. Your tour guide 
will lead the group, beer-in-hand, 
slightly north to West 11th Street, 
heading west three long blocks until 

hitting the intersection of West 11th 
and Chestnut streets. From here, 
make your way one short block north 
to the front door. The garage door is 
usually open this time of year with the 
tour group reception area set up in the 
back near the brewhouse. Opened in 
2014, EAW underwent one large ex-
pansion in early 2020 and has been 
cranking out the hits ever since. Your 
tour will include three 5-ounce sam-
ples and a bag of Utz chips. Usually 
a food truck is onsite for extra food. 
Jeff McCullor (hi, that’s me) will be 
the guide through the brewery his-
tory, the process, and the beers. 
Afterward, the Saturday Sip Circuit is 
officially over and you’re free to roam; 
I’d recommend taking at least a half 
pint along!

If you’re interested in walking along 
the Saturday Sip Circuit, simply visit 
eriefoodtours.com and reserve your 
spot online. Tickets cost $52 per 
person, with discounts available for 
groups of eight or larger. The next two 
are scheduled for Saturday, July 11 
with an August date still being ironed 
out at press time. It’s fun; trust me, I 
do this for a living!

Jeff McCullor is the co-owner of Erie 
Ale Works. He can be reached at jeff@
eriealeworks.com

NEIGHBORHOOD VOICES

If you’ve taken Jeff McCullor’s regular walks, you know that the beer is generally optional. This month, the beer is the point! Join the latest tour 
on the docket from Erie Food Tours called the Saturday Sip Circuit and visit four different libation stations within a casual mile-long stroll.
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Gem City Style: Dr. Ferki Ferati, The Long Way Home
A 40 Under 40 catch-up

By: Jessica Hunter

Dr. Ferki Ferati has brought a former President of 
the United States to Erie. Then he brought anoth-
er one. He has brought Nobel laureates and some 
of the most consequential minds of our moment to 
a mid-sized city on the edge of a Great Lake, and 
then stood back and watched Erie pull its chair in 
close and listen.

Twenty-seven years ago, it was Erie that took him 
in.

That is the thing I keep turning over about Ferki. 
The man who now brings the whole world to our 
doorstep was once carried to that same doorstep 
with almost nothing, a refugee whose family had 
circled four American cities on a form and ended 
up in none of them. To understand the Jefferson 
Educational Society, the Global Summit, the lead-
ers he has quietly helped grow, you have to start on 
a farm in Kosovo, with a boy who did not yet know 
the world could be any better than it was.

He was on the cover of this paper’s very first 40 
Under 40 issue, at age 29 back in 2013. When I 
asked what that meant, he did not reach for the 
easy answer.

“I don’t believe I deserved it back then,” he told me. 
“And I still kind of don’t believe I deserved it.” But it 
told him, he said, that he was at least pointed in the 
right direction, and that he should keep going. Keep 
swimming, was how he put it. And then, almost to 
himself: “We’ve swam pretty far.”

Take me back to the farm, I said. What was that 
life like?

“I was a boy,” he said. “And quite frankly, Jessica, 
I didn’t like my life.” They were poor in a way that is 
hard to render on a page in a country as comfort-
able as the United States. He remembers the winter 
of 1991, just before the family left for Sweden, when 
the food simply ran out. His father brought a guest 
home and asked his mother to make dinner, and his 
mother had to say there was nothing to make din-
ner with. The only cow they had died giving birth.

“Right? Died giving birth,” he said. “And we had 
nothing.”

He was 9 years old.
His father is the hero of his story, and he says so 

without hesitation, in a way that makes everything 
he has built since sound small to his own ear. His 
dad had been a foreman at a zinc refinery. When 
the regime forced the Albanian leadership out and 
installed its own, his father was one of the first nine 
men to walk off the job. The next day, he says, 
50,000 people walked out behind them. “That’s how 
the revolution started,” Ferki says. “Everything I’ve 
done pales next to the sacrifices he made.”

They had a single television back on the farm. 
Through it, this boy in Kosovo built a picture of 
America, and the picture was utopia. “It was Miami 
Vice,” he says, laughing. “And Dynasty. That was our 
idea of reality in America.” Don Johnson and shoul-
der pads. He understood the U.S. from programs, 

not as a place a person could actually go.
Then the family left for the first time. They spent 

two years in Sweden, and Sweden opened a door in 
his head. This was the early ’90s, years before the 
war most people picture when they hear Kosovo. 
They had gone for the oldest reason there is, be-
cause there was no food and no work, the way many 
Kosovar families were quietly leaving in those years, 
heading west toward something better. He watched 
the 1992 American election unfold on the news 
there, and found himself, a boy with no stake in any 
of it, quietly rooting for Bill Clinton, the challenger, 
simply because he didn’t want to cheer for who-
ever was already in charge of the world. “I wanted 
change,” he says. What Sweden actually taught him 
was bigger than any candidate. “Oh,” he remembers 
thinking. “You mean people have a say in what hap-
pens around them?”

And then they went back. That is the part that sur-
prises people, because we tend to picture a ref-
ugee’s path as a single straight line out. His ran 
the other way first. The family returned to Kosovo 

around 1994, the money they’d made was gone, and 
a teenage Ferki went to work to make more, sell-
ing cigarettes bar to bar and table to table for about 
three years. He was building a life in the country 
he’d been born in.

Then, at the end of the decade, the war came. And 
this time, leaving was not a choice. 

When I asked how his family ended up in Erie, of all 
the places on earth, he stopped me before I could 
even finish the romance of the question.

“This is why you shouldn’t make it about where 
you want to go,” he said. “It’s a study in letting the 
world come to you, and seeing where you can go.” 
And then, plainly: he had never heard of a place 
called Erie in his life. 

What happened was this. After the war, the fami-
ly landed at Fort Dix, the New Jersey military base 
where the United States was processing thou-
sands of Albanian refugees that President Clinton 
had cleared to come. And here Ferki insists on say-
ing the part that many people in his position would 
let slide. 

NEIGHBORHOOD VOICES

Jessica Hunter catches up with Ferki Ferati this month – Kosovar refugee, doctor of education, original 40 Under 40 class 
alum, and president of the Jefferson Educational Society.
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“We were lucky that we were white refugees,” he 
says. His friend Felix spent 19 years in a refugee 
camp. Ferki spent six weeks there. “You know why? 
The color of my skin.” He brings it up, he says, every 
chance he gets, because he had something work-
ing in his favor that doesn’t work for so very many 
of the world’s refugees, of whom there are tens of 
millions. “We should always pay attention to why 
I got here so fast,” he says, “compared to some-
body from Sudan who waits 20 years for clearanc-
es.” It is the rare immigrant success story told by a 
man insisting you notice the unfairness that helped 
speed it along.

At Fort Dix, they were asked where in America 
they wanted to live. The family circled the only 
names they knew from the movies: New York, Los 
Angeles, Miami, Washington. Then a man named 
Mike Murnock, who ran the International Institute 
of Erie, told them something that changed every-
thing by accident. New York, he said, is only 30 min-
utes away.

He meant New York State. He meant Erie’s corner 
of it. Ferki, who didn’t know “New York” could mean 
anything other than the city he had seen in films, 
heard only that Erie was 30 minutes from Gotham. 
Thirty minutes away sounded perfect. So they came.

“And my first thought,” he says, “was, oh, they 
played a trick on us.” Just a quiet, lakeside city that 
was about to become the rest of his life.

People showed up for him here – reporters from 
the Erie Times-News interviewed the family, the 
folks at the International Institute, an interpreter, an 
Albanian ambassador. He had taught himself English 
already, in Sweden and from the movies, and he is 
quick to point out, with a grin, that he is “of course, 
still learning English, by the way.” Twenty-seven 
years later.

He loves Erie. He says it simply and often: “It’s giv-
en me everything I have.” But when I asked whether 
there was a single moment when Erie stopped being 
the place he accidentally landed and started being 
home, he gave me the most unguarded answer of 
the afternoon, and it was not a clean one.

“Every foreigner has to realize one thing,” he said. 
“At one point you’re going to be too foreign to go 
back, and still foreign here.”

That is the line I keep coming back to. He has lived 
in Erie for 27 years and he is not sure the transi-
tion has finished happening inside his head. He goes 
back to Kosovo and speaks, he says, like an eighth 
grader. He comes home to Erie and he still has an 
accent. “So where do I fit in?”

I told him, gently, that from where I sit he seems 
to fit in everywhere.

“Yeah,” he said, turning it over. “It’s quite poetic. I’m 
a chameleon. I make my place wherever I go.” Back 
in Kosovo, he can swim with the people who left 
school at 14 and with the professionals both. Here, 
the same. A man who can move through any water.

And there it is. The boy who was told to keep 
swimming has become a man who can swim any-
where, in any company, in any country, precisely 
because he has never fully belonged to one shore. 
The thing that aches in him is the same thing that 

makes him extraordinary.
Which brings us, finally, to the work, and to the 

second thing Ferki cannot stop talking about. If the 
first half of his life is a man learning to swim across, 
the second half is a man building ladders, so other 
people don’t have to.

He came to the Jefferson Educational Society 
(JES) almost by accident, the way he came to ev-
erything. It was 2007, he was fresh out of college 
and couldn’t find a job, and the recession was about 
to make that much worse. A group of Erie’s civic 
dreamers, people like Joyce Savocchio and Tom 
Hagen, had been talking for years about building a 
real think tank in Erie, and they hired this young in-
tern to research how the best ones worked.

He fell in love with what he found. Brookings. 
Chautauqua. The 92nd Street Y. The whole idea of 
civic learning, of a town taking its own intellectual 
life seriously. “Oh,” he remembers thinking. “This is 
where it’s all happening.”

The conviction underneath it is pure Ferki, and it 
traces straight back to that boy on the farm. “The 
bed you sleep in, you should make very nicely,” he 
told me earlier, “because this is where you’re going 
to sleep, day in and day out. That’s how I saw this 
community. What can I do to make it better?” He 
learned it, he says, from his parents and his grand-
parents: wherever you are, you try to leave it better 
than you found it. He chose to make his bed in Erie, 
so he has spent his life making it nicely.

The JES’s whole premise, he says, is importing big 
ideas to our little corner of the world, on the con-
viction that Erie deserves to learn from the best 
minds alive. The vehicle is the Global Summit, the 
JES’s marquee speaker series every fall, the rea-
son a lake city this size keeps landing on the trav-
el schedules of people who could speak anywhere. 
So he built a deliberately complicated machine for 
choosing them. There is an educated steering com-
mittee. There is the doctorate he went and earned 
specifically to learn how to do this well. And there 
is one rule he treats as sacred: money and the se-
lection of speakers never touch.

“I don’t go to sponsors and ask them what the 
product should look like,” he says. The JES decides 
who the community needs to hear, and only then 
brings that slate to the people who fund it. The se-
cret, he says, is to host conversations that even 
the most powerful people in the room might find a 
little uncomfortable, and to trust that an audience 
can handle it. “My biggest teacher,” he says, “is the 
Jefferson audience.” They have told him, again and 
again, that they want to hear points of view that are 
not their own. In an age of echo chambers, that may 
be the most radical thing about the place.

He has hosted something like 1,500 speakers, so 
asking him to name one that changed him is a little 
unfair. He named a few anyway.

James Fallows, he said, came and spoke about civ-
ic duty, and about a hard, beautiful idea: that your 
own success is not the same as your community’s 
success, and that sometimes you have to spend the 
first on behalf of the second. One of the scientists, a 
man in a Mr. Rogers cardigan, told a room with chil-
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dren in it that math is like a muscle, that most peo-
ple are afraid of it, but that anyone who works at a 
thing will get good at it.

And then there was the urbanist Bruce Katz, who 
came to Erie and said the sentence Ferki repeats like 
a man holding up a match. Nobody is coming to save 
Erie. So you had better do it yourselves.

“That lit a fire in this community,” Ferki says, and 
you can hear that he believes the development re-
shaping Erie right now traces back, in part, to that one 
talk. It is also, not coincidentally, the entire philoso-
phy of the man telling me the story. Nobody came 
to save him, either. He made his place. Now he is in 
the business of helping a whole city make its own.

Which is where the ladders come in. I came up 
through the Jefferson Civic Leadership Academy 
myself, so I asked him about it a little selfishly. He 
built it, he says, because of an uncomfortable truth 
about his own rise: the connections that let him into 
Erie’s civic life, he got by accident.

“If I hadn’t made those connections,” he says, “it 
would never have happened.” So his whole question 
became: how do you make it not an accident? How 
do you build the ladder on purpose, and hand it to 
everyone with the appetite to climb? He reaches, of 
course, for Thomas Jefferson, who wrote long ago 
about a “natural aristocracy,” the idea that talent and 
drive are scattered everywhere, even when oppor-
tunity is not. Ferki’s life work is closing that gap. A 
World Bank report he read put it bluntly: a commu-

nity that refuses to build that ladder will never be-
come what it could be.

And when I asked what someone walks away from 
the Academy with that they couldn’t get anywhere 
else, he laughed and offered me the secret sauce. 
“There is no secret sauce,” he said, “except getting 
people together.” He means it as a philosophy. He 
distinguishes, in his scholarly way, between human 
capital, the skills you can teach a person – welding, 
banking, insurance – and what he calls social capital, 
the trust and connection that form when you simply 
put people in a room together. Our society seems to 
have learned to respect the first, he says, and to ne-
glect the second. “We are social animals. We’ve con-
vinced ourselves we’ve graduated into something 
that isn’t social. I don’t believe that’s true.”

The most revealing thing he said about why he 
does any of it came near the end, when I asked what 
the young man on that 2013 cover would find most 
surprising about the man he became.

“That I am so righteous about improving the lives 
of people in a disadvantaged situation,” he said. And 
then, more quietly than anything else he told me: 
“Secretly, I’m there myself.” He doesn’t worry much 
about himself. What he wants is the ladder. He has 
found that on the east side of his own adopted city, 
there are far too many people for whom the ladder 
to prosperity isn’t even visible. He has spent his life 
trying to make it visible.

I asked him, last, about the Erie he is working to-

ward. The one he wants his sons to inherit. He an-
swered with a question of his own.

“Why did the Middle East, once the cradle of civ-
ilization, fall behind the West?” Because, he said, it 
spent centuries running its societies at half capac-
ity, excluding its women. “And as long as we keep 
excluding New Americans, and Black people, and 
other minorities, and the people who live in Albion 
and Union City and in other very small communities,” 
he said, “we’re never going to be our best selves.”

So his hope for Erie is not really about himself at all. 
It is about the next person, with more power than he 
has now, still working on that same unfinished thing. 
He even framed it as a wish for his own life: that the 
man he is 15 years from now is closer to the man he 
is today than to the boy he was 15 years ago. Still 
pointed the right way.

You have seen him on that stage, bringing the 
world to Erie. What I hope you see now is the lon-
ger story underneath it. A boy who didn’t fit on ei-
ther shore, who decided the answer was not to find 
his place, but to make one. And then to make room.

You will find him again this fall, where you always 
find him: at the Global Summit, off to one side of the 
stage, making room for someone else to be heard. 

Gem City Style is a monthly column featuring an intimate 
profile of someone making a creative impact in Erie. If you 
or someone you know would make a good fit for a future 
Gem City Style, email jessica@eriereader.com
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Edwin Garnet Riley: The Humble Preacher, Poet, and Painter of Northwestern Pennsylvania
An Oil Region legacy that lives on

By: Jonathan Burdick

Edwin Garnet Riley was a preach-
er, poet, painter, essayist, histori-
an, husband, and father in Titusville, 
Pennsylvania. In 1948, the Oil City 
Blizzard called him the “Titusville poet 
and narrator of facts and tales of leg-
endary lore.” The Pittsburgh Post-
Gazette called him a “poet-historian.” 
In 1958, the Titusville Herald noted 
newcomers to the city were always 
asking “Why, is this Mr. Riley?” In re-
sponse, they gave Riley, now 78 years 
old and containing “a vast wealth of 
lore” about the Oil Region, a chance to 
introduce himself in an autobiograph-
ical sketch.

“I have lived a long and somewhat 
eventful life and my experiences have 
been many and varied and sometimes 
critical,” wrote Riley. “I have seen men 
come and go. I have seen men rise to 
affluence and office and then be re-
duced to abject poverty over night,” 
he continued. “I have always been in-
terested in community life and its ac-
tivities and have always seemed to 
gravitate toward the public.”

Indeed, the Titusville community 
was central to Riley’s life. He was born 
there on Sept. 5, 1880 to Ephraim and 
Anna (Burch) Riley. Ephraim was born 
in Macon, Georgia in 1856 while Anna 
was born in New Haven, Connecticut 
in 1858. Accounts vary, but most in-
clude that Ephraim escaped antebel-
lum-era enslavement as he made his 
way to Cleveland, Ohio and then to 
Oil City where he worked as a brick-
layer. Some of Anna’s family arrived in 
the region during the Oil Boom. Before 
she moved to Pennsylvania, she had 
a daughter, Emma Gertrude. After her 
arrival, she then met Ephraim and they 
were soon married. Together, they 
had three children: William, Frances, 
and Edwin. The children attended 
Titusville High School. Upon gradu-
ation, Edwin then attended Howard 
University in Washington, D.C. before 
returning to Titusville. 

On Aug. 2, 1906, Riley married Sarah 
Newsome, daughter of Darius and 
Mary (Lamb) Newsome, of Pittsburgh. 
Their oldest, Gerrit, was born the fol-
lowing year. They had six more chil-
dren: Felicia (b. 1909), Constantia 
(b. 1911), Portia (b. 1913), Phyllis (b. 
1916), Edmonda (b. 1918), and Merlyn 
(b. 1923).

The family resided at 126 S. Brown 
St., on the corner of Spring and 
Brown, in a homestead they called 
Sunnynook. Edwin served as an as-
sistant pastor at the Titusville Trinity 
African Methodist Episcopal (AME) 
Church. He also traveled on be-
half of John Jefferson Smallwood’s 
Temperance Industrial and Collegiate 
Institute to raise funds for the school-
ing of Black youth. During these trav-
els, he met and spent time with Susan 
B. Anthony and other popular civil 
rights and suffrage activists. 

He’d also been writing from a young 
age. It wasn’t long into adulthood be-
fore he was well-known for his poet-
ry. In fact, the Titusville Herald made 
it in an unofficial policy that his would 
be the only poems published in their 
newspaper as “they were always of 
such high quality.” His poetry often 
focused on Titusville history, plac-
es around the city, and the people 
who inhabited it. He often memorial-
ized lives of recently deceased with a 
poem published in the Herald as well 
as a yearly Christmas poem. 

In 1936, after having some of his 
work published in two different an-
thologies, he was compliment-
ed for the “excellence of his work” 
as a poet. Some of his poems were 
even recited over New York City ra-
dio by the Rockefeller Foundation. 
As historian Jessica Hilburn, author 
of Hidden History of Northwestern 
Pennsylvania, described it in her sto-
ry on Riley: “Edwin Garnet Riley quick-
ly earned a reputation for his detailed 
memory, excellent writing, straight-
forward style, and earnest craft.”

The following year, he released 
“Sparks from the Anvil,” a 32-page 
pamphlet of 44 different poems. 
“There is food for thought in each,” 
the Titusville Herald stated. Copies 
made their way around the country, 
including to a critic at the Indianapolis 
Recorder who described Riley as “reli-
gious, anti-war, and an interpreter of 
homely philosophy” and “a bard who 
gives his reactions to life in rhymed 
cadences” who would “appeal to 
those souls who find inspiration in the 
verses of [Detroit poet] Edgar Guest.”

Along with his poetry, he also wrote 
more straightforward narrative his-
tories and biographies. He wrote of-

ten about the Oil Boom era including 
nearby boomtowns like Pithole and 
historical figures like Edwin L. Drake. 
In the Titusville Herald, he published 
some of these histories. As he knew 
many of the historical figures per-
sonally in his younger years, for in-
stance, he contributed a multi-page 
story about many of the old hous-
es across Titusville, which includ-
ed Ida Tarbell’s childhood home and 
the Burgess House, mansion of the 
region’s first oil millionaire Jonathan 
Watson (then owned and renovated 
by Charles Burgess). 

