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LaSalle High Robotics Team Makes a Strong Finish to Its Second Season

By Paul Gingras
With spring’s warming and cool-

ing process working maples like
wooden pumps, the time to tap trees
has arrived in the Eastern Upper
Peninsula. This weekend five local
businesses will celebrate syrup sea-
son by inviting the public to their es-
tablishments, where they will
demonstrate syrup making and offer
samples of syrup, cream, candy, and
sugar produced from the sap of local
trees. 

Tassier Sugar Bush at Cedarville,
RMG Maple Products, Postma
Brothers Maple, and Besteman
Maple Products, all at Rudyard, and
Ludhaven Sugarbush at Barbeau

will open doors to their sugar shacks
Saturday, March 28, and Sunday,
March 29. In addition to visiting tree
stands, visitors will have the chance
to see the dials, gauges, and reser-
voirs inside production rooms, smell
the aroma of maple sap boiling
down, and learn how local busi-
nesses help to keep one of Michi-
gan’s signature products flowing to
market at the rate of 100,000 gallons
a year. 

About 40 gallons of sap is used to
create each gallon of syrup. At this
point, only 1% of Michigan’s
maples are tapped, so there is plenty
of room for the industry to grow,
said Deb Tassier of Tassier Sugar

Bush. 
Now in their 27th year, Dan and

Deb Tassier developed the business
after Mr. Tassier’s retirement from
the local limestone quarry. 

When the Tassiers started offering
maple products, they were the
largest commercial maple syrup pro-
ducer in Mackinac County. Now,
they say, they’re the smallest. 

For the past three years, about 150
to 200 people have visited Tassier
Sugar Bush on each day of Michi-
gan Maple Syrup Weekend. Visitors
see how the operation runs, and
when there are children on a tour,
they get the chance to tap a tree and
hang a bucket. But for the Tassiers,

this is not the day-to-day method of
producing maple products. Their au-
tomated system includes tubes con-
nected to 4,600 trees tapped
throughout their forest. The opera-
tion is harmless to the maples, which
release about 2% of their sap and
keep the rest.

There are several ways to make
syrup. The Tassiers boil sap using oil
and steam. Others burn wood only. 

During the tour, Sharon Tassier
will offer her maple-based baked
goods. Participants will also have a
chance to get a look at the boiler,
evaporator, steam pan, and the
4,000-pound stainless-steel holding
tank that receives sap from the for-

est. More tanks hold several thou-
sand additional gallons and a reverse
osmosis system common to modern
syrup production. 

The open house is part of a re-
gional initiative by the Michigan
Maple Syrup Association to promote
the industry. All told, it’s a three-
weekend celebration that ends with
Upper Peninsula events. 

Mrs. Tassier, who does all the
boiling, especially enjoys visiting
with the community and meeting
new people through the family busi-
ness. Having been involved for so
many years, she can tell by smell
alone when the sap changes at the
end of the season. 

“When the buds start to swell, the
sap changes. I think, ‘A couple more
boils, and we’re done,’” she said. 

“I love doing this,” she added.
“Just come and visit.”

Open from 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. will
be Tassier Sugar Bush, 2875 East
Swede Road, Cedarville; Postma
Brothers Maple, 15471 Tilson
Road, Rudyard; Besteman Maple
Products, 15610 South Tilson Road,
Rudyard; Ludhaven Sugarbush,
8726 East Sawmill Point Road, Bar-
beau. 

RMG Maple Products will be
open from 8 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. at
11866 West Thompson Road, Rud-
yard.

By Tory Cooney
During its second year of compe-

tition, the robotics team at LaSalle
High School placed in the top half of
FIRST Robotics tournaments held at
Kentwood and Traverse City. The
team of 27 students placed 19th out
of 40 teams at Kentwood on Sunday,
March 8, and 11th out of 40 teams in
Traverse City March Sunday, March
15.

Across the country, high school
students are given six weeks in Jan-
uary and February to build robots
that accomplish a specific series of
tasks. This year, in a recycling theme,
robots had to stack recycling totes,
then place trash bins on the stack,
and then put foam sticks, called pool
noodles, into the trash bins. Through
a series of preliminary rounds, robots
earn points for how many objects
they can stack. Additional points are
given for particularly high stacks or
for cooperating with fellow teams. At
the end of the preliminary rounds, the
eight teams with the highest scores
select lower-ranking robots to work
with through final rounds of compe-
tition.

The LaSalle team was selected to
work with finalists at both tourna-
ments, “which is the next best thing
to actually making finals,” said
safety captain Carmen Thurston.

Finishing in the top half of both
tournaments and then being selected

to play in alliances are big accom-
plishments for a new team pitted
against other groups with signifi-

cantly more resources and guidance,
coach Merlin Doran said.

