
is actually earning about $1,000
from the boat’s stay.

“I’ve had my boat in ice before,
but it’s more serious here,” Mr.
Hart said. “But the boat’s doing
fine. I have two submersible fans
beneath it that send warm water to
the top, so there’s only about a half
an inch [of ice] around it, which it
can handle.”

The curved shape of the boat’s
hull lends itself to enduring ice
well, as it has no hard angles to act
as pressure points. On a more an-
gular hull, the ice can press against
the corners and break it.

The experiment has shown boats
with round, sloping hulls could be
easily stored in St. Ignace during
the winter. Mr. Hart and Mr. Matel-
ski have yet to decide if they will
pursue that option further, as the
marina’s insurance would require
them to purchase a deicer system in
addition to the bubblers.

This past fall, the city asked to
have 20 of the 96 transient slips
designated as seasonal. Transient
slips are rented by the day, while
seasonal slips are rented for the en-
tire summer. Seasonal slips are a far
more popular option for boaters, as
high fuel prices discourage tran-
sient traffic, but St. Ignace only has
40. The state does not appear will-
ing to change the slip designations,
but low fuel prices could bring
more transient boaters into St.
Ignace this summer. The marina
has already locked down fuel prices
for July and August, agreeing to
purchase 22,000 gallons each
month at $2.10 a gallon. That’s
80% of the gasoline sold last sum-
mer at $1 cheaper per gallon.

The marina charges boaters more
for gasoline than it pays, as a 15%

state tax, electricity, personnel
costs, and profit are factored in, but
prices still tend to be lower than
many other Great Lakes marinas.

“People shop for price. If they’re
buying 500 gallons, a few cents can
make a difference and bring them
in here. When they look around and
see how nice the marina is, they
might stay for a couple days and
then come back or tell their friends
about us,” Mr. Matelski said.

Rising water levels and the
dredging completed last summer
have made more slips available for
boaters. Four newly opened slips
near the office have electric and
water hook-ups and are good for
smaller vessels. 

Boats that don’t need electric or
water hook-ups can tie up along the
inside of Dock A, also made acces-
sible by the dredging. There’s
enough room for 10 small boats or
five large ones.

Boaters must renew their con-
tracts for seasonal slips by April 1,
and so far two of the 40 seasonal
boaters have said they don’t intend
to return this year. Fifteen to 20
people are on a waiting list for the
seasonal slips, and people may call
in to have their names added at any
time.

“We always encourage people to
contact us if you’re looking for a
good home port on the Great
Lakes,” Mr. Hart said. 

the top of the water, the water is
about 32 degrees, so it doesn’t melt
any snow sitting on top of the
water.

“People don’t see the open
water,” Mr. Matelski said. “We
want the snow on top of the water
to insulate it and help keep ice from
forming.”

Sometimes the snow shifts or be-
gins to melt, but it’s usually replen-
ished by another snowfall or a
sunny day that causes snow at the
dock’s edge to soften and tip over
the side, onto the open water.

Some snow is appreciated for
that reason, but if too much accu-
mulates, the weight can press the
dock into the water. Because the
pipes are suspended five or six feet
below the docks, the pipes would
be forced down, as well, and dis-
rupt the airflow.

“If that happened, the dock could
get frozen that way,” Mr. Matelski
said. “At smaller marinas, they just
pull the docks in, but we’re too big,
so we can’t do that. That’s why we
have to keep them clear.”

The bubblers alone cannot keep
the ice from forming around the
docks, however, especially as tem-
peratures dip low into the nega-
tives. Mr. Matelski and Mr. Hart
spend several hours every day
checking the system and breaking
up any ice that’s formed around the
pilings. They use a homemade spud
to break up the ice, and have to re-
move the chunks by hand. 

Mr. Matelski wears insulated
rubber gloves for protection as he
scoops up jagged pieces of ice and
flings them into the middle of the
slips, where piles glint in the sun-
light and continue to grow as win-
ter progresses. The larger the pile
in the middle of a slip, the more dif-
ficult you know that dock has been
to keep clear.

When Mr. Matelski could not
find a spud for sale that was long or
heavy enough to be effective, he

asked Bobby Cena of St. Ignace
Auto to make him one. The seven
foot pole has a wicked-looking
point soldered onto one end. The
triangular hunk of steel was once
intended to be a car part, but it’s
impossible to tell what that might
have been, as the ice and constant
use have bent and reshaped the
point beyond recognition.