In his poem “The Conquest of Oil” 
honoring Drake, he praised his inno-
vations and called for “a mighty cho-
rus” to “magnify the fame of Drake.” 
In a poem about Pithole, titled “Harlots 
on Parade,” he highlighted the de-
bauchery through the eyes of “men 
of vice” rushing from the saloons to 
watch a parade of scantily clad wom-
en coming down the street, adding 
that “many a man of wealth … came 
to the brothels at night by stealth.” 

In his narrative A Tribute to John 
Brown, dedicated to the famed aboli-
tionist who lived in Crawford County 
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 Edwin Garnet Riley, a preacher, poet, painter, essayist, historian, husband, and father was 
dubbed the “unofficial poet-laureate” of Titusville. So remarkable was his work that the 
Titusville Herald made it an unofficial policy that his would be the only poems published in 
their newspaper.
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for a decade, Riley called Brown 
the “greatest benefactor” of Black 
Americans. “Men have called him a fa-
natic and perhaps he was,” Riley said. 
“Any individual who scorns the hypoc-
risy of his age and follows in the path 
of truth – who rears his temple in the 
unclouded clime of the ideal, is usu-
ally thought to be a fanatic. Yet, the 
fruits of any civilization and the prog-
ress of mankind, are but the result of 
fanatical intent.”

In 1940, his sister Frances, now re-
siding in Pittsburgh, died. Like her 
brother, she had gained signifi-
cant renown and her death received 
plenty of attention. After attend-
ing the University of Chicago and 
marrying Dr. George H. Bolling, she 
founded multiple schools as well as 
Pittsburgh’s Young Women’s Friendly 
Institute. She’d also been popular lec-
turer and toured the country on behalf 
of the National Federation of Negro 
Women. The Herald described her as 
“a woman of strong and forceful char-
acter, broad of mind and deeply pos-
sessed with humanitarian instincts” 
with friends “numbered among the 
hundreds in every part of the coun-
try.” Funeral services were held in 
Titusville. 

Meanwhile, that same year, Riley re-
leased another book of poetry. This 
included 85 poems and the Herald 
said it had “a dedicated charm” and 
would “be read with interest” by all. 
Two years later, he released anoth-
er collection, Mid-Summer Reveries, 
which had poems “dealing with wit, 
sentiment and philosophy” in a way 

that was “pleasing in style, clear in 
thought and interesting.” After an-
other two years, he released a vol-
ume titled Titusville, Past and Present, 
Poems, Sketches, and Legends. In it, 
he wrote sketches and poems about 
many people from Titusville’s past. 
The book was described as “attract-
ing extraordinary attention” upon its 
publication with “unforgettable char-
acters, past and present” and “en-
hancing the historic aspect of life and 
character in this community.” 

The Titusville Herald continued to be 
impressed with his work, writing, “Mr. 
Riley has lived in this community all 
of his life and is conversant with the 
growth, progress and development of 
much that has lent charm and color to 
this business and cultural life of the 
city.” In another review, they noted 
that his poems “all indicate Mr. Riley’s 
love of beauty, his metrical exactitude 
and expression of his philosophy.”

As for Riley, he said he did not “claim 
any considerable knowledge concern-
ing the production, refining and trans-
portation of oil,” but he did “have a 
positive and first-hand knowledge of 
men and things and events associat-
ed.”

As his renown grew, he traveled and 
gave speeches. In Titusville, he was 
a usual figure present at events and 
ceremonies where he’d recite a rele-
vant poem. In the newspaper, he con-
tinued publishing poetry, often as a 
creative “letter to the editor” com-
menting on contemporary events. For 
example, he wrote “Spare of Trees” 
when it came to his attention that his-

toric trees in front of one of the Oil 
Boom era mansions were going to be 
needlessly cut down. “From boyhood 
we have fondly gazed on that en-
chanted spot,” he penned. “How sad 
if when those trees are razed we look 
to find them not.”

He also was painting more and more. 
He did portraits of his children and 
local historical figures and, by the 
1950s, added landscapes to his rep-
ertoire. His finished works were of-
ten displayed at his church and the 
Benson Library and were described 
as “attract[ing] attention for original-
ity, charm and as an example of cre-
ative energy.” When his painting of 
Edwin L. Drake, titled “Father of the 
Oil Industry,” was displayed, the Erie 
Daily Times noted their surprise at his 
newly revealed skill. “This is unusu-
ally interesting since the artist made 
no pretension of being an artist,” they 
wrote.

Sometimes his writings were sur-
prising. For instance, in 1953, follow-
ing Joseph Stalin’s death, Riley wrote 
a column about the lessons learned 
from his dictatorial rule and defended 
the United States political system. In 
context, this would have been written 
after important Supreme Court rulings 
desegregating public universities and 
in the midst of arguments on Brown v. 
Board of Education, in which the ruling 
the following year banned racial seg-
regation in public schools.

“Democracy may sometimes fall 
short in its practices, but never in its 
ideals,” Riley observed. “It has now 
and then been derelict in the per-

formance of its duty, but it has soon 
awakened to consciousness. It has 
often stumbled in its path, but to its 
great credit, it has never stumbled 
backward, but forward.” As for Stalin, 
he called him “vain” for what he saw 
as “personal ambitions and lust for 
power.” He ruled to serve himself, 
not others. 

“How much greater is it to serve 
than to be served?” asked Riley. “He 
that would be the master must indeed 
be the servant. And it is far better to 
rule by love than fear.”

In a 1954 interview, he was compli-
mented on the readability of his writ-
ing and the way in which he brought 
the subjects to life. “The Gourmet” 
was given as an example, following 
a poverty-stricken man searching 
through garbage for food after “mus-
ter[ing] up enough courage to put 
shame in his pocket and pride under 
his feet.”

Entering his mid-70s, Riley spent 
much of his time at Sunnynook at his 
desk surrounded by his library. The 
Herald reported on his “comfortable 
living room and study” that was “lined 
with books, statuary and antiques.” 
These antiques included his prized 
statue of Hebe, Greek goddess of 
youth and vitality, as well as 15 strik-
ing clocks, each ringing in unison each 
hour. He never gained wealth with 
his literary acclaim, but he and Sarah 
were content.

“I have always been a freelance 
writer and have never labored under 
any organization or auspices what(-
so)ever,” he reflected in 1958. “I have 
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never sought fame, knowing it to be 
elusive. I have never tried to win un-
due popularity, knowing it to be a 
cheap commodity.”

To Riley, along with his strong faith 
and duties as a minister, living a life 
in the arts was his life’s reward. He 
again reiterated that he never strove 
“for that which was beyond my reach” 
and didn’t desire fame or power, 
which he saw as vain – although he 
did stress that he didn’t care “any too 
much about being ruled” either. 

“I am a firm believer in individual-
ism and in individual initiative,” he 
wrote. “No man should be restricted 
in the proper exercise of his thought 
and talent. He should be given full 
opportunity to follow his own path 
and scale the mountain peak of his 
endeavor provided he does not en-
croach upon the right or prerogative 
of his fellow man.”

In 1960, Riley, now 80, the Pittsburgh 
Post-Gazette printed a story on the 
“unofficial poet laureate” of Titusville. 
He’d been invited to the city to be 
honored at a banquet held by the 
Western Pennsylvania Research and 
Historical Society.

“I’ve been a preacher most of my 
life,” Riley said. “But most people think 
of me as a poet and writer. I’ve been 
writing poetry since I was a child. My 
first subjects were nature and all its 
mysteries, but lately – since I’ve grown 
older – I’ve become more philosoph-
ic.” Or as his friends would say, Riley 
quipped, excessively talkative about 
tedious subjects. 

In “Perpetual Youth,” one of his best-
known poems, he reflected on aging: 

“I’ll grow not old in spite of years, 
in spite of toil or grief or tears; 
Something of youth shall still remain 
to garner up life’s golden grain.”
This same year, he and Sarah were 

facing pressure to sell Sunnynook, 
their home of 50 years. According 
to reports from the time, the school 
board had already purchased six ad-
jacent properties that were west of 
Carter Field and they had their eye 
on the Riley homestead so they could 
use the property as part of their 
planned campus renovations and ex-
pansion.

“The reader is made immediately 
aware that Mr. and Mrs. Riley do not 
want to leave their home,” explained 
the Titusville Herald. “The Titusville 
School District owns all the proper-
ty around it and … would like to ac-
quire the Riley property to square up 

their holdings.”
“I’m feeling quite trim,” responded 

Riley, “but I’m too old to move.”
He even wrote a poem about how he 

hoped to live the remainder of his life 
at Sunnynook. He and Sarah eventu-
ally agreed though, accepting $8,000 
for the property, and they moved to 
226 E. Spring St. a couple of miles 
away. The house was removed and 
the cellar filled it shortly after. 

In January of 1966, Edwin, now 85, 
came down with an illness. After a 
few weeks, on the evening of Jan. 
26, he died. There was an outpour-
ing of tributes and remembrances. 
“Titusville lost a man who loved this 
community,” the Herald published. 
They eulogized him as an “extreme-
ly perceptive man, witty and wise” 
who “contribute[d] much to Titusville 
lore” who also “brought up a fine fam-
ily whose friendship is valued by all 
with whom they came in contact.” 

Sarah died the following year. 
They were both buried at Woodlawn 
Cemetery. Surviving them at the time 
were their children, 16 grandchildren, 
and two great-grandchildren. Of their 
children, Portia died in 1976, Merlyn in 
1986, and Felicia and Constantia in the 
1990s. Phyllis, Gerrit, and Edmonda all 
lived to see the turn of the century.

As described in a 2001 story with 
Gerrit Riley, then 94 and selling his 
West Elm Street home, he described 
how his father had “instilled a love of 
learning and culture in his large fam-
ily,” as did his Aunt Frances, who en-
couraged people to “be well read and 
be intellectually curious.”

In 2005, the Drake Well Museum 
showcased Riley’s life and writings on 
their website in their first all-electron-
ic exhibit, titled Titusville’s African-
American Poet Laureate. The Oil City 
Derrick said his poetry was “whimsi-
cal and gentle in nature” with the abil-
ity to “capture the time and tempo of 
intervals in the oil region’s history.”

“His understanding of people, cou-
pled with his wit, produced whimsical 
poems recognizing the merits of peo-
ple from all walks of life,” the exhibit 
stated. Museum director Barbara Zolli 
admired the Rileys as “a high-pow-
ered, well-educated family.”

“My aim,” Riley once wrote, “has 
been simply to serve in my humble 
capacity.”

Jonathan Burdick runs the public history 
project Rust & Dirt. He can be reached at 
jburdick@eriereader.com
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Erie’s 40 Under 40 Class of 2026
Honoring Erie’s best and brightest movers and shakers

The Erie Reader is now on our 14th cycle of honoring 40 young individuals – folks who are doing their 
thing and in so doing, helping to make Erie a better place, giving us a stronger sense of self, making 
our area more beautiful, equitable, helpful, healthier, safer, more interesting, and more generous. 
All of the people you’ll find within these pages have chosen Erie – to either remain here or to relo-

cate here. They see our city, lift up what’s already great about it, and actively work to improve those areas 
that need it. These 40 folks, selected from amongst the hundreds of nominations submitted by our readers, 
are truly helping to shape the future of Erie and will hopefully inspire you to do the same, in your own way.

We’re so proud of these 40 folks and the 520 who have come before them and truly look forward to this 
issue each year – a breath of fresh air and, with that, the confidence of knowing that our city’s bright fu-
ture is in their hands.

So without further ado, here they are! The 40 Under 40 Class of 2026! 

Written by: Jonathan Burdick (JB), Chloe Forbes (CF), Ally Kutz (AK), Erin Phillips (EP), Alana Sabol (AS), Cara Suppa 
(CS), Amy VanScoter (AVS), and Nick Warren (NW). All photography by Jessica Hunter.

Do you know someone you would like to see in an upcoming class? Our online nominations for 2027’s class are now 
open! Just visit eriereader.com/40under40nomination

Wuji Ahmad, 33
Coordinator of New American Affairs, Mayor’s 
Office of Community Affairs

As a refugee from Eritrea, Wuji Ahmad has dedi-
cated her time to supporting New Americans in 
Erie. Ahmad came to the U.S. at just 8 years old 
and worked hard at East High School, graduating in 
the top five of her class. She went on to graduate 
with a B.A. in Criminology and Criminal Justice from 
Slippery Rock University and is currently pursuing 
an MBA in Marketing. 

Her passion for helping refugees like herself shines 
in her work as the coordinator of New American 
Affairs – she ensures refugees and immigrants 

have a voice in Erie. She oversees the Mayor’s New 
American Council, where more than 20 designated 
organizational and community members represent-
ing Erie’s various immigrant communities address 
needs and concerns, provide advocacy, and ensure 
civic engagement.

Not only that, Ahmad is a key player in keeping 
Erie’s Welcoming City certification, implementing 
changes needed to aim for a higher welcoming des-
ignation and standards.

“As a refugee, joining Mayor Devlin’s administration 
and working daily with other immigrants and refu-
gees is truly a full-circle moment; I am humbled and 
honored,” she says. “Especially in an uncertain cli-
mate and rapid changes in federal immigration laws, 
at least we’re doing our part in making sure all Erie 
residents are treated with dignity and belonging.” 

Though she plans on staying in Erie for the fore-
seeable future, Ahmad also sees herself living 
abroad, as she is an avid traveler and speaks three 
languages: English, Arabic, and a tribal Eritrean lan-
guage called Tigre. She has visited and worked in 
Poland, Malta, Egypt, and Thailand. A dream of hers 
is to one day open a restaurant with international 
dishes from different cultures. 

Whether she is working with New American com-

munities in Erie or traveling internationally, Ahmad 
uses her position to lift up others and raise aware-
ness. “As a refugee whose family was displaced due 
to political instability, war, and dictatorship, it is of 
high importance for me to use my voice and plat-
form to speak against any form of injustice or op-
pression – whether it’s local or international. If it’s an 
issue against humanity, it is our duty to be humane 
and speak up,” she says. – AS

Nadia Asif, 30
Pediatric Hospitalist, AHN Saint Vincent Hospital

The children of today will grow up and become the 
adults of tomorrow, and pediatric hospitalist Nadia 
Asif realized that truth when she herself wasn’t much 
older than a kid. “I was sure of the path I wanted to 
take to help others early on… so I started shadow-
ing physicians through a regional internship program 
at the age of 15, graduated high school at 16, and 
started medical school at age 18,” she shared, add-
ing that she started practicing at AHN Saint Vincent 
directly after finishing her pediatric residency, when 
she was just 26.

The Kent State and Northeast Ohio Medical 
University grad, who attended high school in New 
Fairfield, Connecticut, and who is also currently an 
adjunct clinical assistant professor in pediatrics at 
LECOM, is on a mission to “improve the lives of all 
children and their families in Erie by continuously 
improving how we take care of children in the hos-
pital,” Asif said. In so doing, according to her nom-
inator, she is keeping Erie kids in Erie, instead of 
sending them out to a Pittsburgh hospital, and all 
the disruption associated with that.

In addition to her passion for helping hospitalized 
children, Asif enjoys spending time with family, try-
ing new foods, exploring new parks and cities, and 
playing video games. She is a lifelong learner, who 
believes one should continuously seek out informa-
tion. Obviously, she practices what she preaches, 
having traveled to Austin, Texas to attend a pediat-
ric point-of-care ultrasound workshop, in the hopes 
of bringing that technology and those techniques 
back to Erie.

“Children are our future,” she insisted. “In order for 
Erie to be a better place, the children must be able 
to thrive.” And she is certainly doing her part to en-
sure that is so. – CS

40 UNDER 40
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Emily Bahm, 28
Operations Specialist at Knox McLaughlin Gornall 
& Sennett, P.C.

As operations specialist at Knox Law, Emily Bahm 
jokingly describes herself as “basically our office’s 
Elle Woods for operations.” While she leaves the le-
gal work to the attorneys, her role, as she puts it, is 
“organizing chaos,” encompassing nearly everything 
from project management and streamlining policies 
to improving workplace culture.

“My favorite part of my job is being able to make 
meaningful changes for my colleagues,” Bahm ex-
plained. “I do my best every day to make our office 
not only a great place to work, but somewhere you 
genuinely want to spend your days.”

A North East native and Mercyhurst Prep gradu-
ate, Bahm went on to attend the prestigious Berklee 
College of Music, graduating with concentrations 
in music business management, arts administra-
tion, and stage management. In Boston, she worked 
as a stage manager with the SpeakEasy Stage 
Company, the Huntington Theatre, and the Boston 
Conservatory at Berklee, alongside artists includ-
ing Billy Porter, Kathy Bates, Rachel Dratch, David 
Harbour, and Jesse Eisenberg.

Today, Bahm channels those experiences into 
the local arts community, volunteering with the Erie 
Playhouse as a stage manager and mentor. She is 
passionate about showing young people that there 
are many ways to participate in the performing arts 
beyond performing on stage. She is also a vocal-
ist for area churches and LGBTQIA+-centered re-
ligious events, in addition to volunteering with the 
Erie Humane Society.

Outside of work and volunteering, Bahm can be 
found enjoying Erie’s live music scene, exploring lo-
cal breweries, crafting, belting out karaoke tunes, or 
spoiling her Jellicle cat, Asparagus. Currently house 
hunting, Bahm plans to continue building both her 
life and community in Erie for years to come.

“My goal for Erie is for young adults to believe that 
our city is thriving and that there is so much oppor-
tunity to build a life for yourself here.” –NW

Emerson Bannon Cutri, 27
Urban Planner, County of Erie, Parks, Trails, 
Recreation, and Active Transportation Planning
When it comes to activism, Emerson Bannon Cutri 
is all about taking initiative. Someone strong in their 
values, Cutri, 27, is active in local politics and de-
ploys policy and research to turn those values into 
action. They are an urban planner for Erie County’s 

Parks and Recreation department and part of the ac-
tive transportation planning effort to improve con-
ditions for people walking and biking, while also 
conducting a bikeshare feasibility study, under-
standing that connectivity and transportation lead 
to economic mobility.

They are also the leader and founder of Erie 
Research Team (find that work on the Portside Erie 
Substack), are on the board of the Erie to Pittsburgh 
Trail Alliance, are the founder of the Erie Game 
Design Collaborative, and are a member of Erie 
County United.

Their work is described as quiet but consistent, 
mining fields of facts and information that promote 
the need for equality then mobilizing young leaders 
to bring that work to fruition, whether that’s a pub-
lic developer model for housing affordability or co-
operatives for economic development.

“Both my work in urban planning and activism are 

about making Erie a more livable and vibrant place 
for everyone,” Cutri said. “We are facing major chal-
lenges as a country and as a city right now, but 
these are human problems with human solutions.”

In their spare time, they explore regional culture 
through baseball games, punk shows, festivals, and 
being outdoors. They enjoy playing and designing 
tabletop games and are a big fan of cryptids and 
folklore.

Currently, Cutri is reading the Wizard of Oz novels, 
of which there are over 40, and enjoys the art of sto-
rytelling even further, through comics and animation 
like Adventure Time and Popeye. – CF

Kyle Blackmer, 37
Property Manager, Sisters of Saint Joseph 
Neighborhood Network
As property manager for the Sisters of Saint Joseph 
Neighborhood Network (SSJNN), Kyle Blackmer is 
improving life for Erieites in multiple ways. On any 
given day, he may be managing homes and commer-
cial properties, mentoring prospective homeowners, 
organizing neighborhood cleanups, installing securi-
ty systems, or helping bring public art and commu-
nity gardens to life.

“I’ve always been someone who likes to fix things,” 
Blackmer explained. “Not just properties or neigh-
borhoods, but problems that hold people and com-
munities back.”

A graduate of Northwestern Senior High School, 
Blackmer found himself repeatedly drawn to Little 
Italy and Erie’s east side throughout his 20s and ear-

ly 30s. Today, much of his work centers on strength-
ening those neighborhoods through revitalization 
efforts, neighborhood watch groups, beautification 
projects, and home ownership counseling. 

Blackmer is known to be someone who is con-

stantly trying to find ways to improve Erie. Through 
his involvement with farmers markets, property 
development, and securing grants for murals and 
public spaces, he’s making a tangible difference in 
specific communities. 

“Whether it’s sharing knowledge from my own life 
experiences, mentoring aspiring homeowners, help-
ing improve a neighborhood, or simply taking the 
time to talk with someone who needs guidance, I 
believe real change starts by meeting people where 
they are,” Blackmer stated.

