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G reat Lakes Energy is seeking an 
average 2.87 percent rate increase 
that would raise an additional $4.4 
million to maintain current fund-

ing levels for major reliability improvements 
and provide adequate margins.

The rate request must be approved by 
the Michigan Public Service Commission 
(MPSC), the state agency that regulates the 
cooperative (see notice on page 29). The 
earliest these changes could take effect would 
be this summer, pending final approval by 
the MPSC.

Most of the $4.4 million in revenue 
would come from a proposed $3.28 per 
month increase in the fixed billing charge for 
residential permanent and non-permanent 
(seasonal) members. This monthly charge 
would change from $15 to $18.28 ($45 to 
$54.84 per quarter for seasonal accounts). No 
change in the energy usage or 
kilowatt-hour (kWh) rate is 
proposed at this time.

An increase in the outdoor 
security light rate is also pro-
posed. Depending on watt-
age size, members would pay from 80 cents 
to $3.20 more per month for their GLE 
security light.

“We want the progress we’ve made in 
reducing average outage minutes in the last 
five years to continue,” says Steve Boeck-
man, president/CEO. “Major improve-
ments were made that are benefitting 
thousands of Great Lakes Energy members. 
But there are still many areas on our system 
where reliability remains an issue. We have 
an obligation to provide the same high level 
of reliable service to all members, which 
can only be accomplished with adequate 
financial resources.”

The rate increase will also ensure that the 
co-op’s financial health stays strong. The 
co-op relies on a financial ratio called TIER 
(times interest earned ratio) to determine 
when rate changes are needed. The TIER is 
used to measure an electric co-op’s financial 
well-being. If the TIER number drops too 
low, it’s a signal that the co-op may no longer 
have the ability to meet interest expense on 
long-term debt at existing revenue levels.

The TIER is affected by changes in the 
co-op’s margins, or profits, and interest 
on long-term debt. By closely watching its 
expenses and the TIER, the co-op can plan 
ahead and take the necessary steps that will 
enable it to remain financially strong and a 
well-run business.

Great Lakes Energy regularly benchmarks 
its operating expenses and other data against 
other electric co-ops. This benchmarking 
consistently shows that GLE operates in an 
efficient manner and often ranks near the 
very top of electric co-ops nationally. The 
co-op will continue to use these benchmarks 
to monitor expense levels and other produc-
tivity measures in order to keep electricity a 
good value for members.

Only about 35 percent of the revenue 
collected from GLE members goes toward 
operating the co-op, and much of that is for 

maintaining its power line distribution sys-
tem. The other 65 percent goes to its power 
supplier to cover their costs to have electricity 
generated and delivered to the co-op.

About 60 percent of the co-op’s lines are 
at least 40 years old. Only one other electric 
co-op in the United States has more miles 
of line than Great Lakes Energy.

Large investments so far have allowed the 
co-op to re-clear trees along more miles of 
power line, upgrade major lines, and use new 
technologies to reduce outage times. These 
improvements have also helped the co-op 
restore power more quickly when severe 
weather causes massive, widespread outages, 
such as last fall’s windstorm.

As noted, this proposed rate increase only 
affects the monthly fixed charge and not the 
energy (kWh) rate. This monthly (or quar-
terly) charge is designed to cover the fixed 
operating expenses incurred by GLE, which 
amount to about $30 monthly per residen-
tial member. When the fixed charge is too 
low, some fixed costs must be put into the 
energy (kWh) rate, which creates an unfair 

Great Lakes Energy Seeks 
Rate Increase

Only one other electric co-op in the 
United States has more miles of line than 
Great Lakes Energy.
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rate structure where members who use more 
electricity are subsidizing those who use less. 

Fixed charges are not uncommon in the 
utility, cell phone or cable industry. This rate 
change is a continued effort by the co-op to 
fairly charge each member for fixed costs, 
regardless of their personal energy use choices, 
so that each member pays equally for the 
availability of electric service.

As a member-owned electric co-op, GLE 
will also continue returning capital credit 
refunds to members each year, as financial 
conditions allow.

The proposed rate increase is not final until 
it is approved by the MPSC, which may 
recommend modifications. We’ll keep you 
updated through Michigan Country Lines, 
PowerTalk newsletter, and on our website, as 
more information becomes available.