The spud has slipped beneath the
icy waters of the marina at least
once this winter, but Mr. Hart
fished it out using a grappling
hook, more commonly used for
drawing bubbler pipes to the sur-
face for inspection or repair.

“That’s why we painted the han-
dle [of the spud] orange,” Mr. Ma-
telski said. “Really, “that’s the sort
of thing you know is going to hap-
pen.”

There has been no major damage
this winter. An old piece of rubber
tubing and a worn pipe segment de-
veloped holes, but the tubing was
replaced and the pipe was covered
by a piece of rubber until it can be
replaced in the spring.

There are at least 1,000 rubber
connectors beneath the docks, used
when the bubbler pipes need to
round a corner. If any one of them
is damaged or comes undone, it can
disrupt the flow of air though the
bubblers. In a similar manner, a
hole in one of the bubbler pipes can
release too much air, cutting off the
supply to other parts of the system.

“If you see all the bubbles com-
ing up in one place, that’s bad, be-
cause it means those bubbles aren’t
going up everywhere else they’re
supposed to, and ice is forming,”
Mr. Matelski said.

Over the next five years, addi-
tional maintenance will be re-
quired. Boards have warped and
are beginning to show evidence of
dry rot, posing a safety hazard to
both boaters and workers. The city
will also need to begin replacing
docks in about five years, Mr. Hart
said. 

“This facility is nearly 12 years
old. It’s not new anymore,” Mr.
Matelski said. “It’s supposed to
have a 30-year life, but we certainly
don’t have 30 years on the docks or
the pilings. We can hope the flota-
tion system lasts that long if we
keep the ice away. The electrical
and plumbing could last that long,
as well, but maintenance isn’t
cheap.”

Impending maintenance costs are
worrying for the city, because pay-
ments on the marina will increase
over the next few years, rising from
$47,085 to $76,562 this year and
increasing to $84,987 in 2016.
From then until 2026, payments
will remain around $80,000. 

The marina has been making
money for the past three years and
has nearly $190,000 in the bank,
but more is needed to offset the in-
creased debt payments and to pay
for impending repairs.

To offset the costs, Mr. Matelski
and Mr. Hart have been investigat-
ing ways to both save and make
more money.

Last winter, the marina spent
$8,000 on electricity to keep the
bubblers running. This year’s costs
are expected to be less, with more
than $5,000 in costs so far. How
much higher the cost will be de-
pends on how soon warm weather
arrives and how long the bubblers
have to be run.

At least 10 of the bubbler sys-
tem’s 21 engines must run continu-
ously throughout the winter. This
February, 12 were needed because
of the cold temperatures. Each en-
gine turns out five horsepower and
costs $10.40 a day to run.

The system could potentially run
on smaller engines, however, so
Mr. Matelski hopes to replace some
of the engines to cut electric costs.
He has already had one smaller en-
gine donated, which he plans to use
next year. If electric costs are lower
and the system operates as well as
it did before, he might look into
downsizing more.

“If we can save $1,000 or
$2,000, that’s money in the city’s
pocket,” Mr. Matelski said. “We’ll
do anything we can to cut those
costs.”

Mr. Hart also wintered his sailing
trimaran at the marina, both to keep
it close to home and to see whether
the marina could earn money off-
season by wintering boats.  He paid
for a winter seasonal slip, his own
bubbler system, and had a meter in-
stalled to pay for all of the electric-
ity needed to run it, so the marina
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The sinking outhouse fundraiser of
St. Ignace Masonic Lodge 369 is
back for a second year. The lodge
placed its orange outhouse on the ice
above Moran Bay Sunday, March 1,
and is now challenging all comers to
guess when the little structure will
break through the ice heading for the
bottom. The outhouse has been posi-
tioned inside one of the abandoned
hockey rinks from February’s pond
hockey tournaments.

Lodge member Paul Krause built
the outhouse last year. Tickets are
available by calling Mr. Krause at
(906) 430-5899 or visiting him at the
Mackinac Sales car dealership. Tick-
ets will be available at other locations
in town later. The tickets are $10
each and to enter, contestants select
either the morning or the afternoon
of the day they believe it will sink.
No two people can select the same
time on the same day. The outhouse
is likely perched atop about two feet
of ice, but the actual thickness has
not been measured. 

