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SIDE-YARD SUPERHERO TAKES NEW FLIGHT: AWARD-WINNING “AUTOMYTHOGRAPHY”  

RELEASED AS BOOK ONE IN FANFARE FOR A HOMETOWN SERIES 

 
CHANDLER, AZ (December 2011)—“Small towns are used to watching their children spread their 

wings and leave the nest,” says Rick D. Niece, Ph.D., “but there’s also something to be said for 

coming home.” 

Partnering with Five Star Publications, Inc., Dr. Niece is pleased to revisit the small town in which he 

grew up with the release of a new edition of his award-winning “automythography,” Side-Yard 

Superhero. A compilation of cherished memories from his childhood in picturesque DeGraff, Ohio, 

the book centers on the life lessons young Rickie learned from an unlikely teacher, a boy with 

severe cerebral palsy named Bernie Jones.  Stepping back in time to share his carefully pocketed 

memories, Niece invites readers from all walks of life to join him on a nostalgic journey of remembrance sure to tug 

heartstrings and strengthen community ties, wherever they may be. “Side-Yard Superhero is the first book in a series 

that we will publish and promote on behalf of Dr. Niece,” said Linda Radke, President of Five Star Publications. “We are 

thrilled to work with Rick and help him share his amazing stories. Taking readers home to DeGraff with young Rickie is a 

homecoming for us all, helping us reflect not only on where we came from, but also on where and how we’d like to be.” 

A lifelong educator by trade, Dr. Niece considers himself a small-town boy who has maintained his small-town values, 

and he appreciates how his upbringing shaped his journey from newspaper boy in small-town America to a distinguished 

career in academia. His professional expertise spanning more than 40 years, Dr. Niece has served as a classroom 

teacher, a public school administrator and a university professor, provost and president. Since 1997, he and his wife, 

Sherée, have served as President and First Lady of the University of the Ozarks in Clarksville, Arkansas. 

Having already touched the lives of Dr. Niece’s friends and neighbors in DeGraff, professional colleagues and students, 

Side-Yard Superhero now has potential to reach a much larger audience. Backed by 25 years of award-winning book 

production and promotional services, Five Star Publications is eager to help Niece share his message with readers from 

all walks of life. Perfect for Boomers, adolescents, people with disabilities and their loved ones and everyone who 

appreciates sentiment, innocence and simplicity, Side-Yard Superhero is a must-read with widespread appeal.  The book 

has been designated the Spring 2012 selection of the University of Arkansas Community College at Morrilton’s One 

Book, One Community reading program. Scheduled for release in early 2012, Side-Yard Superhero will be available in 

traditional print and audio CD as well as through electronic media, with distribution through Ingram and Baker & Taylor 

and www.eStarPublish.com. For more information, please visit www.RickNieceBooks.com.  
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SIDE-YARD SUPERHERO REACHES NEW HEIGHTS WITH UNITED CEREBRAL PALSY PARTNERSHIP: 

FIVE STAR PUBLICATIONS, INC. ANNOUNCES “BUCK A BOOK”  

CAMPAIGN IN CROSS-PROMOTIONAL ENDEAVOR 

 
 CHANDLER, AZ (December 2011)—With the upcoming release of an award-winning title, Side-Yard Superhero by 

Rick D. Niece, Ph.D., Five Star Publications, Inc. is thrilled to announce a new philanthropic partnership between the 

book’s author, its publisher and United Cerebral Palsy (UCP).  

 “We are so grateful to have developed such a wonderful working relationship with UCP,” says Linda F. Radke, 

President of Five Star Publications, Inc. “This new connection is so important to Dr. Niece because it provides us with an 

amazing opportunity to make a contribution to a cause dear to the author’s heart, while at the same time potentially 

introducing Dr. Niece’s delightful book to a larger, more personal audience.” 