Through the SSJNN’s Genesis Program, Blackmer 
assists families with home ownership. The program 
provides 12 to 36 months of mentoring services, 
helping to establish financial literacy, budgeting, and 
credit-building for new Erie homeowners.

A father of five, he’s an avid outdoorsman who 
spends what free time he has hunting, fishing, and 
catching live local music. Blackmer is active with 
the Albion Sportsman’s Club Trout Raceway and 
Nursery, helping to raise trout for local streams. 

“At the end of the day, I want to be someone peo-
ple can depend on to show up, lend a hand, or lead 
the charge,” he said. “Whatever is needed to help 
create opportunities for people and neighborhoods 
to grow and thrive.” – NW

Shannon Brown Stewart, 39
Licensed Mental Health Therapist, Clinical 
Director, OpenedEyes 

Shannon Brown Stewart has dedicated her career 
to improving mental health access, suicide preven-
tion, and community wellness throughout Erie. As a 
licensed professional counselor and clinical direc-
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tor of OpenedEyes Counseling and Mental Wellness, 
she has become a respected voice in behavioral 
health, serving the community through both clini-
cal work and systems-level advocacy. 

Originally from Amherst, New York, Stewart is an 
avid Buffalo Bills fan, graduating from Amherst High 
School and earning her Master of Science in Clinical 
Mental Health Counseling from Gannon University 
and a Bachelor of Science in Public Justice from 
SUNY Oswego. Her ability to lead while remaining 
grounded, empathetic, and community-focused 
has awarded her a Mercy Center for Women’s 2025 
Women Making History designation as well as a 
Federal Executive Board Excellence in Government 
Gold Award for efforts in Diversity, Equity, Equality, 
Inclusion and Access in 2022. Stewart is also ac-
tively involved with the nonprofits Big Brothers Big 
Sisters and Erie City Moms, co-leading a monthly 
“moms night out” group focusing on motherhood, 
mental health, and well-being.

Stewart says she is enjoying “the work from home 
mom life,” and has recently reached 6,000 support-
ers across her social media accounts (@downtown-
shannonbrown on TikTok and Instagram) where she 
posts relatable, educational, entertaining content re-
lated to parenthood, adulthood, and mental health. 
She likes to stay active mentally and physically, and 
in her free time enjoys spending time with family 
and friends, working on puzzles, reading, walking, 
rollerblading, doing yoga, and lifting weights. – AVS

Spencer Cadden, 36
Township Manager, Lawrence Park

Spencer Cadden is a man of many interests. The 
Iroquois High School grad studied history at both 
Slippery Rock University and the University of 
Pittsburgh, and is currently completing his final year 
of law school at the University of Dayton, clerking at 
McDonald Illig right here in Erie. While continuing law 
school, he is also serving as township manager for 
Lawrence Park. In this role, he’s responsible for car-
rying out and fulfilling the priorities and goals of the 
township’s elected officials along with coordinating 
public works including sewer, roads, parks, play-
grounds, and community activities. In addition, he 
creates and presents the township budget, handles 
public communications, pursues grants and initia-
tives to improve Lawrence Park, and works direct-
ly with staff, neighboring communities, and regional 
partners to solve local problems. As Cadden puts 
it, he does everything in his power to improve his 
community, from infrastructure planning to town-

ship transparency. 
“I am proud of stepping into local government 

leadership at a time when small municipalities face 
serious challenges: aging infrastructure, tight bud-
gets, and the need to modernize without losing their 
identity and their history,” he explains. “I want to do 
whatever I can to help my home reach its poten-
tial. If I can help one small part of our region have 
a government that is more transparent, more prac-
tical, more honest, and more useful to its people, I 
will count that as a success.” But, he adds, there’s 
always more to do.

In his spare time, he’s part of numerous boards and 
committees. He is a certified PIAA football official. 
He has acted in several shows at the Erie Playhouse 
(he even taught high school theater for a few years). 
He enjoys baking, cars, motorcycles, and collecting 
rare coins and books. He’s also passionate about 
creative writing, whether it’s short fiction or for his 
long-running Dungeons & Dragons campaign.

His most important role though is as husband to 
Jennifer, a physical education teacher at Iroquois 
Elementary, and father to their 7-year-old son Allen. 
“They are my whole world,” Cadden says. “I hold my 
family above everything else and, honestly, I would 
rather watch my son do endless handstands or go 
for a swim in the lake with him than anything else.” 
His perfect moment? Sitting together as a family 
around a campfire and making s’mores. – JB

Gabrielle Catrabone, 34
Director of Constituent Engagement and Special 
Events, Cathedral Prep
Building connections can be a driving force behind 
an engaged and active community. For Gabrielle 
Catrabone, that’s something she can put into prac-
tice daily. As director of constituent engagement 
and special events at Cathedral Prep, she’s become 
a vital link between the organization and its alum-
ni and supporters. By coordinating initiatives such 
as alumni weekends and large-scale fundraising 
events, she’s creating an active dialogue and help-
ing the school system thrive. 

Working collaboratively with leadership teams 
at Cathedral Prep and Mother Teresa Academy, 
she has overseen a range of events, including the 
Legacy Gala, the Rambler Golf Classic, the Athletics 
Hall of Fame celebrations, and donor stewardship 
experiences. 

An Erie native and McDowell graduate, Catrabone 
earned her degree in finance from Mercyhurst 
University. Her early professional experiences 
in banking led to roles at Erie Insurance, the Erie 
Regional Chamber and Growth Partnership, and 
Gannon University before joining Cathedral Prep. 

“I’ve learned that strong communities are built the 
same way, one person, one relationship, and one 
act of commitment at a time,” Catrabone explained. 

Beyond her work with Cathedral Prep, Catrabone 
has been active in local athletics and youth develop-
ment. A former Mercyhurst Laker midfielder, she has 
coached at virtually every level, including youth soc-
cer, Villa Maria Academy, Penn State Behrend, and 
Mercyhurst University. She also previously served 

on the board of the Erie Youth Soccer Association.
Her commitment to service extends to volunteer-

ing with the Erie Humane Society, being a member 
of St. Patrick Church, and helping with local events 
such as the Flagship City Comedy Festival. She was 
part of the Chamber’s Erie Ambassador program and 
a graduate of the Jefferson Educational Society’s 
Civic Leadership Academy.

Outside of work, Catrabone can often be found 
exploring Presque Isle, hiking at Asbury Woods 
or Wintergreen Gorge, biking Erie County trails, 
or spending time with her son and beloved dog, 
Freddy. Baseball games at Scott Park are also a reg-
ular part of family life.

Catrabone said that she has come “to realize that 
meaning in both career and community isn’t found in 
a single grand achievement, but in the daily choice 
to contribute, connect, and serve others.” – NW

Dana Dickerson, 38
Realtor, Agresti Real Estate

In a world where costs are ever-increasing, Dana 
Dickerson is working to make home ownership pos-
sible. The 38-year-old realtor for Agresti Real Estate 
is an Erie native who bought her first home in 2013, 
opening a door of possibilities. Since then, she has 
purchased 18 properties and is the landlord of 11 
currently.

She has done over $17 million in sales since be-
coming a realtor in 2021 and was named Best Black 
Realtor by Erie’s Black Wall Street and Business 
Woman of the Year in 2024 by Her Power Inc. She 
is secretary of the Erie Land Bank board and works 
to get first-time homebuyers grants to offset up-
front costs. Dickerson also hosts fix-and-flip class-
es to educate people on how to make their dream 
homes possible.

She initially went to cosmetology school thinking 
she would be a hairdresser for the rest of her life, 
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Congratulations,
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but now she’s on the path to getting her broker’s li-
cense with the goal of opening her own brokerage 
one day, living by the motto “Be a Doer.”

“Never be afraid to take that leap of faith because 
it can be the best decision you’ll ever make,” she 
said. “I strongly believe the people of Erie need to 
learn financial freedom and have the chance to own 
some real estate.”

Outside of work, she spends time with her four 
children and they love to travel, fish, boat, swim, 
ride bikes, and play board games. She also loves 
to hang out with family and friends, brunching and 
laughing. – CF

Kathryn “Kat” DiVittorio, 37
Assistant Director, Corry Higher Education Council 
// Executive Director, DiVittorio Center for Autism

Kat DiVittorio refuses to take “no” for an answer – 
when she sees an idea, she is determined to make 
it happen. At 37, the assistant director of the Corry 
Higher Education Council and executive director of 
the DiVittorio Center for Autism, Kat is a Corry na-
tive with a passion for infusing her hometown with 
resources and leadership opportunities.

Her family is at the heart of her work as her two bi-
ological children, Emily, 15, and Nicholas, 7, are on the 
autism spectrum, requiring drastically varied levels of 
support. When she struggled to find resources in ru-
ral Pennsylvania, she created the DiVittorio Center 
for Autism – an educational center for individuals on 
the spectrum and their families – and is now work-
ing to spread resource hubs to other rural counties.

Her “how can I make this better” mindset recently 
earned her recognition as the Nonprofit Partnership’s 
Young Professional of the Year and one of Mercy 
Center’s Women Making History. She is the vice 
president of the Autism Society of NWPA, treasur-
er for the Corry Chamber of Commerce, a Jefferson 
Educational Society Civic Leadership Academy 
and Raimy Fellowship graduate, an Impact Corry 
Connectivity Champion, a member of the Rotary Club 
of Erie, a Corry Area School Board Director, Uplift 
Corry Chair, Corry Emerging Leaders Fund co-chair, 
and an Athena cohort graduate.

“I believe wholeheartedly that my purpose of exis-
tence is to leave the world better and help and sup-
port as many creatures as possible, and with this in 
mind, I try to do it as often as possible,” she said.

DiVittorio is also currently running for state repre-
sentative in Pennsylvania’s District 4. In her (limited) 
spare time, she is a beekeeper and enjoys going to 
the beach and spending time with her children, in-
cluding her stepson James. – CF

DeAngelo Dixon, 29
Acting Operations Manager, Community Access 
Media (CAM Erie) // Co-Owner, Dreams Don’t Die 
Entertainment

Helping to make Erie a place where creativity and 
opportunity thrive takes passion and perseverance, 
and DeAngelo Dixon is certainly up to the task. As 
the acting operations manager for Community 
Access Media (CAM Erie), Dixon manages the day-
to-day operations while also making waves in the in-
dependent film industry as the co-owner of Dreams 
Don’t Die Entertainment, a media company that spe-
cializes in photography, film, content creation, and 
visual storytelling.

Dixon attended Central Tech High School in Erie 
and went on to earn his Bachelor of Science in 
Cinematography from Full Sail University. Leaving 
his impact on the community isn’t just delegated to 
his work behind the camera. Dixon is creating his 
legacy – serving on the board of Career and Dreams, 
Inc., a nonprofit organization working to create and 
implement impactful, relevant, education and career 
readiness programs in the community. He is also an 
ambassador for Erie’s Black Wall Street. 

“My goal is to help build a stronger creative com-
munity that inspires people to believe bigger about 
what’s possible in Erie and remind others that your 
dreams never die,” Dixon said.

Dixon recently spent time focusing on another 
Pennsylvania city as he co-produced a documen-
tary about the hit television show The Office and 
the influence it had on the city of Scranton. When 
he’s not working on films and photography, you’ll 
find him spending time with his five children (four 
of them girls) and his fiancé. – AVS

Sharnae “Shar” Dunston, 33 
Community School Director at Grover Cleveland, 
United Way of Erie County 
For Shar Dunston, community isn’t just an idea – it’s 
what drives her in every aspect of her work. As the 
community school director for Grover Cleveland, she 
is motivated every day to serve the children she 
works with and to help the community as a whole. 
“As cliche as it might sound, the children really are 
our future,” Shar said. “I want to continue to pour 
into and uplift the next generation.” 

A graduate of East High School, Dunston went 
on to earn a bachelor’s degree in social work from 
Edinboro, as well as her master’s in education with 
a focus in educational psychology. Working as the 
community school director for Grover Cleveland, 

she’s been instrumental in bringing in community 
partners to help host meaningful programs that help 
students and families learn life skills such as cook-
ing, sewing, and emotional learning. She also helped 
the school become the first to partner with Infinite 
Love Yoga to host a morning yoga club for select 
grades, turning the club into an evening event during 
Mental Health Awareness month. 

Through her work, Dunston also helps to organize 
after school programming and family engagement 
events, as well as helping families access needed 
resources and provide support to those in need. 
“This programming is so important, and I hope to 
be able to spread my passion for it throughout the 
community, so all students have access,” she said. 

Dunston’s work has extended beyond the school 

walls to her role in the community. She served as the 
keynote speaker for the Women’s United Campaign 
event, speaking on the United Way community 
school model and how it is being used at Grover 
Cleveland, giving insight into the programming 
and events as well as how they help families with 
non-academic barriers. She also sat on Nurturing 
Heart’s Big Sister panel, talking with girls in the pro-
gram about topics like self-confidence, purpose, and 
navigating girlhood. 

“I love my city and I believe that it can be so much 
more, but someone needs to stay around and do the 
work,” Dunston said. “I am ready to work!” 

Outside of school, she can be found keeping up 
with her busy 10-year-old son, spending time in the 
water, going to the gym, or just enjoying the great 
outdoors. – AK

 
Tiffany Frits, 37
Vice President, Customer Experience at Erie 
Insurance

No matter where she’s lived, Tiffany Frits has com-
mitted herself to bettering her community. At 37, she 
is an Erie native who always found herself drawn 
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back to her roots and family, eventually returning 
after a 15-year hiatus in which she worked in all as-
pects of the athletics industry.

She spent time in sports business, sports me-
dia, and streaming – namely with The Walt Disney 
Company’s ESPN and ESPN+ departments, where 
she led ESPN’s Enabled Disabilities Affinity Group 
and hosted the first-ever Mothers of ESPN pan-
el for employees with demanding careers experi-
encing postpartum anxiety and depression. She 
has also raised millions for cancer research, men-
tored veteran-owned small businesses, and facili-
tated business partnerships in premier events like 
the Kentucky Derby, UFC fights in Las Vegas, and 
Formula 1 racing.

She returned home to Erie to be with her mother 
and her grandfather, who is a disabled veteran, and 
is already embedded in the community.

She is the vice president of customer experience at 
Erie Insurance, an adjunct professor at Mercyhurst 
University in the Sports Business Management pro-
gram, a fundraiser for Shriners Children’s Hospital, 
a soccer coach, and an active volunteer.

“My hope is to slowly bring some of the perspec-
tives and experiences I gained outside of Erie back 
to the community, especially by helping create op-
portunities and connections that may not exist here 
yet,” Frits said.

She enjoys soaking up what Erie has to offer in the 
meantime, especially with her husband, Erik, and 
two daughters, Josie and Lina, plus their 6-year-
old rescue pit bull Roxy. As someone with a back-
ground in dance, she also enjoys other art forms 
like music, painting, reading, and writing, and be-
ing outdoors. – CF

Philip Fromyer, 34
Manager of Samaritan Care, Erie City Mission

Philip Fromyer, graduate of Strong Vincent High 
School where he was second team all-state in soc-
cer, is the manager of Samaritan Care for the Erie 
City Mission, helping those around Erie who are ex-
periencing homelessness get back on their feet. 
“When the guys arrive, we immediately start work-
ing on a better future,” he explains. “While we pro-
vide a warm, safe place for them to sleep and have 
meals, we also want to see them move on from the 
mission into a place they can call home.” Along with 
helping secure housing, he works to provide em-
ployment opportunities, transportation, and case-
working. 

He was part of the outreach team with Expert 
County Care Management, an experience he de-

scribed as amazing, where they pushed into en-
campments around the area. “Watching the guys 
move on from the mission into their own place, there 
is no better feeling,” he says. He works hard to make 
Erie a better place by serving people with “compas-
sion, leadership, and purpose.”

He’s also a husband and father, married to the love 
of his life for nine years and raising two children, 
Stella and Miles. He coaches his son’s sports teams 
and loves being a cheer dad for his daughter. As 
a family, they often travel together to her cheer-
leading competitions – which includes Walt Disney 
World this year, an extra special trip as it happens 
to fall during his son’s birthday week. Family time is 
important to Fromyer, so in the summer you might 
find he and his family fishing on Lake Erie, going to 
Waldameer, or simply having a backyard fire. 

In addition, he’s the director of local nonprofit 
Energize Erie alongside Ejay Fyke, where they as-
sist underserved youth through mentorship, com-
munity involvement, and programming that inspires 
confidence and growth. “I strive to be a positive role 
model and help young people realize their value and 
potential,” he says, adding that he encourages chil-
dren to believe in themselves.

“I try to make a difference each day by leading with 
service, compassion, and a commitment to improv-
ing the lives of others in Erie,” says Fromyer. “I be-
lieve everyone deserves dignity, encouragement, 
and the opportunity to move forward in life.” – JB

Kimberleigh Haslett, 28
Development and Marketing Director,  
Erie Arts and Culture

If you’ve ever needed a reminder to stop and smell 
the roses – or better yet, look at that painting or lis-
ten to that music – let Kimberleigh Haslett be the 
catalyst, as she is in so many other ways for the 
Erie community. The Warren, Pennsylvania native, 
who attended Lycoming College and emerged with 
bachelor’s degrees in psychology, art history, and 
painting, and then ended up back near her home-
town, currently serves as the development and mar-
keting director for Erie Arts and Culture (EAC), a role 
about which she is most proud. “I am surrounded by 
talented, passionate people who care deeply about 
our community, and I feel incredibly fortunate to be 
part of a team that makes such a meaningful im-
pact,” she said.

In addition to her professional work, where she 
spearheads the marketing efforts for EAC, com-
bining artistic talent, analytics, and ad campaign 

know-how, Haslett also serves on the board of CAFE 
(Cultures Arts Festivals and Events of Erie), as well 
as the Northwestern Pennsylvania chapter of AFP 
(Association of Fundraising Professionals). An ac-
tive visual artist, she has painted murals in the Erie 
Zoo and participated in the Chalk Walk downtown.

But the most important things in her life are her 
family, including her husband and two kids, as well 
as encouraging others to take pleasure in the small, 
simple things, which for Haslett includes art. “Art re-
minds us that we are all human,” she said. “Erie al-
ready has a vibrant and talented arts community, 
and I want to help ensure it continues to grow and 
thrive. A strong arts community doesn’t just make 
Erie more beautiful – it makes it more connected, 
welcoming, resilient, and full of possibility.” – CS

Jillian Heschke, 39
Director of Operations, AHN Saint Vincent Hospital

While the 40 Under 40 Class of 2026 surely consists 
of Erieites who were born here, raised here, and now 
living out their adult lives here, we simply cannot 
overlook the transplants, like Jillian Heschke, who 
has lived here since 2011 and whose contributions to 
our little tight-knit community have provided untold 
benefits for the people of this city. Heschke, who at-
tended Ambridge Area High School, Pitt Johnstown, 
and LECOM’s Bradenton, Florida campus for grad-
uate school, and now lives in Waterford, is making 
a huge difference in one of the most crucial indus-
tries today: healthcare.

She is currently the director of operations at AHN 
Saint Vincent Hospital, a highly involved leadership 
position with a significant duty to “strengthen sys-
tems that protect patients and improve access to 
reliable, high-quality care,” according to her nom-
inator.

“Working in healthcare in Erie for the past 15 years 
has shown me both the strength of our communi-
ty and the gaps we still need to fix,” Heschke said. 
“Erie healthcare is filled with good people doing their 
best every day, and I hope as a healthcare leader 
to honor what is good, while [I] fight for what can 
be better.”

In addition to her role at AHN, she also just com-
pleted her doctorate in healthcare, not only while 
working full-time, but also while raising three kids 
with her husband, and overseeing the care of her 15-
acre hobby farm (with over 20 chickens). Ultimately, 
Heschke is here to stay in Erie, saying it shaped her 
passion for healthcare leadership and challenged 
her to grow, and she, in turn, has given so much 
back to its citizens. – CS
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Knox McLaughlin Gornall & Sennett, P.C.
Erie  |  Pittsburgh  |  Jamestown, NY   
814-459-2800  |  www.kmgslaw.com

Congratulations to 

EMILY BAHM
Knox Law’s Operations Specialist

And the entire  
40 Under 40 Class of 2026!