A black line on its side marks how
deep the structure must sink before a
winner is declared. In last year’s con-
test, it sank all at once, so the line did
not come into play. Inside, there are
only cement blocks designed to hold
the building in place.

“We want it to sink there, not drift
out,” Mr. Krause said. The outhouse
has been positioned away from ferry
lanes, so once sunken, it will not im-
pede boat traffic.

The contest serves as a 50/50
fundraiser with the winner and the
Masonic Lodge each taking 50% of
the money raised from ticket sales.
Mr. Krause said the club hasn’t de-
termined yet how the money will be
spent this year, but it will likely go

toward either the club’s annual
$2,000 donation to the Mackinac
Straits Health System or its scholar-
ship fund. 

Last year the outhouse stayed
above water for more than a month
and a half before the ice beneath it
gave way following a rainstorm
April 29. St. Ignace resident Clyde

Hart won last year’s contest. He and
the hospital received $245 after the
club sold 49 tickets. After the contest
ended, the outhouse remained under-
water until the ice in the bay cleared.
Once conditions improved, the struc-
ture was dragged to a nearby boat
launch and recovered.

Masonic Lodge Outhouse Contest Underway

DNR Turns Down Marina Consolidation Idea

St. Ignace’s Masonic Lodge 369 has brought back its sinking out-
house challenge for another 50/50 charity fundraiser this year. Contest
entrants can buy tickets for $10 a place to name the date when they
think the spring thaw will send the little orange structure to the bot-
tom of Moran Bay. Here the outhouse is seen on the surface of the bay
Friday, March 6, with abandoned pond hockey tournament rinks and
boats on shore at the Mill Slip, including the Isle Royale Queen III,
visible in the background.

A Dozen Bubblers, A 7-foot Spud, and Manpower Are Required Every Day at Marina

The Michigan Department of
Natural Resources Parks and
Recreation Division is not inter-
ested in consolidating the adminis-
tration and operation of the
Mackinaw City Municipal Marina
with Straits State Harbor, the
Mackinaw City Village Council
learned Thursday, March 5. The vil-
lage had proposed the idea in Octo-
ber.

“It wasn’t unexpected,” Interim
Village Manager David White said,
having assumed the village’s har-
bormaster duties after it eliminated
that position in February. “We’ve
had interactions with the DNR
about this over the winter.”

The village proposed the marina
consolidation because of losses sus-
tained by the village marina from

2009 to 2013 that depleted its fund
balance. The marina did make a
profit in 2014. In its consolidation
proposal the village had estimated
combining the marinas could have
saved as much as 25% of the over-
head costs to operate them.

The state harbor has 136 slips
and the village marina has 102
slips.

With consolidation rejected, the
village is turning its attention to
preparing the marina for its 2015
season. It will increase its number
of seasonal slips from 30 to 51 this
season. Seasonal contracts have
been mailed to boaters who used
the marina last year and those on its
waiting list.

Mr. White said the village is also
creating a new harbor manager po-

sition and will hire someone to fill
it soon. The position will have a
different set of duties than those
filled by the former harbormaster. 

The marinas and their crews will
continue to help each other when
needed. When cold winter weather
this season overwhelmed the mu-
nicipal marina’s bubbler system, a
crew from the state harbor stepped
in to help by loaning Mackinaw
City seven propeller-driven water
circulators to bring deeper, warmer
water closer to the surface and
lessen freezing. The system worked
well and last week only one inch of
ice remained in the harbor.

DNR Cheboygan Field Office
Manager Dave Stempky and his
crew helped install them, Mr. White
said.

Clyde Hart breaks up ice that has formed around a piling at the St. Ignace Marina Friday, February 27. Afterwards, the ice will have to be
removed by hand and thrown away from the dock. Snow covers the otherwise open area near the dock. It provides insulation and helps prevent
ice from forming.

Marina Director Tim Matelski (left) and Harbormaster Clyde Hart
stand on one of the docks they protect from ice all winter. Mr. Matelski
holds the seven-foot spud custom-made to break up the ice that forms
around the pilings.

A piling that has been cleared of ice (right) contrasts sharply with
one that has been left unattended for two days. “We left it alone so
you could see the difference,”  Tim Matelski said. “That’s what hap-
pens in two days. Any longer, and you could see how the ice around
there could hook under there and start pulling it out of the water.”

Marina: from page 1

Mackinaw City


