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NONFICTION

About the Cover: “A Pictured Rock Is Worth 1,000 Words

by Victor R. Volkman
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For the past decade or so, my visits to the U.P. have been strictly limited to high-speed drives from Ann Arbor non-stop to Marquette. Well, minus the obligatory stop at Lehto’s Pasties along beach that seems to stretch out to infinity on US-2 East out of St. Ignace. At 438 miles, it’s a bit of a hike as I like to say and Google Maps says “6 hrs, 48 minutes”. Much shorter than the Detroit-to-Houghton run I made in college, which was a solid 10 hours, with only one bathroom break in Gaylord, Michigan in either direction. We had bigger bladders when we were 40 years younger, I guess and it was before the era of super-size fountain drinks.

Getting back to my recent Marquette trips …on these long contemplative rides, especially in the Seney Stretch, my mind would always wander to the many U.P. beauty spots that I had never been to. The Porcupine (“Porkies”) mountains I would have climbed as a young man, except I never owned a vehicle when I lived year-round in Houghton. The Isle Royale trip on the Ranger III out of Houghton, I often saw departing or arriving, but as a college student, I had not a lick of camping gear nor any friends who were of a mind for a week’s sojourn in the true wilds of nature. However, one destination had been definitely itching my brain, especially as I drove within literal yards of it: a Pictured Rocks boat tour.

I figured Pictured Rocks would make a great pitstop on the way up to Marquette and doing so would require a bit of planning voodoo to account for Lehto’s lunch and a few extra rest-stops for our aged bladders. It could work…! Now which excursion to take? The longer one leaving at 4:00 pm for 2 hrs 40 min run or the shorter one at 5:00 pm for 2 hrs? I figured this was our only shot, so let’s make the best of it and do the full 32-mile journey in style.

There are no refunds or exchanges in the final 24 hours before a cruise and not knowing the crowd size, we purchased weeks ahead of time. Of course, you can’t guess U.P. weather, even if you’re around. And I wouldn’t have a “backup” day anyways, so we just decided to risk the $100 worth of tickets and spin the great wheel of ever-changing Michigan weather.

Trip planning and my lead foot on the pedal got us there at 3:00 pm, I won’t say without a sweat because I was continually running the “distance formula” in my head all day. You know the one, “d = r x t” (distance equal rate times velocity). So, we did our check-in at the counter and proceeded to browse what must be one of the world’s largest gift shops about 100 feet from the docks. The check-in girl said, “Boarding starts 30 minutes before departing” so I said to no one, “No problem, we can kill 30 minutes here easily”. At the stroke of 3:30 we ambled down to the boarding maze and discover that every single last passenger was lined up! How would we get a seat with a decent view being the last people to board???


This turned out to be a non-problem as all the young and able folks immediately trooped to the top observation deck. My wife and I, not being big stair climbers, were consigned to the bottom deck. This deck probably could seat 250 people in high season but including the deckhand, there were just 5 of us so we had our choice of window seats coming and going. Problem averted!

We really lucked out for our trip on June 8th, 2023 with a perfect patch of Michigan summer weather. Bright blue skies and a mellow 60-ish afternoon in downtown Munising, most importantly the air was still. There were no whitecaps, so our ride would be as smooth as glass. Tempting fate itself, I held my hand out the window to get some nice shots with my iPhone, which was a crazy thing to do without a handle or strap on it. I wondered later, how many smartphones are on the bottom of Lake Superior.

Anyways, the cruise itself was great, the captain/announcer was not annoyingly verbose as, say a carriage tour guide on Mackinac Island can be. He emphasized his sass by getting so close to the rocks that it was barely further than my hand could reach out the window. He had cojones of brass (or steel maybe).

It’s easy to take the majesty of nature for granted, even as a lad who spent a lot of time on the water and in woods. However, I was dumbstruck by the beauty of these ancient, layered rocks, in their continual transformation as pieces fall off from erosion. It is at these moments that you feel the presence of God in what everyone calls “God’s Country”, a transcendent experience in perfect conditions. We saw beautiful falls off the rocks landing 200 feet below, the mysterious color patterns of rock spattered by copper and iron infused water, marvelously enticing caves and archways that looked carved by the almighty himself. Especially of note is the tall tree on a promontory separated perhaps 50 feet from the cliff, living entirely by a single ropy cable of a root connecting it to the mainland. Immediately you feel the fragility of life itself and our connection to the earth. In such a reverie, I snapped the cover picture for U.P. Reader #8 with my iPhone 13.