CALL NOW 814.860.8765

Erie Reader 40 Under 40 Honoree
LECOM Behavioral Health proudly celebrates Brenton J.

Song, D.O., MSMEd, and his commitment to supporting the
behavioral health needs of children, teens, and families.

Need help finding the right support? Let the LECOM Behavioral
Health Centralized Triage and Referral Line help guide you.

CONGRATULATIONS,
DR. BRENTON SONG!
CONGRATULATIONS,
DR. BRENTON SONG!
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We are proud to congratulate our partner,
Jamie Schumacher, Esq., on her well-earned
recognition as one of Erie Reader’s 40 Under
40 for 2026. Her dedication to the legal
profession and commitment to serving the
Erie community truly sets her apart. We are
thrilled to see her hard work acknowledged
and recognized by her peers.

Call: (814) 870-7600 

or visit: macdonaldillig.com

100 State St. Suite 700, Erie, PA 16507

Congratulations to 
Jamie Schumacher 
for her 40 Under 40 
nomination! 
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Hillary Hoffman, 33
Assistant District Attorney, Erie County District 
Attorney’s Office

Since she was 6 years old, Hoffman knew she want-
ed to be a lawyer. “I loved watching Law and Order 
Special Victim’s Unit with my Mom. I’d recite the in-
tro during every episode. I thought they were abso-
lute superheroes,” she says. Years later in her 20s, 
she achieved her dream and  joined the district at-
torney’s office in 2018 after clerking for Judge John 
J. Trucilla and Judge William R. Cunningham. She 
specializes in prosecuting crimes of sexual violence 
against adults. 

A large part of Hoffman’s life and career is helping 
others feel heard. “Countless survivors fear no one 
will believe them. I am indescribably proud to repre-
sent these survivors in their fight for justice. I pride 
myself in having personal contact with each and ev-
ery survivor in a case, so they always feel seen, un-
derstood, and safe,” she says. 

Family is very important to Hoffman. She spends 
the majority of her time outside of work with fami-
ly and friends and their children. “I [devote] myself 
to making it to holidays, first days of school, soccer 
games, and watching them grow.” Her family owns 
two bars, Bruce’s Pub & Grub and Darcy’s Pub & 
Grub. They host an annual fundraiser on July 4 at 
Darcy’s to raise money for veterans.

Hoffman supports her family in other ways too, in-
cluding volunteering for the Alzheimer’s Association 
and participating in the Walk to End Alzheimer’s, as 
her family has been greatly impacted by the disease. 
Her uncle was diagnosed in 2016 with early-onset 
Alzheimer’s at just 53 years old and is taken care 
of by his oldest daughter Rylee. Rylee and Jack are 
currently embarking on the challenge to ride 100 
miles during the month of June to raise money to 
support the full-time care.

When she’s not working in the law office, she’s 
working out – fitness is a huge part of her life as 
she enjoys going to the gym and doing anything 
outdoors, including embracing Erie’s winters on her 
snowboard. – AS

Lauren Holler Sala, 33
UniServ Representative, Pennsylvania State 
Education Association
Lauren Holler Sala, an Ohio native, met her husband 
Brendan in law school at Cleveland State University. 
She never planned to leave Cleveland (“Cleveland 
or nowhere was my anthem,” she jokes), but then 
Brendan said he wanted to move back to his home-

town of Erie to practice law with his father. That 
was, she felt, a noble justification. “I took anoth-
er bar exam, moved for love, and the rest is his-
tory,” she says. Now they have a daughter, Annie 
(“my biggest joy”), a cat, Clinton, and their recent-
ly purchased forever home in the Glenwood neigh-
borhood. 

Holler Sala now serves as a UniServ Representative 
for PSEA, a “dream job” where she is a frontline ad-
vocate and consultant for local education associa-
tions and their bargaining unit members, primarily 
teachers and school support personnel. Her region 
consists of Erie, Crawford, Venango, Forest, and 
Warren counties. She’s described as a “passionate 
advocate for her clients.” 

“Every day I get to support our public education 
professionals … with respect to day-to-day em-
ployment matters, which translates to better learn-
ing environments for our students,” she says. “We 
are living in a critical time in history right now when 
it comes to public education, collective bargaining 
rights, civil rights, and fair elections.” She’s honored 
to play a “small role” with her PSEA work to “ensure 
these shared values and rights remain for genera-
tions to come.”

To say she’s embraced Erie as her adoptive home 
is also an understatement. She is involved in numer-
ous organizations around the county such as the 
Emerging Erie Fund and Erie Community Foundation. 
She co-chairs the Erie County Bar Association 
Attorneys and Kids Together program, helping stu-
dents facing homelessness or housing insecurity. 
She is a board member of Erie Arts & Culture and, 
having studied dance theater during her undergrad-
uate years, she works with Seiche Dance Collective 
as a dance artist and choreographer. She was also 
a cast member with the recent Tethered immersive 
theatrical experience. 

“We are here to stay!” she says. As for her move 
to Erie? “Best decision of my life!” – JB

Alyssa Johnson, 38
Communication and Outreach Coordinator, Erie 
County Public Library
There is no place more magical than the public li-
brary – and making folks aware of all the magic the 
library holds is Alyssa Johnson’s raison d’être as the 
communication and outreach coordinator for the 
Erie County Public Library.

Her duties range from simple to large-scale and all 
involve creation: from advertisements to full-on or-
chestration of major literacy events like the Summer 

Reading program, HistErie Week, the Winter Reading 
Challenge, and the Battle of the Books. Additionally, 
her work partners her with area schools to ensure 
that all students (especially those without access to 
a school library) get to know a little bit of that mag-
ic: by hosting tours and making school visits with 
the BookMobile. She spearheaded a pilot program 
which provides delivery services from the library to 
area public schools. She shares, “Pilot is my second 
favorite word used in my work, the first being ‘free,’ 
and I am perpetually dreaming up new ways to build 
literacy connections in our community.”

Johnson is an Erie native who attended high school 
at Collegiate Academy before earning her B.S. in 
Financial Services from Edinboro University. 

In addition to her literacy and programming work 
with the library, Johnson serves as a committee 
chair for the Lake Erie Lit Festival and is a grad-
uate of the Jefferson Educational Society’s Civic 
Leadership Academy.

Outside of her work, Johnson is a country girl at 
heart and enjoys spending time with her husband, 
children, and their many chickens, while working in 
her garden, making maple syrup, and attempting to 
do all the crafts with her kids.

Johnson has deep roots in the Erie area and plans 
on sticking around for the long haul, keeping literacy 
advocacy at the forefront. “I have a selfish interest 
in youth literacy and making pathways for our kids 
to develop a love of reading that can change their 
lives and improve their future. When we raise read-
ers, we lift the whole community.” – EP

Erin Kerner, 38 
Founder and CEO, Eventio 

If you can dream it, you can achieve it – and Erin 
Kerner is living proof of this. She’s the founder and 
CEO of Eventio, an AI-native tech startup that’s 
completely redesigning and paving the way for the 
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future of event planning. “You can build anything 
from anywhere,” Kerner said. “I want to give the 
young people in Erie a real example of what they 
can become.” 

An Erie native and Mercyhurst Prep grad, winner of 
back-to-back state championships in girls basket-
ball, Kerner attended Quinnipiac University to earn 
her Bachelor’s of Science in International Business 
and her MBA. She also excelled on that school’s 
basketball team, proving she’s been a winner all 
along. She broke into the luxury fashion business 
via an unpaid internship with Versace and went on 
to work with well-known names such as Valentino, 
MCM, and Louis Vuitton. In the decade-plus she 
spent in the fashion industry, Kerner saw incredi-
ble successes with multiple campaigns, collabora-
tions, and events to her credit. But her hometown 
was calling, and along with it an idea. 

“We’re building something completely new and 
something that will change the way events are 
planned,” said Kerner. Her company, Eventio, is 
helping individuals access the resources they need 
to bring any event to life. The business is made for 
anyone and everyone – from nonprofits to DIYers to 
professional event planners, Eventio connects peo-
ple with the vendors, tools, and inspiration to make 
it all possible. “We’re leveling the playing field for 
small vendors and making premium event experi-
ences accessible to everyone,” said Kerner.  

Her choice to start her company back home in Erie 
was intentional. “There’s no reason a world-class 
tech company cannot be built right here in Erie, and 
I plan to prove that,” she said. “Doing this from Erie 
is so important – AI can be an equalizer for small 
communities to build products that have national 
and global appeal.” 

When she’s not revolutionizing the event-plan-
ning industry, you can find Kerner cooking, enjoy-
ing basketball (more watching than playing these 
days), and renovating her 100-year-old house with 
her family. – AK

Jessica Mando, 39 
Archivist and Special Collections Librarian, 
Gannon University 

Some may look at the history of a place as some-
thing to leave behind if a community wants to move 
into the future – Jessica Mando believes that we 
should take interest in the past and its preserva-
tion, and that learning from it will help us grow both 
as individuals and as a community. 

Growing up in Erie, Mando was interested in histo-

ry from a young age and had dreams of becoming a 
librarian but never saw a direct path to the career. 
She earned her B.A. in English at Edinboro before 
deciding to obtain her master’s in library science at 
Clarion, both of which prepared her for the archival 
work she now does at Gannon. 

As the university’s archivist and special collec-
tions librarian, Mando helps to organize and main-
tain histories of both Gannon and Erie, sharing them 
with students and the community as a whole. She 
has gone beyond the call of her work to enrich this 
collection by gathering oral histories from Erie resi-
dents who donate items from their personal archives 
– histories that would likely be lost to time without 
her important work. 

Mando’s work includes presenting to students at 
the university as well as outside groups, giving them 
new perspectives on something they may overlook. 
“I’m able to connect them with Erie’s history and 
hopefully show them that they are part of a contin-
uous, living story,” she said. “I hope to inspire stu-
dents to stay here after graduation and help our 
community thrive.” 

“Being an archivist isn’t just about saving old files 
– we ensure that different voices, cultures, and his-
torical context aren’t lost to time and then provide 
access to those voices,” Mando said. “Archives can 
be a springboard to engaging with the world around 
us.” 

 When she’s not doing deep-dives into the ar-
chives, you can find Mando spending time with her 
various groups and clubs (book, bocce, and tabletop 
RPG, to name a few), making people laugh, and ful-
filling her domestic travel dream of eating ice cream 
out of tiny baseball caps at every MLB stadium (only 
26 to go!). – AK

Christopher Mansour, 35
Associate Professor of Cybersecurity, Chair of 
Computing and Information Science Department, 
Mercyhurst University

In today’s technologically evolving world, cyberse-
curity is a hot topic of conversation, and no one 
understands this better than Christopher Mansour. 
Born and raised in Lebanon, he came to the U.S. to 
do graduate work in computer engineering and en-
gineering at Villanova University (where he received 
both his master’s and doctorate). He then found 
himself in Erie at Mercyhurst University, where he 
became a founding member of the Cybersecurity 
program (which has received national recognition 
since its inception) and now serves as an associ-

ate professor and the chair of the Computing and 
Information Science department.

“Seeing students succeed, enter the workforce, 
and make an impact in cybersecurity has been in-
credibly rewarding,” he said. “I am also proud of 
my work in advancing cybersecurity education and 
awareness through research and public engage-
ment.” One of the proudest moments of his career 
so far was receiving a special letter of appreciation 
from the White House in 2024, which commended 
him for all his efforts.

Cybersecurity is more than just a career for 
Mansour; his nominator shared that “he gives self-
lessly of his time to educate the next generation 
of cybersecurity analysts,” citing the cybersecurity 
workshop he started offering to youngsters in the 
area. He is also an avid Apple user (who has done 
the Lord’s work in converting many friends and col-
leagues), serves on the board of CAM Erie, and en-
joys reading and road trips.

Still, it all comes back to outreach for Mansour, 
who loves living in Erie. “My goal is to help Erie grow 
as a hub for innovation, education, and responsi-
ble technology,” he stated. “I want to ensure people 
from all backgrounds have access to opportunities 
in technology and cybersecurity.” – CS

Bill Moon, 39
Production Manager, WQLN

When someone is in charge of media and content, 
taste matters. Bill Moon, production manager of 
WQLN PBS/NPR, has good taste. As a lifelong mu-
sic lover, Moon has no problem diving into his inter-
ests and passing that understanding on to others, 
all while creating something wholly new. 

Overseeing television and radio production at 
WQLN, Moon is contributing to the media land-
scape in Erie. He supervises live streaming, graph-
ics, and web management for WQLN. This includes 
organizing the Sounds Around Town music series 
and other special events and broadcasts, such as 
the Erie Philharmonic’s Come Home for the Holidays 
concert program, for which he received a Central 
Great Lakes Emmy Award nomination. Whether by 
spearheading original local programming or organiz-
ing community events, he’s helping leverage pub-
lic media’s impact at a time when it matters most. 

Hailing from Oil City, Moon graduated from 
PennWest Edinboro, where he earned his BFA in 
Media Arts with a concentration in film and video. 
After working for the family business – Moonlight 
Packaging – through college, he moved to Erie and 
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soon began volunteering for WQLN. That led to a 
role as a production assistant and later his current 
post as production manager. Having been at WQLN 
for well over a decade, Moon has established him-
self as a distinctive voice in local media. 

As co-host of Sonic Sounds with Erie Reader con-
tributor Larry Wheaton, Moon is able to curate play-
lists and programming every Friday night over the 
airwaves. “The program showcases an eclectic mix 
of music spanning jam bands, blues, folk, jazz, psy-
chedelia, Americana, and other genres, while high-
lighting both legendary and lesser-known artists,” 
Moon explained. 

He’s a self-proclaimed Deadhead, Star Wars su-
perfan, avid concert-goer, record collector, reader, 
and an ordained minister who has officiated wed-
dings. He’s helping keep Erie fresh and just a little 
bit weird. 

“I believe public media is the connective tissue of 
a healthy community,” Moon noted. “Being part of 
WQLN means I get to help keep Erie informed, en-
gaged, and entertained every single day.” – NW

Carlos Mora, 29
Erie County Community Organizer,  
Pennsylvania United

Carlos Mora is an active member of the communi-
ty, with a passion to support local leaders and pro-
tect civil liberties. Leading the Northwestern Rapid 
Response Network, an organization that trains cit-
izens to be legal observers of ICE activity, is his 
primary occupation. He does this work through the 
Erie branch of Pennsylvania United, a grassroots 
organization designed to support working families 
in Western Pennsylvania with an ultimate goal to 
“build a strong foundation for progressive organiz-
ing, form lasting connections, and unite a multira-
cial working-class movement to drive change across 
the state.” 

Mora’s values reflect his work and he believes that 
“we currently live in [chaotic] times, where politics, 
economics, and social issues are spiraling out of 
control. I believe that the solution for those prob-
lems relies on everyday people coming together and 
having difficult conversations. We need leadership, 
as well as solidarity and empathy. I live to serve this 
purpose. History is made of small acts of courage 
from normal people.”

After moving to the U.S from Colombia, Mora got 
his B.A. in Political Science from Penn State Behrend. 
He is the first member of his family to attend and 
graduate college. 

Kylie Morris, 38 
Municipal Administrator, Millcreek Township

Dr. Morris is an active member of the Erie com-
munity. While serving as a newly elected Millcreek 
Supervisor, she also contributes to the Erie County 
Drug and Alcohol Advisory Board, Human Relations 
Commission, Grace Church, Erie County Medical 
Society, Millcreek Dems, Erie Dems Executive 
Committee, Erie County United, and works part-time 
as a professor at LECOM. “I want to help shape the 
community I live in to become healthier and safer by 
making it an easy decision. Community infrastruc-
ture plays a major role in how we go about our dai-
ly lives – I want to make sure everyone has access 
to safe streets, sidewalks, healthy foods, and emer-
gency services,” she says. 

Morris earned her MBA from the University of 
Pittsburgh and her D.O. from Des Moines University. 
“I love to learn. If being a professional student were 
a paid position I would do that! Almost every top-
ic interests me.” 

Morris is a perfect example of living a life she felt 
called to live. The Pennsylvania native didn’t have a 
career background in politics before she launched 
her campaign to help improve and be a voice in her 
local community. She recently changed careers from 
being a family medicine physician with special in-
terest in addiction medicine. However she is “most 
proud of the work I put into becoming an elected of-
ficial. I did not have a political background or a large 
support team but I was motivated to try and make 
improvements in the community and worked hard to 
get into my current position,” Morris says. She plans 
to return to medicine in 2028 when Millcreek tran-
sitions to a council-manager form of government.

When she’s not working in municipal government, 
she enjoys spending time with a menagerie of pets: 
eight dogs and three cats to be exact. She enjoys 

A point of pride for the tireless advocate is his in-
volvement and success in the local 2025 election 
in which he campaigned for both County Executive 
Christina Vogel and Mayor Daria Devlin. “Democracy 
is an active exercise. We might not agree on every-
thing, but we should work towards a system that 
allows us to disagree and come up with the best 
answers,” he says. 

When he’s not assisting a campaign or training 
community members, Mora enjoys running and bik-
ing around the city when the weather is favorable 
and will vehemently defend the correctness of pine-
apple on pizza. – AS

reading, biking, playing board games, and traveling 
(although her schedule doesn’t allow for much of 
that these days). – AS

Lori Radder Spicer, 34
Chief of Staff, The City of Erie

As chief of staff for the city under Mayor Daria 
Devlin, Spicer wears many hats. On any given day, 
she might be working with city departments, elected 
officials, or community members to navigate chal-
lenges, improve how we serve the public, and turn 
ideas into action. “At its core, my job is about helping 
create the conditions for Erie to thrive by fostering 
collaboration, supporting innovation, and building 
strong relationships,” Spicer says. 

After graduating from Collegiate Academy, she 
moved to Illinois to earn her bachelor’s in mathe-
matics and sociology. She then became a licensed 
massage therapist and lived in Chicago before mov-
ing back to Erie in 2023. 

Since then, Spicer has immersed herself in many 
organizations and groups throughout the city, in-
cluding the Erie Bike Co-op, Groundwork Erie, Friday 
Morning Beach Club, and local urban agriculture ini-
tiatives. “Community building has been a consistent 
thread throughout my life,” she says. 

Spirituality and ecology are a large, less visible part 
of Spicer’s life. “As a graduate of the Living School 
at the Center for Action and Contemplation, I’ve 
spent years exploring questions of meaning, be-
longing, and the ‘understory’ of things: the relation-
ships, culture, values, and connections that shape 
how people, organizations, and communities grow 
and thrive,” she says. Spicer is also involved with 
the Erie Spiritual Coalition and helps organize Wild 
Church gatherings that invite people to connect with 
one another, the natural world, and the sacred.

She calls grief one of her most important teach-
ers after her husband passed away last year. “Grief 
has become a trusted companion, reminding me that 
love and loss are inseparable. In many ways, it has 
made me more alive to the fullness of being hu-
man and more committed to creating spaces where 
we don’t have to hide our sorrow from one anoth-
er.” – AS

Maftuna Rakhimova, 30 
Founder and CEO, Bakery on 5th
Career changes can be intimidating. Going from 
aerospace engineering to running a Turkish bakery 
in Downtown Erie? That’s a giant leap few people 
would even consider.
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For Maftuna Rakhimova, it was simply a small step.
Before opening the Bakery on 5th in Downtown 

Erie, Rakhimova built a career in aerospace engi-
neering, developing the precision, problem-solving 
skills, and attention to detail required in one of the 
world’s most demanding industries. But even while 
working in engineering, she found herself drawn to 
a different kind of creativity.

During her days as an engineer, she spent her free 
time visiting coffee shops and small bakeries in New 
York City and Connecticut. Eventually, she realized 
that she could combine her analytical mindset with 
her entrepreneurial ambitions by opening a small 
business.

That decision brought her to Erie, where the 
Bakery on 5th has quickly established itself as both 
a culinary destination and a community gathering 
place, introducing many Erieites to authentic Turkish 
pastries and coffee. Rakhimova remains committed 
to preserving that authenticity, sourcing baklava di-
rectly from Turkey and working with Turkish suppli-
ers to obtain traditional ingredients used throughout 
the bakery’s menu.

The bakery has become a downtown staple, at-
tracting everyone from curious first-time visitors to 
devoted regulars. One particularly memorable guest 
was former President Bill Clinton, who stopped in 
and praised both the bakery and its coffee.