“Our kids have done everything

themselves,” he said, “and I think
they’ve done fantastic, especially
being from a small town with not

many industrial partners. Our robot
is made of recycled and repurposed
parts donated to the team, but it’s still

simple and effective.”
Except the materials that FIRST

robotics distributes to all participat-
ing teams, most of the robot was
made of donated scrap material.
The teams had six weeks to build
the robot and are allowed six hours
to work on it between each compe-
tition.

“The way this program engages
students is awesome,” said LaSalle
High School Principal Gregg Fet-
tig. “It introduces them to math and
science careers in a hands-on way
and gives them the ability to prob-
lem-solve. It’s a real positive pro-
gram.”

Team members also learn how to
communicate and work together
and with opposing teams. 

“You don’t only develop mental
skills, it’s social, as well,” said team
member Lucas Gustafson. 

The team more than doubled this
year, from 12 students to 28, and
participants want to see the growth
continue. 

Last year’s team was funded by a
state grant. This year, the Sault Ste.
Marie Tribe of Chippewa Indians
and the St. Ignace Area Community
Foundation supplemented state
money. 

The team raised $4,000, which
was used to purchase team shirts,
tools, and carts to transport materi-
als and the robot.

The St. Ignace Robotics team placed in the top half of the competition at tournaments in Kentwood and Traverse City. Pictured at the Kentwood
tournament are (back, from left) parent volunteer George Garen, Alicia Garen, Taylor Thomas, Dalton McLennan, Ben Doran, Lily Hart, Jared
Fenlon, Lucas Gustafson, Dallas McLennan, Coach Merlin Doran; (middle) Julia Collins, Aly Sayles, Angela Donajkowski, Haley Dodds, Shelby
Ingalls, Carmen Thurston; (front) Joel Dodds, Jesse Timmerman, Olivia Wyers, Cameron Collier. (Photograph courtesy of Merlin Doran)

Five Local Businesses To Celebrate Maple Syrup Weekend With Tours Saturday

St. Ignace Artist Paula McNamara-Underwood Captures Passage of Winter in Pastels

St. Ignace artist Paula McNamara-Underwood displays one of the March installments of her pastel
series “Winter Passage,” which depicts a series of winter sunrises over the Round Island Passage and
Mackinac Island.

By Tory Cooney
“My favorite saying is from Pi-

casso. He said that when imagina-
tion comes walking through your
door, he’d better catch you working.
I love that,” St. Ignace resident Paula
McNamara-Underwood said. 

She also takes the admonition se-
riously, and is ready and waiting
with cup of coffee and a box of pas-
tels when inspiration arrives at the
crack of dawn.

On December 4, Mrs. McNa-
mara-Underwood began a series of
12 pastel sketches titled “Winter
Passage.” The title indicates both her
subject and the broader concept be-
hind the project. Each pastel illus-
trates a winter sunrise bursting over
the Round Island Passage between
Mackinac Island and Round Island,
visible from her studio window, but
the project as a whole also captures

the progression and passage of win-
ter.

“Some people find sunrises redun-
dant, and, in some ways, they’re
right,” she said. “You always get or-
ange and rosy hues, but they’re all
different. It’s been interesting to see
just how different they are and how
much they change as winter goes
on.”

December sunrises are the dark-
est. So dark, she used black paper to
catch the stark contrasts between the
sky, the islands, and the water of
Lake Huron. Pink hues begin creep-
ing into the images in January, as
does the sunrise’s reflection on the
lake ice. The light begins to best the
darkness in February, and spring fi-
nally arrives in March, with brighter
skies and vivid hues.

In addition to black paper, Mrs.
McNamara-Underwood chose dark

purple, a deep royal blue, cream, and
turquoise papers as a starting point
for the different images.

She can tell which paper is needed
and what the day is going to hold as
soon as the light begins to play
across the horizon. After that first
break of dawn, she only has about 10
minutes to capture the colors of the
sunrise and the intensity of the light
before it’s gone. Later in the morn-
ing, she defines the shape and shad-
ows of the islands, clouds, and ice
from memory.

“It’s all about the light, and the
light changes in seconds,” she said.
“I have to be out here, waiting, to
catch it.”

A public viewing of the Winter
Passage pastels will be offered at the
St. Ignace Public Library Wednes-
day, April 29, from 6 p.m. to 8 p.m.
Light refreshments will be provided.

By Paul Gingras
A three-day demonstration at

the Welcome Center near the
north end of the Mackinac Bridge
this weekend is designed to
protest government oversight of
mining and oil transmission on
public lands. Demonstrations are
expected to involve praying, dis-
cussions, and singing Friday,
March 27, through Sunday, March
29, with each day’s gathering to
begin at 9 a.m.

The Welcome Center is oper-
ated by the Michigan Department
of Transportation.