As a younger man, I might’ve hiked the National Lakeshore park trails or kayaked in, but the boat tour is the perfect amount of accessibility for us in the latter years of life.

We finished our afternoon with a quick stop at the nearby “Eh! Burger” where we devoured some well-earned burgers and chili fries. Heading out to finish our trip into Marquette by sunset, we got back on the picturesque M-28 with its many awesome views of the big lake.
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Historical – Mackinac Island arch rock with sailing ship








FICTION

A Hole in The Bucket

by Hilton Moore
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I was only eight in 1952, too young to understand the term blended family. Of course, even that euphemistic term was far in the future. My father, a Methodist minister, was arm-twisted into taking a charge in the remote village of Nelson due mainly to an indiscretion on his part in the city of Alpena in the northeastern Lower Peninsula. The indiscretion became his third wife, Jeanine. She had two young daughters at the time, Susan and Karen. Father had two young boys, Donny and me, Arthur—Art for short hence the blended family. As for his assigned parish in Nelson, he did not consider his tryst with Jeanine, a married woman at the time, as a self-inflicted wound, despite the evidence to the contrary. I guess you could call that self-delusion as everyone around him knew otherwise. My father was a recent widower at the time, not that it matters now. My mother, Louise, perished in a head-on collision with a snowplow during a heavy snowstorm a year after Father began visiting with Jeanine. Suicide, perhaps? It doesn’t matter now, but at one time it meant a great deal to me. The Methodist Church and the District Superintendent were unforgiving about father’s affair and thought this remote parish was a due penance. My father disagreed vehemently, but it was a lost cause.

Nelson is the county seat, smack dab in the middle of Bishop County. Nelson is a town, maybe a village is a more appropriate word, of around fifteen hundred souls. The village is in the very heart of the Upper Peninsula, and a scant throw away from the enormous waves of Lake Superior when a wicked westerly comes crashing against the miles of rocky uninhabited shoreline. The tourists love it, but the folks who live in this harsh environment know you can’t eat water. Truth is, some locals love it, and some don’t. My father, William Langston, was in the latter category.

I have never thought of the Upper Peninsula in the same light as my father, but I do admit that, for the most part, it is not a bucolic picture at all. Still, there is an innate beauty here if you care to seek it. One must be willing to overlook the abandoned mines, and the anemic second and third growth timber left over after the lumber barons butchered the magnificent white pines, hemlock, and cedar. Of course, these immense forests were stolen from the natives, but hell, that’s all in the past.

My father was, in his own way, a refined gentleman, enjoying fine cuisine and classical music and the better things in life which, as a poor minister in the Upper Peninsula, he could ill afford. William once caustically compared the Upper Peninsula to a third-world country but with more guns and chainsaws. (William was as caustic as ever, and out of his element.)

Reverend William Langston, though he preferred the appellation Reverend Will, owned an old farmhouse with eighty acres of overgrown, fallow land thirty miles from Nelson. The farmstead was on a hilltop about a mile from Lake Superior. On sweltering hot summer days, all of us children would go swimming on the stretch of rocky beach near the farmhouse. To say that this stretch of beach was rarely ever used would be a gross understatement. The major issue was the rocky shoreline that informs part of this story. There was no closer beach for miles, and given our parents’ propensity for gin and tonics, they adamantly refused to drive us elsewhere.

To cast light on this story, Will and Jeanine, preferring to stay at the farmhouse, refused to walk the rocky shoreline, perhaps a hundred feet from the shore. They stayed instead under the shade of the farm’s tin porch roof, made rusted by years of neglect, sipping cold gin and tonics. The Nelson parish was morally conservative, to say the least, and our parents enjoyed being away from the prying eyes of his uptight parishioners.

That brings me to the rowboat. Will and Jeanine were both good parents and were sympathetic about the rocky shoreline, but needed much convincing that the family needed a rowboat. We children, all four of us, argued how a rowboat could take us past the stony shore and out to the sandbar, some hundred feet from shore, where we would still be in shallow waters. We could throw out a cinderblock for an anchor, we reasoned, and use it as a diving platform. Just so you won’t think our parents were negligent about water-safety, there was not a lifeguard for miles, and no one thought the better or worse for it in those days. It may seem incomprehensible now, but at that time, parents didn’t hover over their children like hens.

Because I was the oldest male, and the girls weren’t allowed to drive the tractor, I drove the faded red tractor pulling our rickety farm wagon behind it to the beach, all children aboard. This was before Henry, our rowboat, and fate, intertwined.