Outside of work, Rakhimova enjoys spending time 
with her husband and two daughters, traveling, 
reading, skiing, and playing tennis.

In a twist that surprises many customers, 
Rakhimova readily admits that she isn’t the bak-
ery’s chief baker.

“I don’t actually know how to bake,” she laughed. 
“I have a wonderful team that makes these beauti-
ful and delicious pastries.”

“As a bakery owner in Erie,” Rakhimova explained, 
“I aspire to make the city better by creating a warm, 
inviting community hub where people can connect 
over delicious, locally sourced treats and by actively 
supporting local charities and events.” – NW

Nicole Rupp, 38
Special Education Teacher/Self-contained 
Autistic Support Teacher, Millcreek Township 
School District
Nicole Rupp’s focus is on making life in Erie bet-
ter for everyone, especially for those with disabil-
ities. Rupp, 38, is a special education teacher in 
Millcreek Township School District, Unified Track 
and Field Coach through the Special Olympics of 
Pennsylvania, and co-director of the Erie Adaptive 

Sailing experience, which offers disabled individu-
als of all types the opportunity to enjoy Lake Erie 
on the water.

Her inclusive approach to community enables all 
people to enjoy the area, saying, “There is a place 
for everyone in Erie!”

She is an Erie native and volunteers with the 
Bayfront Maritime Center, contributes to major fund-
raisers like the Cardboard Boat Regatta and Ales for 
Sails, and recently joined the Woman’s Club of Erie 
as an active volunteer. She’s also an integral vol-
unteer of the Sarah’s Great Giveaway event for the 
Sarah Reed Children’s Center.

She also helps moderate the “Things To Do in Erie” 
Facebook group to spread awareness about what 
all Erie has to offer.

In 2014, Rupp earned the Annie Sullivan award 
from the Northwest Tri-County Intermediate Unit 
(IU5), which is presented to a professional who 
showcases exceptional work with disabled students, 
as the award is named after Helen Keller’s teacher.

She enjoys exploring things to do in the area, even 
when others are complaining about the weather. 
She can be found watching documentaries with her 
two cats — Benson and Elliot — named after SVU 
detectives, and loves reading, exercise, and going 
on adventures. – CF

Nick Samsel, 30
Owner, 814 Digital and 814 Aerial Productions

Nick Samsel is living proof that young entrepre-
neurs don’t have to leave Erie to succeed. He has 
been growing his businesses 814 Digital and 814 
Aerial Productions over the past six years to in-
clude a small team of employees. Samsel and his 
team actively serve over 15 major business clients 
in Erie and the surrounding areas, providing mar-
keting, web design, social media, and advertising 
management services. His business has been rec-

ognized and supported through the Emerging Erie 
Fund of the Erie Community Foundation, a program 
designed to “empower emerging leaders to create 
a lasting impact in their community through collec-
tive giving.”

A graduate of Fairview High School with a bach-
elor’s degree from Gannon University in marketing 
and supply chain management, Samsel chooses to 
keep his talent local and has created a company that 
serves and promotes others in the region so they 
can do the same. You may have seen his produc-
tion work for Erie Apparel and Erie Fitness Academy. 

“It is my personal mission to help Erie’s small busi-
nesses grow through marketing that showcases 
who they are and turns that attention into real rev-
enue,” said Samsel. 

When he’s not working you’ll find him enjoying 
a round of golf, exercising, traveling to new plac-
es, and spending time with his wife Emily, and dog 
Rosie. Rosie may also be considered a part of his 
entrepreneurial journey as he rescued her on the 
side of the road as he was on his way to a shoot in 
2024. – AVS

Michelle Schrimper, 38 
Client and Community Relations Specialist, PNC Bank 

Not many can say they’ve turned their passion into 
their purpose, but Michelle Schrimper has done just 
that – when an opening arose for a client and com-
munity relations specialist with PNC, Michelle was 
able to take her passion for the community she lives 
in and turn it into a career and the purpose that 
drives her every day. 

A graduate of Collegiate Academy, Schrimper 
earned her B.A. in Hospitality & Event Management 
from Mercyhurst University. After starting at PNC in 
2021, she grew into various roles until being promot-
ed to her current position in 2024 thanks to her per-
formance and dedication. “When I stepped into this 
role, I prioritized re-establishing PNC’s presence in 
the community,” she said. “I want to use my passion 
for Erie to help foster a positive environment where 
people are proud to call this community home.” 

In 2025, those efforts paid off with a 179 per-
cent increase in employee volunteerism across the 
market, which included collaboration with 14 orga-
nizations, participation in 37 local events, and en-
gagement of more than 130 employees. Through 
PNC’s main philanthropic initiative, PNC Grow Up 
Great – which focuses on children from birth to age 
5 – Schrimper has been able to foster relationships 
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between PNC and local organizations, including the 
Erie School District and the Childhood Development 
Centers of Erie County. 

She also helped initiate the partnership with the 
Erie Cancer Wellness Center to sponsor the holiday 
photo session with families of those using the facil-
ity, a cause that is near to Schrimper’s heart after 
losing her father to cancer. “You realize you never 
have enough pictures with the ones who matter to 
you,” she said. 

Schrimper’s community involvement isn’t just to 
fill a quota for her employer – outside of the office, 
she’s active within the community through her vol-
unteerism, donation drives, and at special events, 
while also sitting on the board of the Mercy Center 
for Women. As one of her nominators said, she “al-
ways leads with heart and purpose,” something very 
apparent in all that she does. 

When she’s not working or volunteering, Schrimper 
enjoys supporting local sports teams, cooking, 
working on home projects, and spending time with 
her husband, Carson, as well as their family and 
friends. – AK

Jamie R. Schumacher, 37 
Attorney and Partner, MacDonald Illig Attorneys

Taking specialized skills from a work environment 
and applying them in the public space is no small 
feat, but Jamie Schumacher does so in ways that 
widely benefit our community. As an attorney and 
partner with MacDonald Illig, her work consists 
mainly of litigation that includes commercial, em-
ployment, estates and trusts, and medical malprac-
tice. Outside of the court room, she translates this 
legal expertise into a valuable resource for the com-
munity. 

Growing up in Erie, Schumacher attended Gannon 
University for her B.A. in Political Science before 
earning her J.D. from the University of Pittsburgh 
School of Law. She serves on multiple boards 
across the county, including the Pennsylvania 
Legal Aid Network (PLAN), Erie Art Museum, Early 
Connections, and most notably as the President of 
the Erie County Bar Association (ECBA). In many of 
these positions, she has helped the organizations in 
creating or updating bylaws, reviewing internal pol-
icy, and offering a legal perspective and input on 
matters within the organizations. With ECBA, she 
helps focus on filling gaps where legal needs are 
not being met within the community. 

“I am a strong believer in Erie,” Schumacher said. “I 

hope that my work within the legal community can 
not only assist Erie’s residents in improving what is 
already a great place to call home, but also encour-
age professionals to return home or consider Erie 
as their preferred place to grow a career and raise 
their families.” 

Encouraging those professionals is also a part of 
what Schumacher does at MacDonald Illig. As chair 
of the firm’s Recruitment Committee, she oversees 
all attorney, law student, and undergraduate intern-
ship applications as well as mentoring many interns 
and new full-time attorneys. She’s also informal-
ly mentored a number of young professionals new 
to Erie through her work with ECBA. “I aim to help 
strengthen our community fabric, and to create a 
community that everyone can be proud of,” she said. 

Outside of work, she enjoys teaching dance at 
Long’s School of Dance and spending time with her 
wife and daughter, traveling together outside of 
Erie, or enjoying local favorites like Sara’s, Presque 
Isle, and Waldameer. – AK

 
Averie Shaughnessy-Comfort, 34
Executive Director, Presque Isle Light Station/
Lake Erie Lights of PA
If you’ve ever visited the Presque Isle Lighthouse, 
you’ve, quite literally, walked in the footsteps of 
Averie Shaughnessy-Comfort. The Monroeville 
native and Gateway Senior High School graduate 
studied English at Saint Vincent College in Latrobe 
before earning her master’s in museum studies 
from the Cooperstown Graduate Program at SUNY 
Oneonta. The knowledge she gained there has been 
essential in her executive director role where she 
oversees operations and programming involving the 
Presque Isle Lighthouse, Erie Land Lighthouse, and 
North Pier Light.

Along with her executive director duties, she is also 
Friends of the Chorus Chair for the Erie Philharmonic 

Chorus. She sings soprano for the main chorus and 
chamber group. In addition, she is a general oper-
ating grant and project grant reviewer for the New 
Jersey Historical Commission and serves on the 
board of the Mid-Atlantic Association of Museums 
as the Pennsylvania Representative. She and her 
husband have four fur-babies and spend time to-
gether cooking, gardening, hiking, visiting museums, 
and trying out new places to eat. She loves reading 
science fiction, playing video games like Mass Effect 
and Fallout, and crocheting anything “from hats to 
goofy creatures.”

“I love when I see people get interested in histo-
ry – and their local history, especially,” she says. 
One of her proudest moments was when she in-
spired an attendee of a recent presentation, who 
said “that her intern would want to be someone like 
me when she grew up,” she says. “That’s my great-
est accomplishment.”

Shaughnessy-Comfort always leads with kindness. 
“I aspire to be as kind as possible and take a mo-
ment to understand and consider the experiences of 
others,” she says. “I truly believe that the more we 
continue to learn more about each other, the bet-
ter Erie will be.”

Arriving in Erie from the southwestern part of the 
state, she says that she talks up the city every 
chance she gets. “It has so much character and so 
much unique history to offer,” she says. “I may be 
from Pittsburgh, but I see Erie as my home.” – JB

Holley Short, 37
Executive Director, Erie Bird Observatory

The avian residents and visitors to Erie are fortunate 
that we now have Holley Short in our midst. Short is 
a somewhat recent transplant to Erie from Florida, 
where she grew up and attended school, earning her 
B.S. in Wildlife Ecology and Conservation alongside 
a minor in zoology from the University of Florida. 
While in Florida, she helped to reinvigorate the St. 
Petersburg Audubon Society, serving as president. 
The position of executive director for our own Erie 
Bird Observatory (EBO) brought Short (along with 
her husband and their two black labs, Jack and 
Harry) to our area. “Working with birds as a career 
has been one of the best things that has ever hap-
pened to me. I want to continue sharing that pas-
sion with others, and I am so excited to do so with 
the Erie community,” Short shares. “Birds are such 
an easy way for us to really start noticing the beauty 
of the natural world, whether it’s in our own neigh-
borhood in the middle of the city or in a beautiful 
state park like Presque Isle.”

In addition to her role at the EBO, she also serves 
as the board secretary of the Regional Science 
Consortium, truly linking the ecological conservation 
of birds to that of our overall environmental health. 

When she’s not birding or playing a rousing game 
of Wingspan, she can be found hanging with her 
two new rescue kitties, at her Horror Book Club at 
Werner Books, watching horror films, thrifting, or 
gardening.

Overall, Short wants to help bring people togeth-

40 UNDER 40



32  |  Erie Reader  |  ErieReader.com July 2, 2026

er through birding and nature, “Birding connects us 
with each other and the world around us.” She con-
tinues, “We have many ways for the community to 
get involved – seeing science in action at our bird 
banding station at Presque Isle and through free bird 
walks around Erie. We’re really starting to activate 
our volunteer programs, so people can become di-
rectly involved in conservation efforts locally.” – EP

Jess Simmons, 35
Arts Program Supervisor, Erie Center for Arts and 
Technology // Instructor, Erie ClaySpace

Art is a side effect of life as it is lived by Jess 
Simmons, who dedicates most of her time to “figur-
ing out how to get teenagers excited about making 
weird, ambitious stuff” in her role as arts program su-
pervisor at the Erie Center for Arts and Technology 
(ECAT). Overseeing the art instruction programs for 
both adults and teenagers at the east Erie creativ-
ity hub, Simmons makes sure that everyone who 
wants to learn about an art medium has that op-
portunity. The free teen arts program is one par-
ticularly fantastic resource, as it employs a slate of 
working artists in Erie to share their skills, inspira-
tions, and techniques with kids in their teen years, 
as they’re just starting to figure out and create their 
place in the world. 

Additionally, Simmons is a talented ceramicist and 
is an instructor at Erie ClaySpace in the PACA build-
ing, where she also has a private ceramics studio. 
“I’ve built a career that balances making, teaching, 
and running programs without any of the three com-
pletely falling apart, which feels like its own kind of 
achievement. I’ve gotten to learn from and work 
alongside some really remarkable artists over the 
years both locally and nationally. I don’t take that 
for granted.”

When she is not balancing those three worlds, 
Simmons enjoys walking with her dogs, thrifting, and 
being outdoors (skiing, kayaking, and traveling). She 
is a self-proclaimed pyromaniac – in the most legal 
and art-centered way possible – she once traveled 
across the country and stayed awake for 36 hours to 
tend a giant, wood-fired kiln… and called it a vacation.

Overall, the quintessence of Simmons’s life is mak-
ing things. She shares, “In both my studio work and 
my work with students, I’m trying to create spaces 
where people feel connected, capable, and excited 
to make things in a world that spends a lot of time 
telling us to just consume them instead.” – EP

Neel Singh, 22
Erie Civic Engagement Coordinator, PennFuture 
and the Conservation Voters of Pennsylvania
Growing up exploring the shores, wetlands, forests, 
and wildlife of Presque Isle eventually led Neel Singh 
back to Erie – and to help lead the fight to make sure 
our natural environment is a legislative and con-
servatory priority. Singh was born in Erie, eventu-
ally moving to the San Diego area of California and 
then attending college at the University of Montana 
– where he graduated three semesters early at the 
age of 20 with degrees in political science and statis-
tics. Now, in his role with PennFuture, an organization 
whose mission is to “lead the fight for an equitable, 
job-creating state economy by advancing clean air, 
pure water, and climate change solutions through le-
gal advocacy, policy engagement, and empowering 
all Pennsylvanians,” Singh’s days are spent “meet-
ing with local advocates and Erieites who are pas-
sionate about the environment and finding methods 
to connect their concerns to elected officials across 
the state.”

Unsurprisingly, when Singh is not working hard for 
environmental justice, he enjoys being outdoors – 
birding (his favorite birds are vultures – you should 
ask him about them sometime) and hiking, but also 
watching baseball, hanging out with his pet tarantu-
la, Scooter, and competing with his crack trivia team, 
Ctrl+Alt+Defeat.

Singh feels proud to be back in Erie and fighting to 

protect what makes our area so special. He shares, “I 
want to thank the community that helped raise me by 
making sure that our forests and our teal lakeshores 
are protected, as well as making sure every Erieite 
has access to clean water and healthy clean air.”

He adds that when it comes to standing up to cli-
mate change, it takes a village of organizations to 
make it happen: “The environmental communi-
ty in Erie isn’t just any one individual. And none of 
the successes we’ve had would have been pos-
sible without the foundation laid by groups like 
the Benedictine Sisters, Pennsylvania Lake Erie 
Watershed Association, Presque Isle Audubon, Erie 
Bird Observatory, LEAF, Groundwork Erie, S.O.N.S. 
of Lake Erie, and so many more.” – EP

Brenton Song, 38
Child and Adolescent Psychiatrist, LECOM Health 
Originally from Honolulu, Dr. Song has embraced Erie 
with open, welcoming, and supportive arms.

Coming to our area to attend LECOM as a medi-
cal student, Song found a home in that same medi-

cal community as a child and adolescent psychiatrist, 
while also serving as program director for the Child 
and Adolescent Psychiatry Fellowship Assistant 
Program, the director for the General Psychiatry 
Residency, and as medical director at Corry 
Counseling of LECOM Health. Through his work in 
Corry, Song is fulfilling a personal goal to extend out-
reach to rural and underserved communities. Being a 
psychiatrist, especially to children and youth, is ex-
tremely important and impactful for our community’s 
future. He shares, “Helping people understand that 
they are not alone and that they can get help for their 
mental health is something that I work towards ev-
ery day. It is important to me to meet each person 
where they are at and provide an environment of re-
spect, understanding, and to help them feel heard.”

Through his role as director of LECOM’s psychiatry 
residency program, he is also helping to train the next 
generation of mental health professionals, imparting 
that prioritization of care for underserved commu-
nities. His nominators, the psychiatry residents at 
LECOM, feel strongly about his leadership, sharing 
that “his tireless pursuit of education and compas-
sion is inspiring.”

When he is not teaching, treating, or leading his 
area of medicine, Dr. Song expresses his creativity 
through cooking. He also enjoys watching baseball, 
staying active outdoors or at the gym, spending time 
with his family and girlfriend, and “trying to convince 
my dogs that they do not run the house.”

Song shares, “I do my best to serve the Erie com-
munity that has been so welcoming since I came 
here. Being from Hawaii, I try to bring some of the 
‘aloha’ spirit to Erie and maintain a sense of compas-
sion, kindness, and understanding.” – EP

Bobby J. Sulecki, 36
Freelance Writer, Public Historian, and Curator
Bobby J. Sulecki is a Harborcreek High School grad-
uate who has been researching the city’s Polish his-
tory since he was a teenager. In the ninth grade, he 
was featured in the Erie Times-News for an exhib-
it he curated for the Watson-Curtze Mansion. Since 
then, he’s earned numerous accolades and awards 
including the Public History Award from the Hagen 
History Center.

For over a decade, he’s curated the Erie Polonia 
History Project. He’s the historian of the former St. 
Hedwig Parish. Just this past year, he had a popu-
lar exhibit on local Polish history on display at the 
Hagen History Center. “There is so much history lost 
and so much history hidden in plain sight, that this 
inspires me to continue my work,” he says, adding 
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THE LEARNING
NEVER STOPS
NOW ENROLLING
The Pennsylvania Cyber Charter School (PA Cyber) offers students 

in grades K-12 an alternative to traditional education. Families look 

beyond their local school district for a range of reasons, and sometimes 

it’s necessary to try a new school experience. At PA Cyber, you will 

find a comprehensive school that has been perfecting online 

education since 2000.  
  
Enrollment is open for the 2026–2027 school year. 
Explore PA Cyber as an option for your child’s education 

at pacyber.org or call 724-643-1180.    

3330 West 26th Street • 814-833-2003 • braseriedearie.net

15% Off Bras,
Swim Suits & Camis
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that he loves Erie. 
He’s a member of St. Stanislaus Church, Hagen 

History Center, Polish-American Historical 
Association, Polish Falcons of America Nest 610, and 
the Society of Holy Trinity. He’s also a member of the 
International Polka Association. A dream is to get into 
broadcasting with a Polish/polka radio program. As a 
self-described news junkie who loves the history of 
radio and television broadcasting, he also hopes to 
work in the media someday.

Born with cerebral palsy, accessibility in public and 
historical buildings is also important to Sulecki. “Since 
I could not do many things my peers did in school or 
activities, I spent my time learning and researching 
history and reading,” he says. While he acknowledges 
health-related and physical limitations, he wants peo-
ple to see and accept him for more than his disability. 
He enjoys collecting records, going to museums, re-
flecting and praying, coffee talks, and simply listen-
ing to people’s stories. His chihuahua and best friend, 
Atticus, passed away in March, but he hopes to adopt 
another soon. He deeply cherishes friendships and 
appreciates a good sense of humor. Although he may 
come off as serious, he says, he has a great sense of 
humor and a big heart. Those who know him high-
light his intelligence, humor, resiliency, and charm. 

“I want to live in a world where intelligence, empa-
thy and compassion are valued, where people are 
accepted regardless of their religion or nationality, 
where we can all learn from each other instead of 
being divided,” Sulecki says. – JB

Jaslyne Walter, 33
IT Supervisor, Erie Insurance // Board President, 
Meals on Wheels Erie

Jaslyne Walter has been described by her peers as a 
leader who blazes trails without starting fires – finding 
ways to move people, ideas, and organizations for-
ward. As the IT Talent Pipeline Program owner at Erie 
Insurance, she oversees “new to IT” and early career 
development programming, but also the enterprise 

IT talent pipeline strategy, which aligns early-career 
programs and partnerships to long-term technology 
workforce needs.