 In support of UCP, Dr. Niece and Five Star Publications, Inc. will initiate an ongoing “Buck a Book” campaign, 

donating $1 to UCP with each purchase of Side-Yard Superhero. These funds will be used to further UCP’s mission to 

“advance the independence, productivity and full citizenship of people with disabilities.” UCP will provide reciprocal 

services by promoting Dr. Niece’s book among its 100-plus affiliate chapters via newsletter, social media and website 

cross-promotion.  

 “As a reader, I was quickly captured by the story of Side-Yard Superhero. I’m personally a product of a small 

town, and I really enjoy that setting and the small-town ‘characters.’ The author’s friendship with Bernie, the boy with 

cerebral palsy and the ‘side-yard superhero,’ is a truly endearing story. And, it’s inspirational to see Dr. Niece bringing 

such a hero to light in the pages of his narrative. UCP greatly appreciates Dr. Niece’s and Five Star Publications’ donation 

of a buck a book,” says Nick Pietras, Manager of Strategic Partnerships & Events, United Cerebral Palsy. 

 A beautifully written “automythography,” Side-Yard Superhero was recently named the University of Arkansas 

Community College at Morrilton’s Spring 2012 "One Book, One Community" reading program selection. The book is of 

particular interest to UCP because the book’s champion, Dr. Niece’s childhood friend, is a young man with severe 

cerebral palsy. Although he is confined to a wheelchair, young Rickie’s hero, Bernie Jones, has a boundless spirit that 

transcends his physical limitations.  

Portrait by Jolie Leeds 

mailto:info@FiveStarPublications.com


 
 “The life lessons I learned from Bernie,” says Dr. Niece, “are part of what took me from being a small-town 

newspaper boy to becoming the man I am today. Some of the most unlikely heroes among us become our best teachers, 

and I will be forever grateful for the insight and inspiration I gained from Bernie Jones.”  

 A poignant compilation of Dr. Niece’s memories of an idyllic childhood in DeGraff, Ohio (population 900), Side-

Yard Superhero is a must-read with widespread appeal. A lifelong educator by trade, Dr. Niece has served as a classroom 

teacher, a public school administrator and a university professor, provost and president. Since 1997, he and his wife, 

Sherée, have served as President and First Lady of the University of the Ozarks in Clarksville, Arkansas. Scheduled for 

release in January 2012, Side-Yard Superhero will be available in traditional print as well as through electronic media, 

with distribution through Ingram, Baker & Taylor and www.eStarPublish.com. For more information about Side-Yard 

Superhero—and other memorable titles in the Fanfare for Hometown series, visit www.RickNieceBooks.com. More 

information about United Cerebral Palsy is available at www.UCP.org. 
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Side-Yard Superhero by Rick D. Niece, Ph.D. 
ISBN (print): 978-158985-090-3  
eISBN: 978-158985-091-0  
ISBN (audio): 978-1-58985-097-2  
 

FIVE STAR PUBLICATIONS, INC. ANNOUNCES AUDIO CD FOR  

ACCLAIMED NEW MEMOIR: SIDE-YARD SUPERHERO TO BE  

NARRATED BY ACTOR/AUTHOR ALEX CORD 

 CHANDLER, AZ (December 2011)—With the approach of its January 2012 release, Side-Yard Superhero by Rick 

D. Niece, Ph.D., is already gathering accolades nationwide from organizations like United Cerebral Palsy (UCP) and 

University of Arkansas Community College at Morrilton (UACCM). A beautifully written “automythography” about Dr. 

Niece’s upbringing in DeGraff, Ohio (population 900), Side-Yard Superhero is the first volume in the memorable Fanfare 

for a Hometown series, providing readers with a deeply personal glimpse into a childhood laced with endearing 

relationships, character-building lessons and fanciful adventure. 