We children, William and Jeanine included, were very excited when father bought this faded grey wood rowboat and paid a local resort owner, in cold cash, for delivery at the beach.

Several days later, on a rainy summer day, I safely piloted the ancient Massey Harris down the old road to the beach where we would meet the previous owner and receive custody of our craft. Henry, my nickname for the heavy, homemade, plywood boat didn’t garner any objections from the other children, so Henry it was. The boat was sixteen feet long and painted gunmetal grey, with two old oars. I felt I was justified in naming the boat Henry for a patch the previous owner neatly fixed on the hull. Hence, the name Henry, from the childhood song, “There’s A Hole in the bucket dear Liza, dear Liza,” and the second verse, “Well fix it dear Henry, dear Henry, a hole.” Looking back, fate had its way. As the oldest male child, and despite all maritime history, I just preferred to name the craft with a strong masculine name rather than with a weak feminine name that would not be fitting to the boat. I got my way with what we would now label as toxic masculinity.

A week later, the weather cooperated and the whole family participated in what might be called the christening of Henry. Lisa, the youngest, broke a bottle of Coca-Cola on the bow. Afterward, we carefully picked up all the glass, and forced Henry across the rocky shoreline into the frigid waters of Lake Superior.

This was an all-hands-on-deck process as we half-pulled and yanked the heavy boat to the gentle surf, dragging the old craft into the cold water and out to the sandbar some forty feet from shore. We set a cinderblock as an anchor with old rope, and we swam and played for several hours on Henry. These were blissful moments I will never forget.

Returning Henry to his designation in the barn was another issue altogether. It only took a moment for the entire family to understand we had a problem hoisting Henry’s heavy plywood frame onto the farm trailer and into the barn. With six of us, grunting and groaning, and with herculean effort, the task was completed.

Henry’s paint was beginning to chip and peel, so father mixed some left-over paint that was in the barn that I could apply where it was needed. While the paint didn’t match, it worked fine. I thought, if Henry was a steed instead of a boat, he most surely would have been an Appaloosa. I still believe that Henry liked the comparison.

I should add, that while the previous owner gave Henry a touch-up of paint, he had neglected to adequately paint or caulk the old boat, consequently Henry leaked like the proverbial sieve. I caulked and painted Henry the best I could, but neither paint nor caulk stuck well on the soggy old boat. I wisely restricted the others from caulking and painting. So, Donny, always head-strong, threw a tantrum, while Susan deliberately turned over a can of old paint. I guess you could call that getting even.

The weather turned grey and wet for the next several days and noisy games of cards and monopoly took up our time. Finally, the weather broke, and we headed to the beach, the small farm-wagon creaking and groaning from the overload, only to recognize we would have the same problem in reverse later in the day when we would need to bring Henry back to the farmstead. All of us children sweated over piles of stones and rocks to get him to the water’s edge. Too exhausted now to swim, we had a problem. We couldn’t just leave Henry at the water’s edge, now that the vessel lay bobbing in several inches of quiet surf. We had to return the water-soaked vessel back to the farm for safe keeping.

I fetched William and Jeanine from their usual back-porch stoop. William, several gin and tonics in, and not pleased to be bothered, drove Missy, our nickname for the tractor, back to the beach with a twenty-foot length of chain and a steel fencepost which he promptly drove into the sand with our old sledgehammer. The family groaned from the effort but eventually dragged Henry up far enough and flipped him over and chained him to the fencepost with a hefty padlock. We children loved Henry but used him only on several occasions that summer, not enough to warrant the effort.

Except me. I would spend hours alone laying on Henry’s overturned grey hull, imagining. Yes, imagining. What? Just everything. Sometimes it was as if Henry were animate.

Occasionally, on starlit nights I would pedal our old Monkey-Ward bike down to the beach and lie on the over-turned skiff, and just gaze at the endless firmament. The constellation Orion was my favorite, and I envisioned myself as a fellow warrior engaged in battle with Canis Major beside us in full attack.

I could sometimes see the magnificent northern lights, flashing and moving like a fire-breathing dragon consuming the dark night by a force larger than life.

Father walked down to the beach one cloudless night and sat down on the over-turned hull beside me. “Are you alright, Arthur?”

“Ya’, I’m alright.”

“You have been coming down here by yourself for nights.”

“Just need time to think.”

“Yeah, I get it,” he paused. “You are afraid that Jeanine and I are divorcing.”

“That’s part of it. Well? Are you?”