“I try to make Erie better by showing up where I can 
actually make an impact. Professionally, I focus on 
building strong teams, supporting growth in others, 
and helping people operate more effectively. I be-
lieve small, consistent efforts matter because they 
add up over time – emphasis on consistency,” said 
Walter. But more than an IT specialist, Walter finds 
meaning in the connections she makes with people, 
“I think being a safe space for the chaos of life is the 
other side I pride myself in – my team, peers, and 
friends know that they can come to me with anything. 
This world is crazy, work is stressful, and life is over-
whelming. I’m not a therapist but I will always listen.”

Originally from North Huntingdon, Pennsylvania, 
Walter attended Norwin High School and earned her 
Bachelor of Arts in Intelligence Studies at Mercyhurst 
University along with her Master of Science in 
Information Technology and Data Analytics. She 
serves as the board president of Meals on Wheels 
Erie, vice chair of Junior Achievement of Western 
PA (Erie), and the co-chair of Erie Insurance’s Asian 
Pacific Affinity Network.

Walter enjoys spending time outside collecting 
beach glass, gardening, and playing in the water on 
LEAF Market Saturdays with her husband (Richard) 
and their 5-year-old son (Rhys). They also frequent 
SeaWolves games and local restaurants. In the win-
ter you can catch her with a glass of red, reading or 
doing word searches. – AVS

Kristen Weibel, 36
Dance Director, NWPA Collegiate Academy

Dance often doesn’t get quite the recognition of the 
other arts, but Kristen Weibel has been working to 
change that for over a decade. The Fairview native, 
who attended Villa Maria Academy before earning her 
B.A. in Dance Studies with a business cognate and 
theatre minor from the University of Akron, then a 
Master of Education in Dance Education from Point 
Park University, found her way to Erie in 2014, and has 
been leaving her indelible mark on the dance commu-
nity – and the arts community at large – ever since.

She hit the ground running with the Erie Dance 
Consortium, which went quiet after 2021, but is cur-
rently in the process of a rebrand as DANCE Erie, and 
she has dedicated much time and effort over the last 
seven years into the Seiche Dance Collective, a non-
profit dance company which she co-founded with four 
other women. Additionally, Weibel is a board mem-

ber for the Erie Contemporary Ballet Theater, whose 
mission is to encourage the “general public to expe-
rience the art of dance and recognize that it is rich in 
tradition and inspires creativity, growth, self-expres-
sion, and discipline,” she said.

The avid traveler, who once did a grand tour of Italy, 
then stopped in Germany to visit a friend from high 
school, and enjoyed what she called “probably one 
of the best adventures” she ever has been a part of, 
is also the dance director at Collegiate Academy and 
is incredibly proud of her achievements in that role. 
“Building a thriving dance program takes more than 
great choreography – it takes vision, community, and 
exposure to the world beyond the studio,” she ex-
plained. And so, Weibel has connected her students 
to countless opportunities to witness and take part in 
the wider world of dance, because, as her nominator 
put it, it is one of her core beliefs that “arts education 
is a right, not a privilege.” – CS

Olivia Wickline, 28
Director of Marketing and Community Relations, 
expERIEnce Children’s Museum // Publications 
Layout Designer, Jefferson Educational Society

With genuine care for families, Olivia Wickline has 
helped to position the expERIEnce Children’s Museum 
as more than a place to visit, but as a trusted and in-
clusive community resource. Starting her career as an 
intern in 2019, she now leads the museum’s presence 
at community events, festivals, and collaborative ini-
tiatives, helping the organization meet families where 
they are while strengthening connections across Erie. 

Wickline graduated from Riverside High School in 
Ellwood City, Pennsylvania and earned her Bachelor 
of Arts in Communications from Penn State Behrend 
and had a “porch graduation” in Pittsburgh during the 
pandemic in 2020. “Moving here gave me a unique 
perspective on the heart and character that Erie has. 
As someone who wasn’t born and raised here, I think 
I notice the little things people who’ve lived here for-
ever might overlook like the strong sense of commu-
nity and the true amount of creativity that exists in so 
many spaces and people,” she said.

Beyond the museum, Wickine actively works with 
the Community Health Council and the Jefferson 
Educational Society. As an alumna of the Jefferson 
Civic Leadership Academy Class of 2024, Wickline 
has gone on to serve as the think tank’s publications 
layout designer. Outside of work you can find Wickline 
sewing, working on pennant banners and quilts, hang-
ing out with her cat and dog, Judy and Keno, and re-
storing her 1930s Tudor-style home. – AVS
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Celebrate the Symphony of the Summer with Erie Philharmonic Outdoor Concerts
Free pops, family-friendly, and brass selections performed throughout Erie County

BEGINNING SATURDAY, JUL. 4

In communities across the United 
States and Western Pennsylvania, 
music and fireworks are being 
planned for America’s 250th birth-
day and the Erie Philharmonic is kick-
ing off the summer with a celebration 
of patriotic spirit and classical music 
with 10 free concerts across Erie and 
Crawford County.

“Summer means it’s time for the Erie 
Phil to hit the road,” Erie Philharmonic 
Executive Director Bobby Pape ex-
plained. “From Bayview Park to 
Conneaut Lake, these concerts show-
case not just incredible music – they 
highlight the unique character of the 

towns, parks, and gathering places that 
make northwest Pennsylvania a great 
place to live, work, visit and play.”

Family activities, local vendors, and 
community partners will be present 
at many of the concerts. Rain loca-
tions will be announced as needed. 
With three unique musical experi-
ences across 10 locations, the 2026 
Summer Concert Series is a perfect 
classical summertime exploration into 
the music of Americana and beyond. 
–Thomas Taylor

Daniel Meyer’s Patriotic Pops
Beginning at the Bayview Park on July 
4, and extending into Gibson Park, 
Downtown Corry Park, Pennwest 

Edinboro, and Meadville’s Diamond 
Park, Daniel Meyer leads the 
Philharmonic in a patriotic selection of 
pieces to celebrate America’s 250th. 
The music of legendary American 
composers Aaron Copland, John 
Williams, and John Philip Sousa is 
featured alongside Broadway stan-
dards.

In celebration of Erie’s history of mu-
sical excellence, The Patriotic Pops 
concert at Bayview Park will also 
feature an opening performance by 
singer-songwriter Josh Travis, whose 
debut album, Few of Days and Full 
of Trouble, premiered in 2023. Three 
Way Street will also be a featured 
opening act at Corry’s Downtown 
Park and PennWest Edinboro. The 
band’s repertoire includes a variety of 
jazz, funk, soul, and pop, and features 
jazz standards from Miles Davis and 
Duke Ellington to the music of The 
Jackson 5 and The Beatles.

Erie Philharmonic Family Concerts
Led by concertmaster Emeritus Ken 
Johnston, the Erie Philharmonic Octet 
brings an animal-themed musical ad-
venture to Gibson Park and McLane 
Church starting on July 22, featuring 
Sergei Prokofiev’s Peter and the Wolf 
among other wildlife-focused com-
positions. Interactive and craft activ-
ities are a centerpiece of these two 
concerts, with The Erie Zoo, expERI-
Ence Children’s Museum, and McLane 
Church providing unique educational 
experiences for children and families. 
McLane will also have a community 

cookout at 5 p.m. preceding the con-
cert.

Prokofiev’s classical masterwork has 
often been taught in children’s music 
programs as an introduction to classi-
cal music. Commissioned by Natalya 
Sats, director of the Moscow Musical 
Theater for Children, Peter and the 
Wolf served as a children’s story told 
through orchestral music, with each 
instrument becoming the voice of a 
character. As an advocate for music 
education, Prokofiev had a strong in-
terest in writing the piece both as 
a composer and a father, and com-
pleted the piano manuscript in un-
der a week. Premiering May 2, 1936 
at the Moscow Conservatory, the 
piece would become standard rep-
ertoire with orchestras around the 
United States two years later with 
the Boston Symphony Orchestra un-
der Prokofiev’s direction.

Erie Philharmonic Brass Ensemble
Principal tubist Ken Heinlein returns 
with the Erie Philharmonic Brass 
Ensemble starting on July 27 at 
Fairview’s Pleasant Ridge Park, fol-
lowed by Gibson Park and Conneaut 
Lake’s Ice House Park. Audiences can 
expect Pops selections, symphon-
ic classics, and patriotic favorites ar-
ranged for the rich symphonic sounds 
of the brass section.

Various times, dates, and locations 
throughout Erie, beginning at Bayview 
Park on Saturday, July 4 at 1 p.m. // Free 
// For more info: eriephil.org

If you thought the Erie Philharmonic season was over, think again! Free summer concerts 
are coming to a public park near you. Beginning with an America 250 celebratory concert at 
Bayview Park, expect performances of Patriotic Pops, family-friendly concerts, and brass 
ensembles throughout the region.

2026 SUMMER CONCERT SERIES

CHAUTAUQUA INSTITUTION • CHAUTAUQUA, NY • CHQ.ORG

Preservation Hall Jazz Band
Friday, July 3 • 8 p.m. 

Dolly Parton’s Threads:  
My Songs in Symphony  
with the CSO
Saturday, Aug. 1 • 8 p.m. 

The Revivalists  
with Olivia Barnes
Friday, Aug. 14 • 8 p.m. 

Renée Fleming with 
Béla Fleck. The Fiddle 
and the Drum
Friday, Aug. 21 • 8 p.m. 

An Evening with Kenny G
Thursday, Aug. 27 • 8 p.m.

Trombone Shorty & 
Orleans Avenue – Let’s Go 
Get ‘Em Tour
Friday, July 10 • 8 p.m. 

An Evening with Amy Grant
Friday, July 31 • 8 p.m.

Josh Groban: Stage, Screen 
& Symphony
Thursday, Aug. 13 • 8 p.m. 

Preacher Lawson
Wednesday, Aug. 19 • 8 p.m. 

Samara Joy
Wednesday, Aug. 26 • 8 p.m. 

Harry Connick Jr.
Friday, July 17 • 8 p.m. 

The Music of Billy Joel with 
Tony DeSare and the CSO
Saturday, Aug. 15 • 8 p.m. 

Silkroad Ensemble 
featuring Rhiannon Giddens
Saturday, Aug. 22 • 8 p.m. 

The Australian Pink Floyd 
Show
Friday, Aug. 28 • 8 p.m. 

Alison Krauss & Union 
Station featuring Jerry 
Douglas with special guest 
Theo Lawrence
Friday, July 24 • 7:30 p.m.

Kate Kortum
Monday, Aug. 17 • 8 p.m. 

Get Happy with Lara 
Downes and Kurt Elling
Tuesday, Aug. 25 • 8 p.m. 

Tower of Power
Saturday, Aug. 29 • 8 p.m. 

Indigo Girls
Thursday, Sept. 10 • 7 p.m. 

View the full schedule online at concerts.chq.org

Get your tickets today! tickets.chq.org or 716.357.6250

Concessions available in Odland Plaza or Bestor Plaza

One Night Only: An 
Evening with Sutton Foster 
& Kelli O’Hara
Thursday, July 2 • 8 p.m. 
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McClurg Museum
Where History Thrives

Village Park • NYS Routes 394 & 20 • Westfield, NY
CCHSMcClurg.org/AntiqueShow • 716-326-2977

Saturday, July 18 / 10am – 4pm
Sunday, July 19 / 10am – 3pm

Chautauqua Suites Hotel & Expo Center 
215 W Lake Rd, Mayville, NY 

Admission: $10 per person • $15 per couple
Supported, in part, by Chautauqua County’s  

3% Occupancy Tax Tourism Product Development Grant.

Join us for a bigger and better show - more dealers from multiple states,  
featuring fine antiques at Chautauqua County’s most respected antique show.

CHAUTAUQUA COUNTY HISTORICAL SOCIETY’S 89TH ANNUAL

ANTIQUE SHOW
FREE

SUMMER
CONCERT

SERIES!

FREE
SUMMER

CONCERT
SERIES!

 WED NIGHTS (June-july: 6-9pm) in Waterford, PA
THE KNOB TUNES & BREWSTHE KNOB TUNES & BREWS

Food | Drinks | pet friendly | All ages | free parking
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Cast Away Your Cares with Bad Auditions by Bad Actors
Director Rodland brings whimsy, good time to PACA stage

BEGINNING FRIDAY, JUL. 10

How do you tell someone to do a bad 
job well? This month that’s exactly the 
conundrum the crew, cast, and direc-
tor face at PACA. Jeff Rodland, direc-
tor for Bad Auditions by Bad Actors 
explains that this performance offers 
a silly, fun time, “a chance to laugh 
and forget about the troubles of the 
world.” July’s production is a sketch-
type show, in which the play follows a 
director quickly auditioning and cast-
ing for a performance of Romeo and 
Juliet. The story centers on a new di-
rector with a full to-do list – they must 
fill every member of the cast’s roles in 
just one day. Accordingly, the audi-
tions commence, and the cast grows, 
as does the hilarity of each charac-
ter’s audition.

This show features PACA debuts by 
several actors, including the leads, 

Dawn Sears and Devin Chaney. Each 
cast member has ample opportunity 
to play with the role as written while 
simultaneously bringing life to the co-
medic whimsy and ridiculousness of 
an audition gone poorly – a deliciously 
resonating experience to anyone who 
has ever auditioned for a play them-
selves.

Attendees may notice these she-
nanigans and silliness favor an earli-
er work also written by playwright Ian 
McWethy, 14 More Ways to Screw 
Up Your College Interview. This ear-
lier work, which was performed and 
staged at PACA in 2021, taps a sim-
ilar vein of humor. “Although we like 
to stage classics, musicals, and con-
temporary shows that are on the cut-
ting edge, it is also nice to just have 
a good time. That is what this show 
is: a break from the intense reality 
that we are living in today,” shares 

Rodland. And for the summer season, 
a bit of fun and whimsy with family 
and friends lands well. – Erica Stewart

Fridays and Saturdays through July 18 // 
7:30 p.m. // PACA, 1505 State St. // $25 // 
For tickets and info: tickets.eriereader.com

Brooke Surgener and the Bandits go All In
Local indie favorite celebrates new EP release at King’s Rook Club

FRIDAY, JUL. 17

Brooke Surgener has some plans this 
month and she’d like you to join her in 
celebrating her new EP and birthday 
in a big way at the Kings Rook Club. 
Surgener (Erie’s 40 Under 40 Class 
of 2014) says she was inspired to call 
the EP All In based on a line in one of 
her favorite tracks, “Houston.” “These 
songs are a testament to betting on 
myself, going all in on my career and 
personal relationships, and refusing to 
give up regardless of the outcome.”

She began writing and releasing the 

songs for this EP as singles after her 
2022 full-length album Moon Waves 
was released. There will be vinyl and 
cassette copies of All In available for 
purchase at the release party, fea-
turing previously released and un-
released tracks plus some surprise 
bonus audio.

Also on hand for the festivities on 

July 17 will be Surgener’s full band, 
The Bandits. “I want the night to be 
a big party! Yes, it’s my birthday, so 
I want to have fun but I also want 
to take the opportunity to feel like 
a mini concert,” explains Surgener. 
The Bandits feature Noah Minarik on 
guitar, Mikey O’Toole on bass, Andy 
Stambaugh on guitar and vocals, and 
Jon Robbins on drums. The night will 
open with Rachel Sanders and Andre 
Costello.

“My hope for the night is that people 
experience something meaningful,” 
adds Surgener. She says she plans to 

decorate the stage and add the kind 
of ambiance that often inspires her.

It’s been a momentous year for 
Brooke and The Bandits so far. The 
band started 2026 by opening for The 
Wallflowers in Pittsburgh and will be 
playing 8 Great Tuesdays on Aug. 18 
with some other local faves, First to 
Eleven.

“If I could dream big on this birth-
day, my wish is that this record reach-
es new fans and that the good vibes 
of the night carry on to the rest of the 
year so I can continue sharing music 
and meeting new people,” explains 
the birthday gal. “But, I also wouldn’t 
mind a (Nintendo) Switch 2 so I can 
play Ocarina of Time when the new 
(Legend of) Zelda releases.” –  Edwina 
Capozziello

 8 p.m. to 3 a.m. // King’s Rook Club, 1921 
Peach St. // 21+ // $10 members, $15 
non-members // Tickets and more info at: 
tickets.eriereader.com

The folks at PACA are lightening the 
mood this July with their production of 
Bad Auditions by Bad Actors. Director 
Jeff Rodland hopes audiences take the 
opportunity to “to laugh and forget about 
the troubles of the world” as the cast brings 
the Ian McWethy play to life.

Erie’s Brooke Surgener (40 Under 40 Class 
of 2014) is celebrating her birthday while 
simultaneously celebrating the release of 
her latest EP entitled All In at the King’s 
Rook Club this month. 

Mount St. Benedict

Monastery
170th Anniversary

Open House
July 11 • 2 pm - 5 pm

Whether you’ve never been to the 
monastery or visit frequently, we’d 
love to see you at our Open House!
• Visit the chapel, library, Brother 

Thomas’s pottery collection, and 
Chapter 57, the monastery gift shop.

• Enjoy refreshments in the monastery 
dining room and visit with sisters.

• Enter to win cash prizes in our 
Annual Drawing, walk the grounds 
and gardens, and more…

6101 East Lake Road, Erie
More at eriebenedictines.org

$10 OFF 
any purchase of $50 or more

Hours: Fri. 10-1 & 4-6; Sat. 10-4; Sun. 10-4
or by Appointment 814-881-5481

2133 W. 8th St. •Erie, PA 16505

• Vintage Jewelry
• Fine Antiques
• Original & Decorative Art
• Unique Gifts!

Past Lives Jewelry & Antiques

Exp. 8/31/26

“These songs are a testament to betting on myself, 
going all in on my career and personal relationships, and 
refusing to give up regardless of the outcome.” – Singer-
songwriter Brooke Surgener on her latest release, All In
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Shore Thing: The 2026 Piping Plover Fest
Celebrate the return of a once-gone bird

BEGINNING SATURDAY, JUL. 18

In a charming prelude to Discover 
Presque Isle, which opens on July 20, 
the first-ever Piping Plover Fest will be 
celebrated at Presque Isle State Park 
on Saturday, July 18, and Sunday, July 
19. The festival marks the 10th anni-
versary since the Piping Plover re-
turned to Presque Isle to nest.

Festival-goers will learn why habitat 
restoration requires a lot of collabo-
ration. Attendees will get to view Our 
Threatened and Endangered Species: 
Piping Plovers, a new documentary by 
Pennsylvania Game Commission film-
maker Tracy Graziano, an Erie native, 
alongside having a lot of fun discov-
ering why the Pennsylvania Piping 
Plover and Common Tern Recovery 
Partnership bills Presque Isle’s Piping 
Plovers as Pennsylvania’s “comeback 
kids.”

“It is a globally rare species,” ex-
plained Cathy Haffner, Piping Plover 
recovery coordinator for the state 
Game Commission’s Bureau of Wildlife 
Management. “There are about 4,000 
pairs in the world and they occur only 
in North America, in three differ-
ent populations. All are protected at 
the federal level by the Endangered 
Species Act,” she said.

“To put that in context, only 88 
breeding pairs were confirmed last 
year in the entirety of the Great 
Lakes,” she said. That includes the 
two pairs that nested at Presque Isle 
in 2025. “We have a small amount of 
these but our fledglings will go on to 
colonize other sites. We are helping to 
grow the population,” she said.

The Piping Plover is a native spe-

cies of Pennsylvania and more than 
a century ago, up to 15 pairs nest-
ed at Presque Isle. “The first nest 
(at Presque Isle) was documented 
in 1900,” Haffner said. Piping plo-
vers lay eggs in the sand, “well-cam-
ouflaged to protect from predators,” 
but as beach use increased, people 
didn’t recognize the eggs, and the last 
nesting pair (before the relatively re-
cent return) was recorded in 1955, 
Haffner said.

The effort to attract Piping Plovers 
to nest again at Presque Isle began 
after several male plovers showed up 
in 2005. The Game Commission de-
cided “maybe there’s a chance to get 
them to stay,” Haffner said. “So I con-
ducted a recovery assessment, from 
the Presque Isle Lighthouse to Beach 
10.”

To restore the habitat, the Game 
Commission partnered with the state 
Department of Conservation and 
Natural Resources, the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service Pennsylvania Field 
Office, the Western Conservancy, 
the Erie Bird Observatory, and the 
Tom Ridge Environmental Center 
Foundation. Habitat restoration in-
cluded getting rid of invasive plants, 
which also allowed for the preserva-
tion and documentation of rare plant 
species.