Martin Reinhardt, who is organ-
izing the event, describes it as an
informal demonstration to high-
light concerns about Native Amer-
ican treaty rights and concerns
about potential contamination of
local natural resources. He is a
member of the Sault Ste. Marie
Tribe of Chippewa Indians and
originally lived at Sault Ste.
Marie, but now is living at Gwinn.

Dr. Reinhardt says the protest is
intended for all people, native and
non-native, concerned about
human rights and the environ-
ment. From early responses he has
received to his announcement on
social media, he expects at least
150 people and possibly twice that

number, he told The St. Ignace
News Tuesday, March 10.

The speed and scale of the re-
sponse, he said, “definitely shows
great concern about these topics.”

Participants can stay as long as
they would like, but he expects
the crowd to disperse each
evening and re-assemble each
morning through the weekend. He
suggests participants bring
lunches and water bottles and asks
them to not litter the site. The
three days, he said, allow busy
people to drop in when it is con-
venient.

There will be no stage or ampli-
fiers, but he hopes those attending
bring banners, signs, shakers, and
drums to spread awareness of en-
vironmental issues.

The precise way the demonstra-
tion proceeds, he said, will depend
on who arrives and what they
would like to say. For his part, Dr.
Reinhardt intends to discuss his
opposition to a recent land trans-
action by the Department of Nat-
ural Resources to allow mining
company Graymont, Inc. to ac-
quire about 10,000 acres of public
land and mineral rights in the
Eastern Upper Peninsula. He will
also call attention to concerns re-
lated to oil pipelines running be-

neath the Straits of Mackinac and
a road development to support the
Eagle Mine near Marquette. 

The demonstration is not lim-
ited to these topics, he said, and
participants might talk about hy-
draulic fracturing (known as
fracking), the use of superfund
sights as dumps, or even a plan in
Ontario to bury  nuclear waste
near Lake Huron. 

He expects tribal representa-
tives from the Sault St. Marie

Tribe of Chippewa Indians, the
Keweenaw Bay Indian Commu-
nity, and the Bay Mills Indian
Community to attend.

Dr. Reinhardt points out that
tribes opposed the Graymont land
transaction because it infringes on
treaty rights. He feels state and
national responses to environmen-
tal issues have been excessively
focused on economics and politi-
cal boundaries, however, he says
an oil spill at the Straits of Mack-

inac would not be confined to
Michigan but would spread
throughout the Great Lakes, and
animal life would be affected no
matter which municipality it in-
habits. 

“Economic stability is based on
ecological stability,” he said.

Graymont and similar mining
developments provide short-term
gains that work against long-term
prosperity, he contends, and such
projects run contrary to the Pure

Michigan campaign that encour-
ages tourism by highlighting the
state’s beauty. 

Dr. Reinhardt said a lawsuit by
Phil Bellfy of Sault Ste. Marie to
stop the Graymont land deal is
among other protests of public
policy.

“It’s not just me,” he said. “The
state is on notice that the tribes
and individuals are not happy.
This is an issue for the larger
Great Lakes region.” .

Environmental Protests Planned for This Friday Through Sunday Near Mackinac Bridge

Superintendents Discuss EUPISD Millage for Career Tech Classes
Providing more technical training

in local public schools is a subject
being discussed by superintendents
in the Eastern Upper Peninsula. 

In Michigan, authorized subjects
that require teacher certification in-
clude agriculture food and natural
resources, architecture and con-
struction, audio/visual technology
and communications, business
management and administration,
education and training, finance,
government and public administra-
tion, health sciences, hospitality
and tourism, human services, infor-
mation technology, law, public
safety, corrections, and security,
manufacturing, marketing, science,
technology, engineering and math-

ematics, and transportation, distri-
bution, and logistics.

The district administrators are
exploring a millage for such pro-
grams, which Randy Schaedig, su-
perintendent at Les Cheneaux
Community Schools, outlined to his

school board Monday, February 16.
A career technical education pro-

gram would have a curriculum,
budget, oversight staff, and advi-
sory committee for each subject.
Specific schools would be chosen
for each subject, but students from

all area schools would be able to
participate in any of them.

If classes are to be implemented
in the Eastern Upper Peninsula In-
termediate School District, the dis-
trict will have to apply by
December 1. 

Spring Wine Dinner at Culinary School Is April 17
A spring wine dinner will be of-

fered Friday, April 17, beginning
with a cocktail hour starting at 5:30

p.m., at the Les Cheneaux Culinary
School in Hessel. Cost is $75 per-
son, and limited reservations are

available. Proceeds benefit the
school.

Cedarville Gym Open to Walkers on Weekdays
The big gymnasium at Les Che-

neaux Community Schools is open
to the general public Monday

through Friday for walking only
from 10 a.m. to 10:50 a.m. and 1:15
p.m. to 2:00 p.m. Prior to use, walk-

ers must sign in at the central office
or with Joanne Baker in the library.