“Yes, I’m so sorry.” He muffled a sob and took my hand. “I’ve never been very good at relationships, and it shows.” A cloud moved across the face of the moon and cast a shadow. “As a man it seems I am inadequate in so many ways. The gut-wrenching truth is I am a lousy preacher and a poor example for you boys.”

“Father, you try; no one should ask for more.” I was weeping now.

I suppose this could be, with some minor changes, the end of the story. But it isn’t; this tale would just be a melancholy trip down memory lane if Henry hadn’t arrived in my life. Even as a child, I wondered whether fear precedes premonition. How did I know in a dream-like state that something bad was going to happen to Henry, or was it to happen to me, or my family? Perhaps? And, yet I knew. As an adult, we chalk up such altered states-of-mind to chance, or for the religious, as a sign from God.

On days when it was too gloomy to play outside and the others were all involved in a game of Monopoly, I would go see Henry; yes Henry. We would chat back and forth for hours till I heard the old dinner bell ring. I understand that many folks would say I was just fanciful, or at that young age, perhaps just daydreaming. Or perhaps I was suffering from a form of childhood psychosis?

I realize now, that as a child, my relationship with Henry served several purposes. First, and foremost, it protected me from psychological harm from others or perhaps it protected me from myself.

One rainy day later in the fall, I returned to see Henry. I cried when I saw that someone had dragged the stern into knee-deep water and shot two holes in the vessel’s bottom. He was half-full of sand and water. In my grief I wondered how someone could be so cruel. If I had been there, would I have been a victim too? Is the world run by haters?

“It will be ok,” I heard Henry say in a very quiet voice.

“You will never be the same, and neither will I,” I said with tears in my eyes.

Later that afternoon, William, seeing my distress, tried to patch the derelict boat, but Henry was beyond hope.

As I watched my father, I sang in a trembling voice, “There’s a hole in the bucket, dear Liza, dear Liza. Well, fix it, dear Henry, dear Henry, a hole.”

Straining, all of us working together could not budge the water-logged boat away from the shore to the waiting trailer. Henry’s ignoble remains were later swept away by winter storms.

Whether Henry affected all the other children, I have no idea. Jeanine divorced my father several months later, and I grieved for so many losses. What I am certain of is that the old derelict did impact my life and my younger brother, Donny, as well.

As a young man, Donny, drunk as usual, found out quite by accident who had shot the jagged holes in the bottom of Henry. Drunk, and in a fit-of-rage he murdered this young lad. In my eyes no murder is justifiable, especially in what was most likely a case of juvenile vandalism. Don was sentenced to a term of twenty years to life. After serving twenty-one long years in Marquette Prison, Donny, now a hardened and bitter man, moved to Alaska and worked construction.

As my father lay dying in the hospital, he wanted forgiveness. “For what?” I replied.

“Perhaps, for the mistakes I made.”

“Father, you taught me to follow a path of my own intuition; although at times, I must admit, you stepped off the fucking path into a nasty pile of shit,” I laughed.

“Look at me. I am a successful author and illustrator of children’s books. I credit you and Henry for that. In my younger days I thought that it was my duty to counter hate with love, put evil where it belonged—somewhere in the depths of hell. I could have been a preacher like you, but I knew better. Wasn’t my path. I have come to understand that often hate preys upon hate; it is self-consuming. One must just get out of the way, and hatred, like twisting eagles in the sky will plummet toward earth. Love will always be in the background, and when the battle of life ends, love will always be the victor.

“Father, I am thoroughly convinced that everything I learned about love, I learned from you and Henry. Have no regrets, Father, have no regrets.”
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NONFICTION

Doc Gibson and Professional Hockey in the U.P.

by Bill Sproule
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In the early days of hockey, it was a game for amateurs, and it was not until 1903 that Canadian-born dentist Jack “Doc” Gibson and Houghton entrepreneur James R. “Jimmy” Dee decided to recruit the best players from Canada and openly pay them to play for the Portage Lake (Houghton) hockey team. The team won the 1904 U.S. Championship and defeated a team from Montreal for what was billed as the World’s Championship. Following this successful season, Gibson and Dee began promoting the idea of a professional hockey league, and in December 1904, play began in the International Hockey League (IHL). The league had five teams – Calumet, Pittsburgh, Portage Lake, Sault Ste. Marie, Michigan, and Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario – and although the league lasted only three seasons, it was the start of professional hockey.