“It took some time before the Piping 
Plovers decided to stay. These ef-
forts require a lot of patience, per-
sistence and, of course, partnerships,” 
Haffner said. “Finally, in 2017, we had 
two pairs stay.”

The park is now the only available 

nesting habitat for this species in 
Pennsylvania, according to Haffner.

“Celebrating 10 years since Piping 
Plovers returned to Pennsylvania, es-
pecially coming back to Presque Isle, 
is something our community should 
be really proud of,” said Holley Short, 
executive director of the Erie Bird 
Observatory (and 2026 40 Under 40 
honoree). “We get to be the home of 
such a charismatic little shorebird!”

The festival opens on July 18 with a 
free panel discussion and the docu-
mentary premiere from 1 to 3 p.m. at 
the Tom Ridge Environmental Center. 
A lecture and social hour featur-
ing Francie Cuthbert, Ph.D., profes-
sor emeritus from the University of 
Minnesota, follows from 5:30 to 8:30 

p.m.; there is a $15 charge. The docu-
mentary will also be shown all day on 
July 19 at TREC.

Piping Plover Fest was timed pur-
posely as a prelude to Discover 
Presque Isle, said Haffner. “The piping 
plovers are like the park’s little celebri-
ties,” she said. Then there’s this bonus: 
the festival also celebrates the Tern.

Registration is required by July 17 for 
Cuthbert’s lecture and encouraged for 
the other events. – Liz Allen

Saturday from 1 to 8:30 p.m., Sunday 
from 8 a.m. // Free ($15 for Dr. Cuthbert 
lecture and social hour) // Tom Ridge 
Environmental Center, 301 Peninsula Dr. // 
For registration and more info: eriebirdob-
servatory.org/piping-plover-fest

As an opening act to Discover Presque Isle, the Erie Bird Observatory, along with community 
partners, is throwing a big party for a little bird: the Piping Plover. Catch film screenings, 
exhibits, interactive educational events, and field trips all celebrating the comeback of this 
beloved shorebird.

At the expERIEnce Children's Museum,
dreams are always under construction.
At the expERIEnce Children's Museum,
dreams are always under construction.
Every day, Erie's youngest builders pull on their
hard hats to imagine, explore, and create.

Your gift keeps them building, powering the
exhibits and programs that give every child the
tools to create something extraordinary.

No dream gets built alone.
Donate on Erie Gives Day,

Tuesday, August 11 ! th

No dream gets built alone.
Donate on Erie Gives Day,

Tuesday, August 11 ! th
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Pulmonologist

Allegheny Clinic seeks a 
Pulmonologist to work in and 

around Erie, PA and be responsible 
for the prevention, diagnosis, and 
treatment of diseases, conditions, 

and abnormalities of the 
cardiopulmonary system. 

Send CV/cover letter with salary 
requirements to Dianna DeWeese at 

dianna.deweese@ahn.org
with “Pulmonologist opportunity” in 

re line.
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6 Pack House of Beer   Cali’s West Catering   Beer & Pop Discount Warehouse   
Sheraton Erie Bayfront hotel   Courtyard By Marriott Erie Bayfront   Shoreline Grille             
Two 45 Waterfront Grille   Copy King   Dave Hallman Chevorlet   Printing Concepts 

FREE TO ATTEND thankS to our sponsors & partners!

eriebluesandjazz.com
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Tracy Turnblad’s Moves Aren’t Bad!
Award-winning musical Hairspray returns to Erie Playhouse

PREMIERING FRIDAY, JUL. 24

Welcome to the ‘60s: the days of sock 
hops and big hairdos. It’s 1962 and af-
ter a spot opens up on her favorite lo-
cal teenage dance show, The Corny 
Collins Show, Tracy Turnblad is de-
termined to make it her own, even as 
new challenges try to stop her. Dance 
your way to your seats for the Erie 
Playhouse’s production of the Tony 
Award-winning musical, Hairspray.

Last seen at the Playhouse in 2010, 
Hairspray is a celebration of body 
positivity, racial integration, and the 
power of youthful rebellion. Based on 
the 1988 (non-musical) film with the 
same title, Hairspray has had a steady 
run through Broadway, the West 
End, and more. In 2007, its populari-
ty spiked again with a film adaptation 
of the musical, starring John Travolta 
and Michelle Pfeiffer.

Director Ryan Ingram noted that 
his favorite aspect of working on the 
show has been the overall excitement 
surrounding it: “The energy around it 
has been unmatched. People know 
the show and love it.”

With a nod to its source material, the 

audience can expect to see a bright 
and cheery color palette throughout 
the show. “The costumes are also 
bright, fun, and have a retro flair. The 
characters are transitioning from the 
dull world of the 1950s to the brighter, 
more colorful (and hopeful) time peri-
od of the 1960s,” says Ingram.

And speaking of characters, the cast 
is full of many new faces making their 
Mainstage debuts: Matthew Sommers 

(Corny Collins), Meghan Bucheral 
(Penny Pingleton), Rhonda Berlin 
(Prudy Pingleton), Tamiyah Goodwin 
(Little Inez), Maeve Wakefield 
(Brenda), Jack McBride (Joey), and 
Messiah Mooney (Duane).

According to Ingram, through the 
collaborative effort of choreographer 
Jenna Baker and music coordinator 

Devon Yates, the cast is excited to 
bring every move and moment to life.

Given the buzz surrounding the 
show, additional dates may be pro-
vided as needed. – Cassandra Gripp

Fridays and Saturdays through Aug. 9 at 
7:30 p.m. // Thursday, Aug. 6 at 7:30 p.m. 
and Sundays, Aug. 2 and Aug. 9 at 2 p.m. 
// Erie Playhouse, 13 W. 10th St. // $20-30 
// For tickets and info: erieplayhouse.org

Erie Reader Book Club: July 2026
Never Let Me Go by Kazuo Ishiguro

SUNDAY, JUL. 26

The Erie Reader Book Club will be 
reading and discussing Never Let Me 
Go by Kazuo Ishiguro in conjunction 
with the Erie Reader 40 Under 40 is-
sue.

Every July, we decide on a coming-
of-age novel to coincide with our 40 
Under 40 issue – since all the individ-

uals honored in the issue come from 
different careers, backgrounds, and 
walks of life, the one commonality 
among them is that they themselves 
are experiencing a coming-of-age 
moment, in their own ways.

In Never Let Me Go, 31-year-old 
Kathy reflects on her idyllic child-
hood when two of her schoolmates 
come back into her life and friend-
ships are rekindled. Having lived 
at Hailsham, a private school in the 
English countryside, Kathy reminisc-
es on her time with her classmates, 
a group of students sheltered from 
the outside world. Brought up to be-
lieve that they were special individ-
uals, their well-being was crucial to 
not just themselves but for society as 
a whole.

As Kathy continues to reflect on the 
past, now through the lens of hind-
sight, a darker understanding of the 
childhood she so loved begins to take 
shape, forcing her and her friends to 
face the truth about their childhood, 
and about the lives they lead now.

Considered one of Ishiguro’s best, 
Never Let Me Go is all at once beau-
tiful, heartbreaking, and lyrical-
ly written, offering perspective on 

the sadness of the human condition 
and asking the insurmountable ques-
tion: what does it mean to be human?  
– Ally Kutz

1 p.m. // Werner Books and Coffee, 3608 
Liberty St. // Free to join, cost of book not 
included // For more info: wernerbooks.com

The cult classic Hairspray comes to the Erie 
Playhouse stage in musical form, standing 
as a zany, colorful celebration of body 
positivity, racial integration, and the power 
of youthful rebellion.

Gem City Rock &
Mineral Society’s 

57th Annual
Gem & Mineral
Show & Sale

July 18 & 19, 2026
Zem Zem Shriners Banquet

and Conference Center
2525 West 38th Street

Erie, PA 
(Corner of West 38th & Zuck Road)

From I-79-NB: Take Exit 180, left onto 
Interchange Rd., continue onto Zimmerly Rd.,

turn right onto Zuck Rd. Parking lot is on
the right, just past Zuck Park. 

From I-90: Take Exit 22B onto I-79 North,
then Exit 180, left onto Interchange Rd.
Continue onto Zimmerly Rd., turn right

onto Zuck Rd. Parking lot is on the right,
just past Zuck Park.  

SATURDAY 10:00AM - 6:00PM
SUNDAY 10:00AM - 5:00PM 

DEALERS - DOOR PRIZES 
CRYSTALS - FOSSILS

GEODES - JEWELRY - BEADS
ACTIVITIES FOR CHILDREN 

Adults $4.00 
Children under 12 FREE! 
Admission is CASH ONLY

6 Pack House of Beer   Cali’s West Catering   Beer & Pop Discount Warehouse   
Sheraton Erie Bayfront hotel   Courtyard By Marriott Erie Bayfront   Shoreline Grille             
Two 45 Waterfront Grille   Copy King   Dave Hallman Chevorlet   Printing Concepts 

FREE TO ATTEND thankS to our sponsors & partners!

eriebluesandjazz.com
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Last seen at the Playhouse 
in 2010, Hairspray is 
a celebration of body 
positivity, racial integration, 
and the power of youthful 
rebellion. 

Considered one of Kazuo 
Ishiguro’s best, Never 
Let Me Go is all at once 
beautiful, heartbreaking, 
and lyrically written.
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814-455-1616
4960 Pittsburgh Ave. Erie Pa.
www.ddennistongallery.com

 z Original Paintings, Sculpture, Mixed  
Media, Jewelry, Gifts & Accessories

 z 14 yrs. Curating Local Artworks & Beyond
 z Buy & Sell Estate Art * Appraisals

Explore our Distinctive Collection
for Home or Office

that transforms Spaces and 
Inspires Conversation.
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Highland at the Hall
Ally the Piper brings bagpipes to Centennial Hall

FRIDAY, JUL. 31

Traditional bagpipe music has long 
been a part of Scottish tradition and 
the Great Highland bagpipe is the 
most popular of the pipes, and has 
been used for centuries throughout 
Europe, the Persian Gulf, and South 
Asia. In America, this type of bagpipe 
is traditionally used at cultural events, 
Highland games, or at funerals.
Forget your preconceived notions on 
the limits of bagpipes when it comes 
to a performance from Ally the Piper. 
She is a well-versed piper who has ac-
quired a large fanbase online – blend-
ing tradition with hard rock music. She 
has amassed millions of followers and 
thousands of views on her social me-
dia accounts. Ally (Allyson Crowley-
Duncan) tells us that she began playing 
classic rock songs almost immediate-
ly after learning the instrument. “As a 
gigging bagpiper I played a lot of pubs 
and parties, and after playing my tradi-
tional reels and jigs, I would love to end 
a performance with something a little 
more unexpected, like ‘Crazy Train.’” 
Within a couple years Ally had put to-
gether a rock band with some of her 
friends from high school.

After high school, Ally moved from 
New York state to Pennsylvania to at-

tend Edinboro University where she 
graduated with a Bachelor of Arts in 
Music. “I learned a lot of indepen-
dence as an artist. I was distanced 
from my competitive background for 
the first time in my life and finally had 
a chance to take a deeper look at my 
relationship with the pipes and fig-
ure out what role I wanted them to 
play in my future. I didn’t know then 
that I would be a full-time performer, 
I thought I would pursue the education 
field, but I did graduate knowing that 
I wanted to bring the bagpipes into 
new spaces and be a voice in break-
ing apart some of the stigma that 
tends to follow the pipes,” she shares.

After graduation, she continued to 
play, but it wasn’t until the pandemic 
that her career as a piper shifted from 
in-person to online. “I hadn’t played 
my pipes in a few months, and was 
feeling pretty isolated and depressed. 
So, I made the choice to hold myself 
accountable to something. I posted 
my first video on TikTok, primarily be-
cause I didn’t know anyone on the app 
and thought I could maintain some 
semblance of anonymity. That failed 
the first day when my video got 150K 
views. But, the accountability worked 
– I haven’t put the pipes down since 
I posted that first video five and half 

years ago.”
She is best known for her rendi-

tions of “Crazy Train,” “Free Bird,” 
“I’m Shipping Up To Boston,” and 
“She’s a Pirate” (from the Pirates of 
the Caribbean movie). Attendees to 
her upcoming show at Centennial Hall 
(with local guests the Mulligans) can 
expect to hear those classics along-
side some traditional pipe tunes, as 
well as original material. Ally says that 
her favorite thing about live shows is 
the generational aspect –  sometimes 

with a family spanning three genera-
tions sitting in the front row, excited 
to celebrate their heritage, and direct-
ly next to them is a heavy metal en-
thusiast head-banging along. Ally also 
stated that she is looking forward to 
being so close to her alma mater and 
hopes to see some familiar faces in 
the audience. – Larry Wheaton

Doors open at 6 p.m. // Centennial Hall, 
145 W. 11th St. // $33.65+ // For tickets 
and info: tickets.eriereader.com

Reel Rituals Revs Up for Driller Killer
Up-and-coming film series unpacks genre oddities

FRIDAY, JUL. 31

Do you like films on the fringes? 
Forgotten gems? Oddballs that were 

ahead of their time? Do you want 
to find a place to watch them with 
like-minded weirdos and talk about 
the modern social ramifications of 
the movie you just watched?
If so, you might already be a Reel 
Rituals fan. The series is the brain-
child of Madman Mook and the 
Pentacle Pin Up, also known as the 
Erie Reader’s own Aaron Mook, and 
40 Under 40 alum Rie Witherow.

For their fourth installment of the 
Reel Rituals film series, the duo 
will be presenting the 1979 psy-
chodrama The Driller Killer. In a 
recent statement, the organizers 
described Reel Rituals as “a se-
ries of semi-regular, affordable 
film screenings dedicated to over-
looked, forgotten, and underseen 
cinema. Rooted in Erie’s DIY spir-
it, we bring films to life in rotating 

venues across the city, turning each 
screening into a unique communal 
experience.”

“Part of what’s exciting about Reel 
Rituals is not only exploring differ-
ent genres, but even subgenres 
of film,” Mook explained. “Most of 
what is in the public domain is pre-
1960 and relatively tame as far as 
today’s standards go, so it’s excit-
ing to use this month’s screening 
to introduce folks to the weird and 
wonderful world of ‘video nasties.’”

It’s a loose atmosphere that offers 
academic takes and insights into 
films that are often misunderstood 
– and so far, all in the public do-
main. The previous screenings fea-
tured The Brain That Wouldn’t Die, 
followed by A Bucket of Blood and 
The Old Dark House.

With opening slide presentations 

to provide context and backstory, 
the duo offers an experience that’s 
part vintage horror hosting and part 
TED Talk. Expect them to tackle 
the film’s misleading cover image 
and its impact on censorship in the 
Thatcher-era United Kingdom.

With dates and films lined up 
for August and September, stay 
tuned to their social media to find 
out what’s next. Witherow hinted, 
“We have some super secret spe-
cial announcements we’ll be mak-
ing that go beyond Reel Rituals, and 
any fans of Erie’s spookier side are 
not going to want to miss them.”  
– Nick Warren

Doors at 5:30, film at 7 p.m. // 10|20 
Collective, 1020 Holland St. // $10 // For 
Mature Audiences // For tickets and more 
information, visit 1020collective.com

Reel Rituals is a film screening series like 
no other – sharing vintage films, often 
from the public domain, that have often 
been long-forgotten or are generally under 
appreciated and giving them a fresh take. 
This month's film and discussion will tackle 
the 1979 psychodrama The Driller Killer.

If you haven’t yet heard someone absolutely shred on the bagpipe – Centennial Hall is 
bringing you that opportunity as they host the internet sensation Ally the Piper, with an 
opening act from Erie favorites the Mulligans.
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Celebrate 31 Years of Rhythm at the 2026 Erie Blues and Jazz Festival
Two days of world-class music, local flavor, and community await in one of Erie’s favorite summer traditions

BEGINNING SATURDAY, AUG. 1

For 31 years, the Erie Blues and Jazz 
Festival  (a perennial winner of Best 
Music Festival in our Best of Erie 
awards) has transformed Frontier 
Park into a hub for music, the arts, and 
community. Returning Saturday, Aug. 
1, and Sunday, Aug. 2, the Festival 
once again invites audiences to en-
joy an eclectic mix of blues, jazz, soul, 
funk, and fusion performances against 
one of the city’s most scenic back-
drops.

“This year’s festival brings an incred-
ible mix of elite national, regional and 
local intense energy to our three stag-
es,” Festival Producer Maria Gangemi 
(Erie’s 40 Under 40 Class of 2020) 
shares.  Saturday will feature (among 
others) performances from The Duke 
Sherman Band, whose guitar-driven 
blues channels classic American mu-
sic, acclaimed guitarist Wayne Baker 
Brooks and his signature Chicago 
sound, and rising vocalist Dylan 
Triplett, whose powerful voice evokes 
the golden age of soul and R&B.

Sunday is set to continue the mo-
mentum with groups like the Erie Phil 
Jazz Ensemble showcasing their re-
gional talent, as well as headliner The 
Lao Tizer Band, a well-recognized fu-
sion group known for combining con-
temporary jazz elements with funk, 
world music, and altogether infec-
tious grooves.

“For over 33 years, the Erie Blues 

and Jazz Festival has anchored our 
region’s summer arts season as a 
true community equalizer. Thanks 
to our dedicated sponsors and part-

ners, free admission ensures there are 
zero financial barriers to cultural en-
richment,” says Gangemi. “We love 
seeing generations of families grow 
up attending the festival together, 
creating a shared local lineage. This 
deep-rooted togetherness, paired 
with a sustained draw of world-class 
musical talent to Frontier Park, is ex-
actly what has defined a large part of 
Erie’s vibrant cultural identity.” 

Beyond the stage, attendees can 
look forward to a “diverse mix of local 
food vendors, artisans, and commu-
nity organizations” while enjoying the 
relaxed atmosphere that has earned 
the event a reputation as one of Erie’s 
signature summer gatherings.

If you’ve never been to the festival 
before, expect “an immersive com-
munity celebration that feels like a 
massive neighborhood party, despite 
hosting a multi-thousand-person au-
dience,” Gangemi says. “It is a com-
pletely family-oriented experience 
that encompasses dedicated spaces 
offering interactive arts and activities 

for children, all set within a welcom-
ing and relaxed crowd.”

Admission for the Erie Blues and 
Jazz Festival remains free, with or-
ganizers suggesting a $25 donation 
for adults to help sustain the festival’s 
mission and future programming. As 
a thank-you, donors receive a limit-
ed-edition festival button commem-
orating the event.

Whether you’re a lifelong blues en-
thusiast, a jazz devotee, or some-
one simply looking for a memorable 
experience in Frontier Park, the Erie 
Blues and Jazz Festival promises an-
other remarkable weekend of live mu-
sic, dancing, and camaraderie. More 
information about this year’s lineup, 
parking, and festival guidelines can 
be found at eriebluesandjazz.com.  
–Aaron Mook

Saturday and Sunday, 11 a.m. to 9:30 p.m. 
// Frontier Park, 1501 W. 6th St. // Free 
Admission with $25 Suggested Donation 
// Additional information available at erie-
bluesandjazz.com

The People’s Festival, Erie’s Blues and Jazz, winner of Best of Erie’s Best Music Festival in 2025, returns to Frontier Park for the first weekend 
in August bringing headliners like The Duke Sherman Band and The Lao Tizer Band to perform alongside scads of other local, regional, and out-
of-town favorites.
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Family-friendly, interactive, and culturally diverse activities accompany the music at Erie's 
Blues and Jazz fest, as it takes over all aspects of Frontier Park for the first weekend in 
August.
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Celebrating America at 250
July calendar filled with patriotic events

By: Chloe Forbes

As the summer heats up, so does the event 
schedule. Fast approaching the Fourth of July 
– which this year marks 250 years of America’s 
Declaration of Independence – there’s pomp and 
circumstance by the boatload, beginning with 
the return of the U.S. Brig Niagara.

July 2 at noon, Erie’s flagship will return to its 
home port after more than a year away for re-
pairs. The Parade of Sail will begin at the chan-
nel of Presque Isle near the North Pier Light then 
travel toward Liberty Park, concluding at the Erie 
Maritime Museum. Once docked, the flagship will 
remain open for deck tours all weekend.