 Publishing and promotion of Side-Yard Superhero will take place under the award-winning Five Star Publications, 

Inc. banner, with distribution services provided by Ingram, Baker & Taylor (traditional perfect bind) and 

www.eStarPublish.com (electronic version). With production nearly complete, Five Star is pleased to announce the 

addition of an audiobook version of the complete unabridged book on one MP3 CD to the collection’s repertoire.  “Side-

Yard Superhero is the kind of story that touches the lives of everyone who is fortunate enough to encounter it,” said 

Linda F. Radke, President of Five Star Publications, Inc. “We are thrilled with the opportunity to bring it to a larger 

audience via the audiobook market, and we’re confident that readers and listeners alike will be captivated by Rick’s 

message in an unforgettable way.” 

The “voice” for this remarkable audiobook will be provided by noted actor and author Alex 

Cord, whose film and television credits include Stagecoach, The Brotherhood, Walker Texas Ranger 

and Murder She Wrote. Cord’s award-winning second novel, A Feather in the Rain, was released by 

Five Star Publications, Inc. in 2005. “Bringing Alex on board with this project is such a tremendous 

asset,” said Radke. “With more than 300 credits to his name, he brings a celebrity voice to the table 
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that conveys a boundless heart. As he tells young Rickie’s story through the eyes of a soulful and reflective man, Alex will 

bring Side-Yard Superhero to life.”  

 A poignant account of Dr. Niece’s unlikely boyhood friendship with a young man afflicted with cerebral palsy, 

Side-Yard Superhero provides a heartfelt illustration of how some of the most humble influences in our lives become our 

greatest heroes. Although he is confined to a wheelchair, Bernie Jones has a boundless spirit that transcends his physical 

limitations, teaching Rick lifelong lessons about comradery, courage and compassion. In support of UCP, Dr. Niece and 

Five Star Publications, Inc. have initiated an ongoing “Buck a Book” campaign, donating $1 to UCP with each purchase of 

Side-Yard Superhero. These funds will be used to further UCP’s mission to “advance the independence, productivity and 

full citizenship of people with disabilities.”  

 Named the University of Arkansas Community College at Morrilton’s Spring 2012 "One Book, One Community" 

reading program selection, Side-Yard Superhero is a must-read memoir with widespread appeal. A lifelong educator by 

trade, the author has served as a classroom teacher, a public school administrator and a university professor, provost 

and president. Since 1997, he and his wife, Sherée, have served as President and First Lady of the University of the 

Ozarks in Clarksville, Arkansas. More information about Dr. Niece, Side-Yard Superhero and the Fanfare for a Hometown 

series is available at www.RickNieceBooks.com. Learn more about Alex Cord at www.AlexCord.net. More information 

about United Cerebral Palsy is available at www.UCP.org. 
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SIDE-YARD SUPERHERO 
LIFE LESSONS FROM AN UNLIKELY TEACHER  
By Rick D. Niece, Ph.D.  
 
FACT SHEET 
 

 

 
"Welcome to DeGraff, Ohio. I promise you will love our town." 

Gary Comer, Mayor of DeGraff 
 

Publisher:  Five Star Publications, Inc. 
  P.O. Box 6698, Chandler, AZ 85246-6698       
Phone:   (480) 940-8182 / Toll-free: (866) 471-0777 
Price:  $15.95 US / CAN (Paperback)  $24.95 US / CAN (Audiobook on MP3 CD) 
Size:  6 x 9 
ISBN (print): 978-158985-090-3 ISBN (audiobook): 978-1-58985-097-2 eISBN: 978-158985-091-0  
Website:  www.RickNieceBooks.com 

 Distributors: Ingram and Baker & Taylor / eBook distributed by www.eStarPublish.com 
 

ABOUT THE BOOK 

Although life’s journey takes him far from his childhood home, Rick D. Niece, Ph.D., never forgets the people he 
meets and the lessons he learns as a young man growing up in picturesque DeGraff, Ohio, population 900. A 
small-town newspaper boy who becomes a lifelong educator himself, Dr. Niece is deeply touched by the 
endearing residents of DeGraff who shaped his youth—especially Bernie Jones.  Confined to a wheelchair with 
severe cerebral palsy, Bernie becomes Rickie’s friend, inspiration and superhero, opening a world of 
compassion, trust and adventure to them both. 
 