John Lindell MacDonald “Jack” Gibson was born in Berlin (now Kitchener), Ontario on September 10, 1879, to James and Mary Gibson, who were originally from Aberdeen, Scotland and settled on a farm in Waterloo County. As a youth Jack excelled in school and several sports and won Western Ontario championships in rowing, skating, and swimming. At seventeen, he was a star member of the 1896-97 Berlin-Waterloo team in the Ontario Hockey Association’s (OHA) new intermediate league that defeated the Kingston Frontenacs to win the league championship. In the fall of 1897, Gibson entered the Detroit College of Medicine (now part of Wayne State University) to study dentistry and play on their hockey team. During the 1897-98 season, he also played on a Berlin senior team in the OHA league and planned to travel between Detroit and Berlin for games during the season. However, when the Berlin team defeated its crosstown rivals, Waterloo, in an early season game, the team manager and Berlin Mayor Rumpel rushed out on the ice and presented each player with a ten-dollar gold piece. The Ontario Hockey Association heard about this celebration and ruled that the players were professionals and expelled the team from further competition. Only amateurs “in good standing” were allowed to play in the OHA, and players who received any remuneration were guilty until proven innocent. His season with Berlin ended in early January and although the OHA lifted its suspension at the end of the season, it left a lasting impression. Gibson played three seasons for the Detroit College of Medicine (DCM) hockey and football teams and graduated in 1900. However, while Gibson studied at DCM, he continued to play on a Berlin hockey team, and he was recognized as one of best hockey players in Canada.
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John Lindell MacDonald “Jack” Gibson, D.D.S. (Michigan Technological University Archives and Copper Country Historical Collections)



In the fall of 1900, Gibson moved to Houghton and established a dental practice in downtown Houghton. He felt that this would be a perfect place to start his career as the area was in the midst of a copper mining boom and he had visited Houghton before when the DCM hockey team traveled to play an exhibition game at the Palace Ice Rink in Ripley. A couple of his DCM hockey teammates from Listowel, Ontario also chose to settle in the Copper Country. Dr. Earl Hay opened a dental office in Hancock and Dr. Percy Willson settled in Chassell to begin his practice as a medical doctor. Gibson immersed himself in the Houghton community, joining several fraternal lodges and meeting community leaders though social events, and he soon became known as “Doc” Gibson. In his first winter, he joined the Portage Lake YMCA hockey team. The team included several local players, as well as Dr. Hay, Dr. Willson, and Dr. R.B. Harkness. Dr. Harkness, a medical doctor, was born in Pennsylvania and played hockey in Pittsburgh as a student at Western University of Pennsylvania (now the University of Pittsburgh). He moved to Houghton in the fall of 1900 and located his office in the same building as Gibson.

Gibson was captain and coach of the Portage Lake team. Charles Webb was the team manager and was responsible for the financial aspects and team operations. The Portage Lake team won the 1901 Upper Peninsula League Championship and local interest in hockey grew as fans packed the Palace Rink to see Gibson and the team play.
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Portage Lake YMCA Hockey Team, 1900-01 City of Houghton, Ralph Raffaelli Collection) Standing, left to right: Bert Potter, Ellsworth, E.B. Harkness, Black, Earl Hay Seated, left to right: Wally Washburn, Jack Gibson, Charles Webb (manager), Percy Willson, Peter Delaney Front Row, left to right: Thompson, Andy Haller



As the Portage Lake team prepared for the 1901-02 season, Houghton businessman James R. Dee joined the executive board, and Gibson and Webb started to recruit a few players from outside the Copper Country. Gibson brought in Herman “Dutch” Meinke with whom he had played in Berlin and recruited Joseph “Chief” Jones, one of the best goalies in Ontario. The team played ten games that season against teams from Minneapolis, St. Paul, Chicago, Pittsburgh, and Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario. Portage Lake was declared Champions of the West after they defeated the Kentwood Country Club team from Chicago, and they then played the Pittsburgh Athletic Club in March 1902 for what was described as the Championship of the United States. Pittsburgh was the Eastern Champion and a member of the Western Pennsylvania Hockey League. It was to be a two-game, total goals series in the Palace. The team split the games and the total goals were equal, so a 1902 United States Champion was not declared.