Teen Days – Nine students represented Great Lakes Energy at this spring’s Michi-
gan Electric Cooperative Teen Days event at the Kettunen Center in Tustin. Pictured (top 
row, L to R) are: Mackenzie Morison, Justin Dahl, Kaylee Kessler, P.J. Nemish and Heidi 
Dill. Bottom row: Cade Dailey, Matthew Richards, Jennifer Herrema and Heath Welch.

Election Ballot In Next Issue
The mail-in ballot for election of Great 
Lakes Energy directors will be included in 
your July issue of Michigan Country Lines.

Exercise your right as a cooperative 
member and vote for the board candidates 
of your choice.
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Thirty-five students made the most of touring the Heritage 
Wind Farm near Cadillac on a wet, windy day during Michi-
gan Electric Cooperative Teen Days. Steve Thoms of Heritage 

(above, center front) answered student questions as they all squeezed 
into a tower base to learn more about wind power and how the 
turbines operate.

In the co-op careers part of the three-day retreat, lineworkers from 
Cherryland Electric, Midwest Energy, and HomeWorks Tri-County 
Electric co-ops talked about their work and training, then helped 
students gear-up to try climbing a pole and gave bucket truck rides. 
Twelve chaperones from the co-ops also discussed their differing jobs 
and education, and a hotline demonstration and electrical safety tips 
were shared by safety professionals from Great Lakes Energy and 
HomeWorks Tri-County.

Other activities included watching a live TV 9&10 News newscast 
and a behind-the-scenes tour of the station, learning about energy 
efficiency and the co-op business model, and playing games and 
getting to know other teens from across the state.

Co-op Teen Days is held annually at the Kettunen 4-H Center in 
Tustin. Sixteen of the teens were chosen to attend the Rural Electric 
Youth Tour to Washington, D.C., in June. Learn more about these 
co-op sponsored youth programs at countrylines.com/youth.

Co-op Teens Get a ‘Windy’ Tour 

Participating co-ops and the teens they sponsored this year were: 
Cherryland Electric – Brandon Acre, Jacob Russell, Lauren Sieloff, Grace 
Wiesner, Alyssa Zuiderveen; Cloverland Electric – Rachel Hoffman, Emily 
Markstrom, Julie Reed, Dorianne Shaffer, Paul Warner; Great Lakes 
Energy – Justin Dahl, Cade Dailey, Heidi Dill, Jennifer Herrema, Kaylee 
Kessler, Mackenzie Morison, P.J. Nemish, Matthew Richards, Heath Welch; 
HomeWorks Tri-County – Rebecca Kirby, Tyler Orlando, Alli Rayburn, Blake 
Warchuck; Midwest Energy – Ashley Fogarty, Christine Polmateer, Jessica 
Waldschmidt, Katelyn Waters;  PIE&G – Krista Bursey, Allan Cramer, Lance 
Miller, Carlos Portillo, Danielle Rhode, Judy Romel; Thumb Electric – 
Chandler London; and Wolverine Power Cooperative – Nathanael Millen. 

Refinancing Your Home

If you own your home and are paying on a mortgage, you may be 
able to save money by refinancing—particularly if you closed on 
your home many years ago. Only you can decide if refinancing is 

a smart move, but here are some things to consider:
• Refinancing will cost you money. You’re either going to be 

charged closing costs to refinance, or you may be offered a “no-closing 
cost” deal. But don’t be fooled. One way or another, you will pay 
for it, since no-cost transactions usually mean a higher interest rate 
(than if you paid closing costs out-of-pocket).

• How long will you expect stay in your current home? If you’re 
thinking about moving in the next two years or so, the costs may 
not justify refinancing.

• Think carefully before “cashing out.” It’s popular now to take 
cash out of a home when refinancing, but your home is not an ATM. 
That money will have to be repaid 
sooner or later. And if home prices 
drop after you refinance, you could 
find yourself owing more on your 
mortgage than your house is worth. 

• Check with your current 
lender before you commit to any 
refinancing deal. Chances are, 
you may be able to save yourself quite a bit of money on closing 
costs while taking advantage of a lower interest rate. “Calculate” 
your move carefully!