When he leaves DeGraff to attend Ohio State University, Rick promises Bernie that he will visit him again. 
Unfortunately, when Bernie’s parents pass away, Bernie disappears, too, taken in by a distant relative. Forty 
years later, Rick learns that his boyhood friend is living in a nursing home. Returning to Ohio, he visits the never-
to-be-forgotten Bernie Jones of a childhood long past and a promise finally kept. 
 

“Bernie, you’re the reason. You’re the reason I came back home…” 
– Chapter Twenty-One, A Promise Finally Kept 

 
ABOUT THE AUTHOR 

Growing up in picturesque DeGraff, Ohio, Rick D. Niece, Ph.D., was influenced by 
many endearing friends and neighbors who taught him the important life lessons 
that shaped his future. Considering himself a small-town boy who has maintained 
his small-town values, Dr. Niece shares his carefully pocketed memories with fond 
nostalgia.  
 

His professional expertise spanning more than 40 years, Niece has served as a 

classroom teacher, a public school administrator and a university professor, 
provost and president. Since 1997, he and his wife, Sherée, have served as 

President and First Lady of the University of the Ozarks in Clarksville, Arkansas, where they are the proud 
“parents” of 630 students.  



 

WHAT MAKES SIDE-YARD SUPERHERO UNIQUE? 

Automythography: A work of nonfiction that looks reflectively at what we think we remember and 

how we think we remember it; an iridescent memory based upon truth and fact. – RDN 
 

Referred to by the author as an “automythography,” Side-Yard Superhero is a seamlessly woven compilation of 

memories from the childhood of Rick D. Niece, Ph.D. The first book in the delightful Fanfare for a Hometown 

series, Side-Yard Superhero takes readers on a nostalgic journey of remembrance sure to tug heartstrings and 

strengthen community ties, wherever they may be.  A must-read story  with widespread appeal, it 

has been designated the Spring 2012 selection of the University of Arkansas Community College at 

Morrilton’s One Book, One Community reading program. The author has also developed a cross-

promotional partnership with United Cerebral Palsy (UCP). The complete unabridged Side-Yard 

Superhero audiobook on one MP3 CD is read by noted actor/author Alex Cord. 

Stepping back in time to an age of innocence and possibility, Niece invites readers from all walks of 

life to join him as he pays tribute to small-town America, the unbreakable bonds of friendship and the triumph 

of the human spirit.  

WHAT FOLKS ARE SAYING ABOUT SIDE-YARD SUPERHERO 

¶ “You will laugh, you will cry, you will remember, and you will thank Rick Niece for re-opening a window 
to your childhood.” – E. Kearney Dietz, President Emeritus, Arkansas Independent Colleges and 
Universities  

¶  “Side-Yard Superhero encourages us to reconnect with the unique faces and places that make childhood 
worth remembering.” – Steve Houchin, Managing Partner, International Leadership Associates (and Dr. 
Niece’s boyhood friend) 

¶ “Rick Niece vividly describes the charms of small-town America, where neighborly friendships develop 
character, attitude and our responsibility to others.” – Dr. David L. Warren, President, National 
Association of Independent Colleges and Universities 

¶ “I read Side-Yard Superhero from cover-to-cover with a smile on my face and a tear in my eye while 
chuckles intermittently interrupted the two. Niece penned his memories into a Tuesdays with Morrie for 
kids and adults alike. This is one of those books you’ll want to give to your dad and your daughter when 
you’re done relishing in its precious axioms. This memoir is so intrinsically human; I could almost hear it 
breathing.” – Lisa Cerasoli, Award-winning Author of As Nora Jo Fades Away and Filmmaker 