Gibson and Dee soon realized that if hockey were to grow in the area, a new facility would be needed to accommodate the spectators who wanted to see the Portage Lake team play. In the summer of 1902, Dee organized the Houghton Warehouse Company to build a facility that could be used as a storage warehouse in the summer and serve as a skating and hockey arena from mid-December to late March. The company purchased property on the Houghton waterfront and the building was completed in the fall in time for the winter season. The building had a natural ice surface of 80 feet by 185 feet, and seating for 2,500 hockey fans and room for an additional 600 standees. A contest to name the building was held, and the name “Amphidrome” was selected. While the arena was being built, Gibson and Webb were busy recruiting more players from Canada for the upcoming season. They brought in Joe Stephens, one of Gibson’s teammates from Berlin, and Canadians Fred Lake and Ernie Westcott, who had played for Pittsburgh in the Western Pennsylvania Hockey League.

The Amphidrome opened soon after Christmas in 1902, and the first hockey game was played on Monday, December 29, 1902, between Portage Lake and the University of Toronto Varsity team. The local newspaper reported that over 5,000 attended the first game and it was the largest gathering of people under one roof in the Upper Peninsula at that time. Portage Lake beat the team from Toronto 13-2 and the top scorer was center “Dutch” Meinke as he scored eight goals.

The 1902-03 Portage Lake hockey team was a good team that went undefeated for the season, and they outscored their opponents 146 to 36. Portage Lake played sixteen games against teams from Detroit, Duluth, St. Louis, St. Paul, and Pittsburgh and they defeated the Pittsburgh Bankers for the 1903 United States Championship. Joe Stephens and Dutch Meinke were the season’s top scorers for Portage Lake with thirty-six goals and thirty-four goals, respectively. Following the season, James Dee became President of the Portage Lake team and Gibson felt that the team could be even better.

In the fall of 1903, Gibson and Dee made a momentous decision when they resolved to openly pay players to come to Houghton to play hockey. They realized that to convince top Canadian players to give up day jobs to play hockey for a few months and risk their amateur status in Canada, substantial salaries were essential. Individual player contracts were negotiated and salaries that paid $15 to $40 per week were enough to convince players to take the risk. The best players could attract a salary of $75 per week and salaries would come from dividing gate receipts.

Gibson and Webb recruited several players from the Pittsburgh teams including Riley Hern, Bert Morrison, “Cooney” Shields, and Bruce and Hod Stuart for the Portage Lake team. A group from Sault Ste. Marie, Michigan also decided to pay players and several members of 1902-03 Portage Lake team signed to join the Michigan Soo team. Former Portage Lake players included Chief Jones, Dutch Meinke, Joe Stephens, and Fred Lake. The Michigan Soo team also recruited Frank Switzer from Pittsburgh.
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Portage Lake Hockey Team, 1903-04 – U.S. Champion and World Champion (MTU Archives and Copper Country Historical Collections) Standing left to right: Fred Westcott (spare), James Duggan (trainer), Charles Webb (manager), James Dee (president), Joe Linder (spare) Seated left to right: Bert Morrison (rover), “Cooney” Shields (forward), “Doc” Gibson (point and captain), Hod Stuart (cover point), Bruce Stuart (forward) In foreground: Ernie Westcott (forward), Riley Hern (goal)




The expectations for a successful season were very high in the community as the local newspapers wrote that the recruited players were among the best from Canada. Because the team was not in a league, exhibition games were arranged, and the schedule evolved during the season. Gibson and Webb wanted to arrange games with the best teams from Canada, but Ontario teams were reluctant to schedule games as they would be banned by the Ontario Hockey Association for playing a professional team.

Portage Lake defeated the Pittsburgh Victorias for the 1904 United States Championship, and as the team was returning to Houghton, there was some talk of submitting a challenge for the Stanley Cup. However, soon after the team arrived in Houghton, Webb received a challenge from the Montreal Wanderers for a two-game series to be played in Houghton. Portage Lake accepted the challenge, and two games were scheduled for March 21 and 22, 1904 in the Amphidrome. The series was billed as the World Championship between the Montreal Wanderers, Champions of Canada, and Portage Lake, Champions of the United States. Portage Lake defeated the Wanderers in the first game 8-4, and according to local newspaper reports, “the game was the fastest hockey ever exhibited in the Copper Country and naturally the greatest game ever played in the United States.” On the following night, Portage Lake defeated the Wanderers 9-2, and the newspaper stated that, “the game had all the features which go to make hockey the most exciting sport in the world.” One of the Portage Lake players was quoted, “We claim to be champions of the world and ready to play any team which disputes our claim to the title and are willing to produce all kinds of money to back it.”