There are no hard and fast rules when it comes to refinancing, 
but a refinancing calculator, such as one at Bankrate.com, can help 
you decide whether or not refinancing makes “cents.” 

Your home is one of your greatest assets—consider any related 
financing decisions carefully.

– NRECA Insurance & Financial Services Dept. 

A New Fridge Can Save Energy

A refrigerator will operate for a very long time without problems, 
but that doesn’t mean it’s running at maximum efficiency.

If yours dates from the 1980s, replacing it could cut your 
electric bill by $100 (from the 1970s, save $200 per year), but only 
if you dispose of the old one. (Recycling allows the metal, plastic 
and glass to be re-used and keeps toxic chemicals out of landfills.) 

Visit energystar.gov to estimate how much energy your current 
unit uses and how much money a new one may save.  

More than a quarter of U.S. households own a second refrigerator, 
and that increases by 1 percent per year, notes a U.S. Department 
of Energy report. But these units are often older and less efficient 
models made before 1993 and use two to three times more energy. 
A second unit also increases air-conditioning costs since it produces 
heat. And because refrigerators are designed to operate in conditioned 
rooms, keeping one in an area exposed to temperature extremes, such 
as porches, garages and basements, forces it to draw more running 
power and adds $420 to $750 in energy costs over its lifetime. 

When looking for a new unit, try a top-mounted freezer (uses 
10-25 percent less energy), and buy only the size you really need. 
Keep it running efficiently by vacuuming the coils once or twice a 
year, and replace the door seal if it loosens or discolors.

– Brian Sloboda
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Potholes, Roads, Gas Tax
[Mike Buda], are you seriously 
saying we should raise the gas tax 
(April Ramblings, “A Sure Sign of 
Spring”)? I do work for the power 
companies and can hardly afford 
to drive to work as it is. Drive on 
a dirt road and lower the gas tax!

–Troy Nelson

I certainly agree with you on 
potholes and road conditions in 
Michigan. However, I cannot 
agree that a higher gas tax is the 
answer. With the government 
and politicians now embracing 
alternative fuels and manufac-
tures of vehicles beginning to 
produce such cars again, those 
vehicles are getting a free ride on 
the highways. Government has to 
find something else to tax other 
than gas to fund road repair and 
construction. 

This country constructed eco-
nomical roads without regard to 
length of road service. Europe, 
and possibly Canada, chose 
to construct more expensive 
major roads that were designed 
to last 100 years with minimal 
repair. We are a throw-away 
society, so we pay more to re-do 
roads. We could change, but it 
would mean less road work per 
year or more road funding.

– Roland Braasch

Thanks for writing. I’m just saying 
we get what we pay for, and my 
feeling is we shouldn’t complain 
about bad roads if we can’t agree 
to pay for good ones. Increasing the 
gas tax is one option. Letting roads 
go back to dirt is another. I think 
most people would rather drive on 
decent roads. – Mike Buda

U.S. Mail
Having just read your March 
Country Lines article about the 
mail, I’m offering my apprecia-
tion and a suggestion.  

 I am retired from 35 years 
with the Postal Service, as a 
city carrier and in management 
support. Where I worked, our 
standard suggestion to customers 
establishing new delivery during 

the winter, or whose curbside 
box was damaged as was yours, 
would be to put the vertical post 
into a 5-gallon bucket filled with 
sand, then pour water into it.  
The frozen water adds rigidity 
as well as added weight. You or 
your neighbors may find this info 
helpful down the road, though of 
course, I hope you won’t need it.

 Do you realize the Postal 
Service actually makes an opera-
tional profit? (It is not a profit-
seeking enterprise, so that word 
isn’t used.) The reason for the 
huge bookkeeping loss is that 
federal law now requires the 
USPS to pre-fund its portion 
of future retiree health benefits. 
Other federal agencies do not 
face that mandate, nor does most 
of the private sector. (Pension 
benefits have long been pre-
funded. In fact, they’re probably 
over-funded, according to a 
recent audit, since no one hired 
in the past 25+ years receives the 
old Civil Service pension.)  