 
EXCERPT FROM SIDE-YARD SUPERHERO 

From Chapter Ten, The Thatcherville Hill Adventure: In all the time I’d known Bernie, I’d never looked closely at 

his wheelchair until I began to tug it up the hill. The chair was solid and heavy with lots of chrome-plated metal, 

two large steel-rimmed back tires, and smaller all-rubber wheels in front that swiveled for turning. Behind his 

back was a large, thickly folded towel, and he sat on a flat cushion extending side to side atop the stretched 

leather seat. I suddenly realized the wheelchair was an integral part of Bernie’s life and not merely an accessory 

to it. I felt bad I hadn’t given his chair the proper respect before our adventure. Now, when I see someone in a 

wheelchair, I consider the chair to be an extension of the person in it. I don’t know if that’s a good or bad thing, 

but I do it nonetheless…  

 
www.RickNieceBooks.com 
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SIDE-YARD SUPERHERO 
LIFE LESSONS FROM AN UNLIKELY TEACHER 
By Rick D. Niece, Ph.D. 
 

BOOK DESCRIPTIONS 

 

 
“DeGraff, Ohio, is one of those barely visible towns people can pass through without noticing. During the 

ninety seconds it takes to drive from one end to the other, I imagine most say, “Who would want to live here?” 
I suspect some might secretly answer, “Me…” –Chapter One, Side-Yard Superhero 

 
 

10 words: Growing up in small-town America—boyhood memories shape a lifetime. 
 
15 words: Coming home to DeGraff, Ohio…Rick Niece shares life’s best lessons, learned from an 
unlikely teacher. 
 
25 words:  Trust and friendship can go no deeper when a small-town newspaper boy befriends a young 
man with cerebral palsy, and a lifetime of adventure unfolds.  
 
50 words: A picture-perfect childhood in a picture-perfect town…Growing up in small-town DeGraff, 
Ohio, teaches Rick Niece that life’s best moments are the innocent ones, especially when seen through 
the eyes of his hero, Bernie Jones.  Born with cerebral palsy, Bernie teaches Rickie that the indomitable 
human spirit can never be confined. 
 
100 words: “Bernie, you’re the reason. You’re the reason I came back home…” Although life’s journey 
took him far from his childhood home, Rick D. Niece, Ph.D., never forgot the people he met and the 
lessons he learned as a young man growing up in picturesque DeGraff, Ohio, population 900. A small-
town newspaper boy who became a lifelong educator himself, Dr. Niece was deeply touched by the 
endearing residents of DeGraff who shaped his youth—especially Bernie Jones.  Confined to a 
wheelchair with severe cerebral palsy, Bernie became Rickie’s friend, inspiration and superhero, 
opening a world of compassion, trust and adventure to them both.

www.RickNieceBooks.com Bernie Jones in his prime 



 

SIDE-YARD SUPERHERO 
LIFE LESSONS FROM AN UNLIKELY TEACHER 
By Rick D. Niece, Ph.D. 
 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 

 

 
“At birth we are divided into two groups and assigned our roles. In one  

group are the designated memory makers. In the other are the memory keepers, my favorite.”  
–Prologue, Side-Yard Superhero 

 
ABOUT THE AUTHOR 

Following in his father’s footsteps, Rick D. Niece, Ph.D., is a lifelong educator who has served as a classroom 

teacher, a public school administrator and a university professor, provost and 

president. In 1997, he was named President of the University of the Ozarks in 

Clarksville, Arkansas, and has been steadfast in his devotion to the University’s 

success. 