Portage Lake ended the season with a record of twenty-three wins and two losses, and they outscored their opponents 259 to 49. Bert Morrison proved his value to Portage Lake as he scored ninety-four goals and Bruce Stuart was not far behind as he scored seventy-five goals. In Michigan Soo, Frank Switzer scored forty-five goals, while former Portage Lake players Dutch Meinke scored thirty-seven goals and Fred Lake scored twenty-eight goals.

Following the success of Portage Lake, and as the interest in hockey in the United States was growing, Dee wrote Arthur McSwigan and others from the Western Pennsylvania Hockey League about forming a national hockey association or league with up to a dozen teams. Dee indicated that based on his experience with the Portage Lake team, hockey could be a viable business venture and suggested that teams from Canada would be interested. Following months of discussion, James Dee organized an initial meeting in Detroit to determine the interest and prospects of organizing a league that would be known as the “American Hockey League.” Business leaders from several cities including Chicago, Cleveland, Detroit, Duluth, Grand Rapids, Minneapolis, Milwaukee, Montreal, New York, St. Louis, and St. Paul expressed interest in a franchise but they decided not to proceed at that time. A group from Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario was also interested and indicated they would attend the next meeting. In early November 1904, representatives from Calumet, Houghton (Portage Lake), Pittsburgh, Sault Ste. Marie, Michigan (Michigan Soo), and Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario (Canadian Soo) met in Chicago and agreed to form a professional hockey league. They adopted the name “International Hockey League (IHL)”, and play would begin with the 1904-05 season. It would be the first professional hockey league in which all players would be openly paid to play hockey. The executive prepared a set of league operating rules and rules that would govern play. It was agreed that each of the teams would play a 24-game schedule with three home games and three away games against each of the other teams. A revenue sharing plan was also adopted.
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Daily Mining Gazette, March 18, 1904



Team managers moved quickly to assemble line-ups and put together a schedule for the 1904-05 season. Calumet played its home games at a new Palestra arena in Laurium, and while the arena was under construction, former Portage Lake player Hod Stuart was hired as the Palestra manager and captain of the Calumet team. Pittsburgh’s home arena was the 5,000 seat Duquesne Gardens, while Portage Lake’s home games were played in the Amphidrome. The Michigan Soo team played at the Ridge Street Ice-A-Torium, near the Soo Locks, and the Canadian Soo team played in the Soo Curling Club’s Gouin Street Arena.

As the 1904-05 season began, most newspaper reporters felt that Portage Lake would dominate the league, but Hod Stuart had recruited an outstanding team, and Calumet won the league championship. The team was led by the league’s two top goal scorers – Fred Strike and Ken Mallen - and the league’s top goalie was Calumet’s Billy Nicholson. Portage Lake finished second, and as the season ended, Doc Gibson announced that he was retiring as a hockey player. He was always respected throughout the Copper Country and although he retired as a player, Gibson continued to be involved in numerous events and activities. He played baseball and served as a referee for local hockey and IHL games and was an umpire for charity baseball games. The league operated for three seasons and Portage Lake won the league’s championships in both the 1905-06 and 1906-07 seasons.

During the three seasons of the IHL, hockey changed dramatically as several professional hockey leagues formed in Canada. The Canadian players in the IHL now had the opportunity to return to Canada and openly accept payment for playing hockey and the best players were sought by several teams in a bidding war for their services. The IHL also faced several challenges including a general economic downturn and sagging attendance in a few of the league cities. Teams could not generate enough revenue to offset the operating expenses and payrolls to compete with the salaries being offered by professional teams in Canada. Ultimately, the growth of professionalism in Canada would finish the IHL. Although the IHL operated for only three seasons it attracted the top players of that era who went on to exciting careers in Canada, of which several were later recognized with induction into the Hockey Hall of Fame.
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Jack “Doc” Gibson, 1954 (Jim and John Leech Collection)



Jack “Doc” Gibson closed his Houghton dental practice in 1907, moved to Calgary, Alberta, and went into a real estate partnership with Charles S. Mills, a colleague from Southern Ontario who had also moved to Calgary. Gibson and Mills acquired lands in Calgary and rural Alberta for development and later expanded their partnership to include general brokerage, insurance, and loans. However, Gibson did not lose his passion for sports as he was hockey referee and a member of the governing board and president of the Alberta Amateur Hockey Association. He also played football for the Calgary Tigers and was a member when the team won the 1911 Western Canada Rugby Football Championship. During World War I, Gibson joined the Canadian Army, served overseas with the 82nd Infantry Battalion, and then following the war, he returned to Calgary, reopened his dental practice, continued his involvement in hockey, and found many new interests. He was an avid curler, life member and past president of the Glencoe Club and the Calgary Horticultural Society. In 1950, at the age of seventy, Gibson retired from dentistry as Calgary’s most famous dentist, and he died in 1954. For his contributions to hockey, Gibson was one of the original inductees into the United States Hockey Hall of Fame in 1973 and was inducted as a builder into the Hockey Hall of Fame in Toronto in 1976.