 Anyway, I enjoyed your article, 
and I’ll leave you with one addi-
tional thought—the possibility 
of rural mail delivery around the 
turn of the 20th Century became 
the impetus for farmers to seek 
improvements in rural roads, 
which led to numerous benefits 
unrelated to the mail, such as 
improved ability to move crops 
to market, obtain mechanized 
equipment, attend fraternal 
organizations, and so on.  

– John Hayes, Grand Rapids

About Nuclear Power
Finally, I say again, someone 
with a common sense approach 
to nuclear power (Craig Borr, 
Comment, May). I’m 72 and 
retired from the engineering 
department of Guardian Indus-
tries of Auburn Hills, MI. I am 
not an engineer, but I worked as 
a designer and project coordina-

tor building their many glass 
manufacturing plants all over 
this old globe, and I’ve had many 
conversations with engineers 
about nuclear power. Each of 
the Guardian plants has enough 
standby power to run the plant 
in the event of a failure. A 500 
ton-per-day plant runs 24/7 for 
10-12 years. Guardian’s Venezu-
ela plant is full-time stand-alone 
with a turbine generator because 
fuel was so cheap there.

I now live in a community out-
side of Weidman, MI, that has 
523 lots and about 250 homes 
and 175 full-time residents. I see 
no reason why we could not have 
our own nuclear power plant. 
Placed, constructed, secured and 
operated by trained personnel, 
of course. It could be sized for 
a maximum 400 homes and the 
excess electricity could go to the 
grid and help for the payments. 
There are many communities and 
towns around that could be set 
up in this manner, do you agree? 
Are there any surplus nuclear 
submarine reactors available? 
Just kidding.

To show you how radical I 
am, I think we should be driving 
nuclear-powered autos. If acci-

dents are the argument against 
that, the 25 gallons of gas in each 
of our cars is a potential bomb 
and we seem to have managed 
that quite well, so far. The main 
problem I see is our wonder-
ful “MEDIA” and whoever is 
running it. They sure ran with 
the opportunity to mold public 
opinion over the problem in 
Japan didn’t they?

I agree with you that solar and 
wind are nice ideas, but they will 
never produce enough reliable 
power to serve all the demands. 
Who wants to duck under a 
windmill blade every time you 
want to go fishing? 

– Frederick Hartway, Weidman

More On Carrom Games
Enjoyed the “Game On” article 
in March about Carrom boards. 
One of the many games on the 
board involved shooting the 
wooden carroms into an inner 
ring area with a central hole. If 
my recall is correct, the inner 
ring was worth 15 points.  Hav-
ing learned to count by 15’s as a 
child now comes in handy as an 
adult in figuring out how much a 
standard 15 percent tip would be.

– Cal Frappier, Cross Village

L E T T ERS 

Next time you’re at 
the grocery store, 
think about the way 
prices for bread, eggs, 
and other consumer 
goods have risen over 
the years. Electricity 
remains a value!

“Check out” the value 
of electricity!

Average annual price 
increase between 
2000-2010:
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To Member-Customers 
of Great Lakes Energy
This Notice of Access to Rules and 
Rates is published pursuant to the rules 
established by the Michigan Public Service 
Commission as set forth in the “Consumer 
Standards and Billing Practices for Electric 
Residential Service, R460.2146 and 2149.”

As a member-customer (member) 
of Great Lakes Energy Cooperative, be 
advised that the following information 
is available to you from the cooperative 
upon request:

1) Complete rate schedules;
2) Clear and concise explanation of all 

rates that the member may be eligible 
to receive;

3) Assistance from the cooperative in 
determining the most appropriate rate for 
a member when the member is eligible to 
receive service under more than one rate;

4) Clear and concise explanation of the 
members’ actual energy use for each billing 
period during the last 12 months.

Great Lakes Energy Cooperative,  
Boyne City, MI

Great Lakes Energy employees were recently 
recognized by the Michigan Electric Coopera-
tive Association for working one year without 
a lost-time accident. Holding the award is Tim 
Hartwick, director of GLE’s loss control and 
training department. 

GLE Earns Safety Achievements

S afety achievements were recently earned 
by Great Lakes Energy employees, both 
as a group and individually.