 A small-town boy who has maintained his small-town values, Dr. Niece 

remembers his childhood with fond nostalgia. Growing up in picturesque DeGraff, 

Ohio, young Rickie was influenced by many endearing friends and neighbors who 

taught him the important life lessons that shaped his future—especially Bernie 

Jones. Confined to a wheelchair with severe cerebral palsy, Bernie became Rickie’s friend, inspiration and 

superhero, opening a world of compassion, trust and adventure that benefitted them both. From Bernie, Rickie 

learned the value of unconditional acceptance, kindness and the triumph of the human spirit—lessons he took 

with him from his years as a newspaper boy to a career in academia. 

 

Side-Yard Superhero is Dr. Niece’s first book in the series Fanfare for a Hometown about his upbringing in 

DeGraff, an “automythography” describing his childhood in rich, vivid detail. Considering himself a “memory 

keeper,” Niece takes readers with him on a poignant journey back in time to a safe haven of heartfelt 

remembrance. Vibrant, poetic and charming, his stories make DeGraff an open book that everyone who 

appreciates sentiment will want to read. 

 

Dr. Niece is the recipient of multiple awards, both as an author and an educator. Residing on campus at the 

University of the Ozarks, he and his wife, Sherée, are the proud “parents” of 630 students.  

SHORT BIO 

Rick D. Niece, Ph.D., is an award-winning author and educator who has served as a classroom teacher, a public 
school administrator and a university professor, provost and president. As President and First Lady of the 
University of the Ozarks in Clarksville, Arkansas, he and his wife, Sherée, are the proud “parents” of 630 
students.  

Portrait by Jolie Leeds 



 

MEDIA QUESTIONS: SIDE-YARD SUPERHERO 
 

LIFE LESSONS FROM AN UNLIKELY TEACHER 

 
By Rick D. Niece, Ph.D. 

 

1. Whom do you think will most enjoy Side-Yard Superhero? Why? 

2. What is the primary message you hope to share with readers? How do you hope they will feel after reading 

your book? 

3. What was most fulfilling for you about recording your memories as an “automythography?” What was most 

difficult? 

4. Tell us more about the “Bernie” puppet that has been produced in conjunction with your book. What are 

your thoughts on Alex Cord’s narration of the Side-Yard Superhero audiobook? 

5. Do you think it’s possible for children growing up today to enjoy the same type of upbringing you did? Why 

or why not? 

6. Of all the DeGraff personalities described in the book, who is your favorite and why? Which story is the most 

enjoyable for you to tell? 

7. What life lessons did you learn from Bernie Jones? How can readers apply these lessons in their own lives? 

8. Your final visit with Bernie was 40 years in the making. If you could go back in time, what, if anything, might 

you do differently? 

9. When you reflect on Bernie Jones’ obituary in Chapter Twenty-Two you remark, “I guess Bernie’s life wasn’t 

much to write about. Anyone reading the obituary might think he hardly had a life at all.” Do you consider 

this book a challenge to that belief? Please elaborate. 

10. After relinquishing your aspirations to become a “professional whistler,” you decided to become a teacher. 

Who or what most influenced this decision? How did your childhood in DeGraff shape your career? 

11. If you could teach the children of today just one life lesson, what would it be? 

12. What type of feedback have you received from the residents of DeGraff who recognize themselves and their 

loved ones in your story? Do you find that your memories/perceptions coincide? 

13. Although it’s about your life, Side-Yard Superhero seems to draw in readers from all walks of life. What 

makes the book so universally appealing? 

14. As the President and First Lady of the University of the Ozarks, 

you and your wife, Sherée, consider yourselves the “proud 

parents” of your students. How have you tried to instill the life 

lessons you learned in DeGraff in them? 

15. Side-Yard Superhero makes your life and character as a boy an 

open book. How have you changed since you left DeGraff? 

How have you stayed the same? 

16. What’s next in the Fanfare for a Hometown series? After you 

retire in 2013, what’s next for you and Sherée? 

“Who knows why we remember what we remember? Forget what we forget? 

Keep what we keep? I know why…” Prologue, Side-Yard Superhero 

 

The author with Bernie Jones 

Heartland Nursing Home 