The festivities continue on the bayfront 
on Friday, July 3, with Erie 250: Light and 
Liberty on the Lake, the City of Erie’s signa-
ture Independence Day event, hosted on the 
water and featuring a fireworks display from 
Dobbins Landing at 10 p.m. after a concert by 
the Marshall Tucker Band and Buckcherry at the 
Rebich Investments Amphitheater. While the fire-
works are free to watch, the concert is a tick-
eted event.

Also on July 3, the Erie Commodores, Erie’s 
semi-pro soccer team, will close out its season 
with a special America 250-themed match at 
Mercyhurst University’s Saxon Stadium.

On Saturday, July 4, at 2:30 p.m., the Erie 
Philharmonic will perform a free Patriotic Pops 
concert in Bayview Park. It will include Sousa 
marches, an Armed Forces Salute, cinematic 
John Williams hits, and Broadway favorites.

Now through Sunday, July 5, the Flying 
Legends of Victory Warbird Tour will take place 
at the Erie International Airport. See B-17 and 
B-25 bombers, two of the rarest historical mili-
tary planes and get a tour.

Beginning Monday, July 6, at 6 p.m. the 
Jefferson Educational Society will kick off its USA 
250 summer programming with a weeklong resi-
dency by Dr. Robert Garland titled “Democracy: 
From Beginning to Now.” Later in the month, on 
Thursday, July 16, at 4 p.m., renowned food and 
drink writer Brian Freedman will present “Spirits 
that Moved America: Lessons through Liquor,” 
a tasting of spirits that tracks the nation’s own 
spirited journey.

Beginning on Monday, July 27 through 
Thursday, July 30, the Jefferson Educational 
Society will host Moments That Shaped America: 
A Nation and Independence at 250. Events in-
clude “9/11 25 Years Later: WH Chief of Staff 
Andy Card’s Eyewitness to History” with Andy 
Card, White House Chief of Staff from 2001 
to 2006; “From FDR to Trump: Life in the 
Modern White House” with bestselling au-
thor Gary Walters and Stuart McLauren, author 
and President of the White House Historical 
Association; “We the Women: The Hidden Heroes 

Who Shaped America” with Kate Andersen 
Brower, New York Times bestselling author; and 
“Against All Odds: Front Line Stories from World 
War II” with Alex Kershaw, New York Times best-
selling author, and David Yoho, WWII veteran.

Running throughout the entire month, the 
Tom Ridge Environmental Center will host its 
Presque Isle 250 exhibit, which displays the role 
of Presque Isle State Park throughout America’s 
past 250 years. The free exhibit on the second 
floor includes journals, newspaper articles, and 
photos that tell the story of Presque Isle.

Events throughout Erie County include the 

America 250 Celebration at the Mellon Heritage 
Veteran’s Outreach and Wellness Center in 
North East on July 2 and 3; 18th Century Life 
and Traditions, a re-enactment of life in 1776 at 
the Gifford-Blanchfield House in Harborcreek on 
Saturday, July 11, at 10 a.m.; and re-enactments 
from America’s history in the 18th and 19th cen-
turies at the Fort LeBoeuf Historical Society 
in Waterford on Saturday, July 18, as part of 
Waterford’s Heritage Day festival. 

Chloe Forbes is a local journalist. Reach her at chloe-
forbes14@gmail.com

As the nation gears up to celebrate the semiquincentennial anniversary of the founding of our country – Chloe Forbes lines up 
those events happening throughout Erie including a free philharmonic concert, fireworks, the return of the flagship Niagara, 
educational events, art shows, and more.
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SECTIONALBUM REVIEWS
Never Say Never 
Down This Road
Barcode Records/PMA Syndicate 

There are some records that stay with you. If you were a local punk or hardcore kid in the late ’90s or early 2000s, you no doubt remember Never Say 
Never. Hailing from North East, the quartet was one of the top acts around, even playing the Buffalo leg of the Vans Warped Tour. They were also 
one of the relatively few bands to record and release a full-fledged album. This was just before the days of ubiquitous home recording and burned 
CDs, and long before online streaming. Recorded at Watchmen Studios in Lockport, New York (the main option for Erie bands at the time), the band 
released the album in 2001 with the help of Barcode Records. The band was composed of Dana Castaldo on guitar and vocals, J. Morey on guitar, 
Phil Iavarone on bass, and the late John Miller on drums. Now, 25 years later, Never Say Never’s Down This Road has been pressed on vinyl.  This 
special re-release is the work of PMA Syndicate. Formed by Dan Riefstahl and P.J. Wroczynski, this new local initiative is built on a positive mental 
attitude and a conviction to bring projects to life. This release in particular was born from a genuine love and appreciation for an album that helped 
shape their formative years and musical tastes, while also serving as a tribute to Miller.  With a limited pressing, each record features a random color 
from recycled vinyl. In addition to the nine cuts that originally appeared on the CD, it includes two tracks from the band’s demo recordings, “Your Own 
Way” and “What You Believe.” Hardcore punk fit for the skatepark alongside bands like Millencolin, No Motiv, and Boysetsfire, Never Say Never is a 
band that absolutely deserves both revisiting and discovery by new fans (to order and for more information, visit PMASyndicate.com). – Nick Warren 

elias, if only
RARE EMBERS, LATE SPRING
Self-released

The evolution of Erie independent artist/songwriter/you-name-it Eli Kerr (under the moniker elias, if only) has been fascinating to watch. Not un-
like another local songwriter, Brian the Fly, longtime observers have seen Kerr’s production evolve from hip-hop to indie-flavored songwriting 
and even country music, once again landing somewhere new on the immediately fascinating RARE EMBERS, LATE SPRING. With hardly any vo-
cals featured throughout the record’s efficient 30-minute runtime, listeners will instantly be hooked by the chillwave-influenced guitars on album 
opener “APRIL 15 (TAXES II),” which feels like a midpoint between 2000s indie and Mk.gee’s current run. But the album gets weirder from there, 
and that’s not a bad thing; amongst snippets of dialogue and conversation are warbly, soft keys and pleasant guitar noodling (“FAT BIRD”). In 
fact, if one were forced to come up with a comparison, RARE EMBERS, LATE SPRING sounds a bit like A24’s latest signee ear (an ambient elec-
tropop duo from New York) – but in the most thrilling way. The latest from elias, if only sounds like the distillation of a dozen influences boiled 
down into something completely fresh. – Aaron Mook

Vince Staples
Cry Baby
Section Eight Arthouse/Loma Vista Recordings

For America’s 250th anniversary, Long Beach rapper Vince Staples serves up a piece of absurdist pie on Cry Baby. On the album’s seventh track, 
Staples begins his first verse by proclaiming, “America the beautiful, I’d like to take a look at you.” In his search, the musician, on his first indepen-
dent venture, moves away from the individual storytelling approach of his past efforts in favor of an assessment of our morally illiterate, media-in-
undated, and socially apathetic nation. In keeping with this approximation, Staples employs his signature lackadaisical vocal delivery – sounding 
battle-worn as tragedies take place on his front lawn. However, the musician does expand beyond his traditional wheelhouse. Abandoning the 
wooziness of West Coast sounds and Kenny Beats production, Staples harnesses the edge of rock-adjacent hi-hats, kick drums, and basslines. 
The result is a project that feels as anthemic as it is telling. Topics range from questioning America’s trust in police forces on “Go! Go! Gorilla” 
and “The Big Bad Wolf,” comparing our relationship with media to that of lust on “TV Guide,” and reckoning with the perpetuation of slavery on 
“Only In America.” Staples concludes that America is damned. When people can watch fellow civilians gunned down in the street with glazed-
over eyes, what is there to save? – Nathaniel Clark

Lee “Scratch” Perry and Mouse on Mars
Spatial, No Problem
Domino Recording Company

Lee “Scratch” Perry left us in 2021 only to be resurrected with the previously unreleased Spatial, No Problem, recorded in 2019 under a very 
hush-hush mysticism. His experimentation reached beyond reggae to dub with releases like “Blackboard Jungle Dub” and “Super Ape,” which in-
fluenced everything from punk to hip-hop to electronica. His hypnotic multi-channel productions utilized the mixing board as an instrument. The 
Black Arc studio vibe followed Perry onto every collaboration like a shadow. German duo Mouse on Mars creates electronic trance-like sound 
collages utilizing samples, usually without the typical crate-digging, with each rising up and falling back like musicians on an Albert Ayler record-
ing. “Rock Curry” immediately drenches us in an intoxicating Krautrock rhythm nodding to the band Neu! with “Hallo Shiva” keeping similar beats 
stretching into a meditative koan. “Economic Train” layers simple samples into a complex lattice with soulful horns. “Spatialee” hits like a piece to 
be played back in an empty gallery room with a single bench in its center. “To the Rescue” is the epitome of what one loves about Perry’s unique 
vocal freestyle structure. “State of Emergency” is a call for peace with a New Orleans horn procession, climaxing in mournful wailing. This album 
is a lot to absorb, but eventually it will sink in. – Melissa Sullivan
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POETRY

Inpatient Rehabilitation
Care that gets you home

(814) 969-3911

LECOMHealth.com

One-on-one therapy sessions and
immediate access to the hospital for
labs, testing, specialists and more!

Physical therapy

Occupational therapy

Speech pathology

Respiratory therapy

Nursing

Nutritional services

Case management 

Wound care

Home evaluations and on-site

hemodialysis

Mabeline’s Poetry Corner
Haikuing at Poetry Park

“Born”
Born to move mountains
Given the strength required to
Create needed change

“Master Gardener” 
Master Gardener 
I give you all the credit 
For this atmosphere 

“Seeds”
I love to plant seeds
Seeds of hope, love, joy, and trust
Prepare for harvests 

“Freeing” 
It’s freeing to be 
In a space like this. No walls
Serene music, You.

Mabeline hosts and promotes a variety of community building programs that focus on 
the Art of Healing through poetry and writing, including Live Poetry at Cafe 7-10 and The 
Poetry X-Change at Werner Books and Coffee. She can be reached at gamewithmabel@
gmail.com
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A Useful Ghost is a Brilliant Romantic Fantasy
Til death do us part

Over the last decade, Thailand has 
become (with the possible excep-
tion of Romania) the most interest-
ing film country in the world. This 
fact has naturally led me to seek out 
Ratchapoom Boonbunchachoke’s film 
A Useful Ghost, whose concept alone 
was enough to pull me in. But it was 
so much more than I expected. The 
film manages to be a funny and heart-
breaking story of love (both straight 
and queer) while also being a terrif-
ic political satire, capitalist critique, 
and fantastical ghost story simulta-
neously.

The story centers on Nat (Davika 
Hoorne), the recently deceased wife 
of the heir to an electronics compa-
ny, whose spirit possesses a vacuum 
cleaner to help her husband, March 
(Witsarut Himmarat), with his dust al-
lergy. While Nat and March are bliss-
fully reunited, the company feels they 
can use Nat to get rid of the trouble-
some ghosts of slain factory workers 
to help productivity. With the promise 

that they will not separate her from 
her husband, Nat begins exorcising 
other ghosts from the company, but 
in the process, starts to disconnect 
from March.

The absurd premise is really just a 
Trojan horse to get to the real meat 
of the story. Much like Apichatpong 
Weerasethakul ’s Cemetery of 
Splendour, the film uses fantastical el-
ements to talk about the control that 
authoritarians exert over their peo-
ple, even after death, and how gov-
ernments erase their uncomfortable 
histories by disappearing the “ghosts” 
of the past. We follow various charac-
ters and how Thailand’s most power-

ful elements have tried to erase their 
memories, and watch as Nat goes 
from oppressed to oppressor in the 
name of self-preservation.

You’ll never guess a film about a 
haunted vacuum could make you cry 
by the end.

A Useful Ghost is currently available on 
Hoopla, Kanopy, Amazon Prime, Apple 
TV+, and YouTube. Written and directed by 
Ratchapoom Boonbunchachoke // Starring 
Davika Hoorne, Witsarut Himmarat, Apasiri 
Nitibhon, Wanlop Rungkumjad, Gandhi 
Wasuvitchayagit, Ornanong Thaisriwong, 
and Witsarut Homhuan // 130 minutes // 
GDH 559 // Unrated (R equivalent)

Disclosure Day Is Well-Made but Silly
I want to believe

Aliens have long held significant 
meaning in the films of Steven 
Spielberg. Whether they represent-
ed an incomprehensible force of spir-
itual majesty (Close Encounters), the 
joy and wonder of childhood inno-
cence (E.T.), or the fears and anxiet-
ies felt by a post-9/11 America (War 
of the Worlds), the aliens in his films 
are never just aliens. This theme con-
tinues with Disclosure Day, in which 
extraterrestrials represent the key to 
human connection and understand-
ing in an increasingly hostile and di-
vided world. However, despite some 
admirable filmmaking, that theme 
isn’t enough to hold a shoddy story 
together that gets bogged down by 
its own ambitions.

Daniel Kellner (Josh O’Connor) is a 
whistleblower who is on the run after 
stealing a strange otherworldly de-
vice. He and his team are desperate-
ly trying to reveal a nearly 80-year 
cover-up about the existence of ex-
traterrestrials while being pursued by 

a ruthless government agent (Colin 
Firth). Their quest leads them to a 
television meteorologist (Emily Blunt) 
who seems to have a mysterious con-
nection to Kellner and knowledge 
about the alien visitors that even she 
does not yet understand.

The film is mostly an extended 
chase sequence that often feels like 
a blockbuster from the 1990s. Sadly, 
the story feels stuck in that era as 
well, as it comes off like a mid-tier ep-
isode of The X-Files. There are some 
brilliant shots and expertly directed 
action sequences (Spielberg is still a 
great filmmaker), but the story suf-

fers from the worst sentimental ex-
cesses of its director. The message 
of cosmic forces bringing the world 
together is a hopeful one, but in this 
age, it comes off as woefully naive. – 
Forest Taylor

Directed by Steven Spielberg // Written 
by David Koepp // Starring Emily Blunt, 
Josh O’Connor, Colin Firth, Eve Hewson, 
Wyatt Russell, Elizabeth Marvel, Henry 
Lloyd-Hughes, Courtney Grace, Jeremy 
Shamos, Michael Gaston, Gabby Beans, 
Elliot Vilar, Tommy Martinez, Noah 
Robbins, and Colman Domingo // 145 min-
utes // Universal Pictures // Rated PG-13

Wabtec US Rail, Inc. 
dba Wabtec Corporation seeks 

Lead Supplier Quality 
Engineering Specialist 

in Erie, PA to maintain and 
upgrade product and process 

quality at suppliers. 
Telecommuting permitted. 

Apply at 
www.jobpostingtoday.com 

Ref #22489

SELL TIX WITH US! 
Visit tickets.eriereader.com

and get started today!

ERIE’S ONLY
LOCAL EVENT TICKETING

FOR EVENTS & TO BUY TICKETS:

MOVIES



July 2, 2026 ErieReader.com   |  Erie Reader  |    51July 2, 2026 ErieReader.com   |  Erie Reader  |    51

Answers to last puzzle

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

12 13 14 15

16 17 18

19 20 21 22

23 24 25

26 27 28

29 30 31 32 33 34

35 36 37 38 39

40 41 42

43 44 45 46

47 48 49 50 51 52 53

54 55 56

57 58 59 60

61 62 63

64 65 66

A Y E S T A P A S S C O T

S O R E A C A R E T A R O

S K I N B R A C E R U K E S

T E N D I G I T V I D E O S

A C E S E I N E S

P A C K E T S C L I N T O N

E T H P S Y C H E T A Z O

A S I C S L E O M S N O W

R E P O A P E R C U D N A

S A B B A T H D E M P S E Y

O B S E S S A B U

I T A L I A I L S A L U N D

M A R E W E D G E I S S U E

A D D R A D E B T E D N A

C A S S Y E S T O S A N D

Across
1. Like some mixed drinks
6. Tree goo
9. Airline based in Sweden
12. Orange, e.g.
14. A.L. Central team, on a 
scoreboard
15. Sicilian volcano
16. Xenomorph leader of 
sci-fi filmdom, for instance
18. Depilatory brand with 
"short shorts" ads
19. Offer temporarily
20. Coffeehouse dispenser
21. ___ Online (long-run-
ning MMORPG)
23. "Black-ish" dad
24. She's portrayed both 
Queens Elizabeth (I on TV 
and II on film)
26. Rakish cads
28. Listen to
29. Work in a haunted 
house, say
31. Lot purchase
32. Do some sums
35. Type of incandescent 
headlamp bulb
40. Up to now
41. Stimpy's costar
42. "Norma," for instance
43. ___ dire (court exam-
ination)
45. Fortnite dance or action
4 7.  G r e e t i n g  i n 
Gelsenkirchen
51. Director Jean-___ 

Godard
54. "The Death of Slim 
Shady (Coup de Gr‚ce)" 
rapper
55. Title for a judge, for 
short
56. AZ city
57. 1949 mil. alliance
58. All tied up
61. Certain prayer leader
62. Rodent in a maze
63. Twelve-book Trojan tale
64. "Ich bin ___ Berliner" 
(JFK quote that's a mis-
quote on his part)
65. Pull up a chair
66. Family nickname

Down
1. Burn
2. Bathroom floor worker
3. Wandering
4. Vanmate of Daphne and 
Velma
5. Good times
6. Play segment
7. Pub purchase
8. Shadow effect from a 
partial eclipse
9. Flight unit?
10. Crunchyroll offering
11. Clear plastic wrap
13. "So excited!" noise
15. Bookkeeping record
17. Addresses in a browser
22. Bend the truth
24. Color subtleties

25. Trevor who video-in-
terviewed Kamala Harris 
in October 2020
27. Part of OPEC, for short
29. Barnyard pen
30. Kind of stick or ball
31. Network getting a U.S. 
remake of U.K. panel show 
"Have I Got News For You"
32. When most children 
begin sixth grade
33. James Van ___ Beek
34. Coded strands
36. Nose hair tools
37. Architect Saarinen
38. Minnesota state bird
39. Choose
43. Snake's secretion
44. Number of one-sylla-
ble U.S. state names
45. "Ghostbusters" char-
acter Dr. ___ Spengler
46. High-IQ group, sup-
posedly
47. Bottled-up type?
48. Taste found in mush-
rooms
49. Mythical giant like 
Atlas
50. Half of "Good Mythical 
Morning"
52. Start of a gym motto
53. Drug store aisle
56. Dish list
59. Grammy-winning gui-
tarist Steve
60. Mid-afternoon drink
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presqueisledowns.com  I  1.866.ERIE.FUN  I  I-90 EXIT 27, Erie, PA 16514

If you or someone you know has a gambling problem, help is available. Call 1-800-GAMBLER.

Must be 21 or older. Tax and gratuity not included.

HAPPY HOUR SPECIALS
FRIDAYS • 5PM–7PM

50% OFF
ALL APPETIZERS

ALL DRAFT BEER • ALL WELL DRINKS

SATURDAYS,
JULY 11, 18 & 25

3PM–10PM

JULY’S FEATURED

OF THE MONTH
$18 GREEN GODDESS

BURGER
SERVED WITH ONE SIDE

YOUR PLACE FOR ALL THINGS FUN!

Visit PresqueIsleDowns.com
for the current progressive cash jackpot total.

Free Play expires the same day at Midnight.

WIN FREE PLAY OR YOUR SHARE OF 
THE PROGRESSIVE CASH JACKPOT!

THRILLING LIVE RACING
MONDAYS–WEDNESDAYS • 3:30PM POST TIME

PLUS JULY 2 & JULY 3 • 12:30PM POST TIME 
Visit PresqueIsleDowns.com/Racing for full schedule.

See Table Games for details. Pending PGCB approval.

SATURDAY, JULY 25 • 2PM
$15,000 IN CASH PRIZES!$15,000 IN CASH PRIZES!

WINNER TAKES HOME $8,800 CASH!WINNER TAKES HOME $8,800 CASH!
Play 8 hours of rated table games from 

June 28 at 11AM–July 25 at Noon to qualify. 

Free Play expires the same day at Midnight. Actual make and model may vary.

PRE-QUALIFIER DRAWINGS  
FRIDAYS, JULY 10 & 24 • 5PM–10PM

Win Cash, Free Play or a key that could unlock 
a new Ford Explorer® on Sunday, September 6!
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