Gibson was not forgotten in Houghton and in 1938, members of the Northern Michigan-Wisconsin Hockey League purchased a trophy for the league’s champion and named it the Gibson Cup in recognition of his outstanding contribution to hockey in its infancy in the Copper Country. The Cup was first awarded in 1939 to the Portage Lake Elks team and today the Gibson Cup is an annual competition trophy between two local senior amateur teams – the Portage Lake Pioneers and Calumet Wolverines.

It has been over 120 years since the first professional hockey league was formed, and how many would have guessed that a dentist from Canada would help to make a small town in northern Michigan the birthplace of professional hockey.
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Historical – St. Ignace and Mackinaw Island








yooper haiku

by t. kilgore splake
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deer season opening day

pasties euchre leinenkugel farts

dreams of seventeen-point buck
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wilderness poet’s ghost

welcoming early morning light

through raven’s dark eyes
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early upper peninsula autumn

april blizzard storm turning

god’s country all over white
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yooper ghost forest shadow

dancing in brown autumn leaves

gray sky shade of winter
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feeling alive in world

cliffs shadows beside brautigan creek

poet dancing in wildflowers
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coming home

by t. kilgore splake
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tranny-tripping early morning

battle creek city limits rearview mirror

steady hum of tires on highway

poet heading true north

crossing mackinaw bridge

returning to god’s country

solitary traveler

imagination in high gear

dreaming of brook trout beauty

campfire cold beers

owl’s warm evening welcome





opening day

by t. kilgore splake
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carrying rod and reel

wicker fishing creel

flies attached to canvas hat

soaked in deep woods off

pleasant wilderness afternoon

beside brautigan creek

trophy rainbow dreams






FICTION

Old Friends Having Lunch

by M. Kelly Peach
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Mr. Cawley arrives at his favorite open-air café at noon. It is tucked in amongst the red pines and white oaks off of H-03 near highway M-94. He missed breakfast and is feeling quite hungry. On this bright and beautiful, warm spring day, the sky is a blue matching the nearby AuTrain River.

A gentle west breeze wafts the delicious aroma of stewing rabbit to his sensitive nostrils. This is one of his favorite dishes and a specialty of the region. As Cawley walks over, he can see—though advanced in years his eyesight is still very keen—that the table fare is already set and presided over by the nervous owner named Ark. He is a younger fellow, scrawnier and shorter than Cawley. Once Ark understands the new guest is staying, he withdraws warily to allow his patron to dine alone.

Cawley does prefer eating by himself. He is an individual of few words and poor in social graces. He clucks a cursory thank you in the direction of Ark who is now in full retreat. He does his customary survey of the surroundings, sees nothing is wrong, then nibbles a quick taste. He quickly raises his head. No others are in sight. He takes two bites, jerks his head upwards again. Still all clear. He dips his head, continues eating.

The breeze sighs among the lightest green of the early ferns, purple gaywings, and gold-thread flowers. It brings the soapy scent of trailing arbutus to his nostrils, ruffles his glossy black attire. The sunshine finds turquoise and maroon highlights in its sheen as he shifts his torso to and fro in irritation because Ark has helped himself to the eyes, Cawley’s favorite part of the rabbit.

He settles for the guts and hungrily tears into the belly of his rabbit dinner. He enjoys the savory liver and tangy pancreas. After a few bites, his black eyes notice a shadow flitting over the road. He looks up from his dinner and sees a familiar figure approaching.

It is Gluck, a buddy from his youthful days, looking ancient and starved. Cawley’s craw is full, so he merely nods his welcome.

Gluck croaks a greeting as he walks up to his elderly comrade and asks, “May I join you?”

Cawley, mouth still stuffed, nods again towards the food between them.

“Well thanks old pal. Don’t mind if I do.” Gluck then helps himself to the rabbit’s delicious nose.

Cawley gulps down his mouthful of guts and pauses in his feasting to look at Gluck working his way through the rabbit’s flesh along its back. Remembering his friend’s preferences from many a past shared meal, he knows the ribs will be his next goal. Cawley moves on to the meaty hams.
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