These employees were recently recognized 
for working one year without a lost-time 
accident, reports Tim Hartwick, GLE’s loss 
control and training director. Avoiding work-
place accidents avoids downtime and helps 
Great Lakes Energy contain costs.

In addition, Hartwick recently became a 
certified loss control professional after suc-
cessfully completing an intensive program 
in electric utility safety and loss control 
conducted by the National Rural Electric 
Cooperative Association (NRECA) in con-
junction with the National Utility Training 
and Safety Education Association.

The professional certification will enhance 
his ability to lead the co-op’s loss control and 
safety training program. One main goal of a 
certified loss control professional is to help 
ensure a safe work environment for utility 
workers and the public in general.

“These accomplishments don’t come easy,” 
explains Hartwick.  Avoiding lost-time acci-
dents is a challenge for several reasons:
u With the exception of one other co-op, 

Great Lakes Energy maintains more miles 
of line than any other electric co-op in the 
United States. Field employees easily log 
thousands of miles a year as they regularly 
travel our 26-county service area that stretches 
from south of Grand Rapids to the Mackinac 
Bridge. The mileage includes rugged, off-road 
travel to reach remote outage locations.
u Part of the workforce builds, maintains 

and repairs the many miles of power line. This 
job takes them out in the worst weather where 
they have to contend with damaging winds, 
icy roads, and other threatening conditions.
u Great Lakes Energy employees work at 

different locations with vastly different jobs, 
and it takes a concerted effort by all to hold 
a good safety record.

Other members of GLE’s loss control and 
training department are Bev Bumstead and 
Dan King.

Great Lakes Energy has maintained 
national safety accreditation status with 
NRECA for the last six years. Regular 
employee training, emphasis on maintaining 
a safe working environment, and employee 
commitment to working safely all contrib-
uted to this achievement. 

Part of the value of being a member of 
Great Lakes Energy is you are entitled 
to a share of the profits or “margins” 

the cooperative earns. 
We maintain an annual record of your 

share of these profits. Your share is referred 
to as a “capital credit allocation,” and remains 
with the cooperative until financial condi-
tions permit us to return the earnings to you.

A short message will appear on your June 
bill to inform you of the capital credit allo-
cation amount you earned in 2010. This 
amount is not a refund, but a record of your 
annual investment in your cooperative.

You will be notified when part of your allo-
cations are to be returned to you as a refund. 
The next capital credit refund is expected to 
occur in December or January, and details 
will be shared later in Michigan Country Lines.

  How Much Did I Earn Last Year?
See the 2010 allocation message on your June bill.

At Great Lakes Energy, you’re more than just a customer; you’re a member. 
The capital credits program is another way we look out for you.

      How is my share determined?
Capital credits are allocated based on the 
total amount members pay each year for 
electricity. If the total amount you paid 
for electricity last year was more than your 
neighbor’s, your allocation amount will 
also be larger.    

      �What does the co-op do with 
my capital credit allocation 
money?

Capital credits represent operating capital 
provided by the membership to the coop-
erative and are a major source of equity and 
operating funds for Great Lakes Energy. 
Capital credits help make it possible for us 
to secure loans, improve electric service reli-
ability and expand our system to meet the 
demands of our membership.
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agency has begun regulating greenhouse 
gases from new and modified large station-
ary sources, including coal and natural gas 
power plants, under the federal Clean Air 
Act. The bulk of these EPA regulations 
are due to court-imposed decisions and 
deadlines. 

“It’s entirely possible tighter emissions 
standards and other rules will have a multi-
billion dollar impact on the cost of doing 
business for electric co-ops,” says Kirk 
Johnson, NRECA senior vice president 
of government relations.

Combating Rising Costs
In May, thousands of co-op leaders trav-
eled to Washington, D.C., to call for more 
certainty on how electricity generation 
will be regulated. 

“Co-ops need Congress’ help to break 
out of the planning gridlock and set the 
rules for power generation today and in 
decades to come,” stresses English. “Not 
knowing the rules is costing us valuable 
time and delaying critical decisions. Until 
the government provides more certainty, 
electric co-ops, along with the rest of the 
utility industry,  are hamstrung in making 
informed decisions to provide generation 
and reliable power for our future.”

Following orders and deadlines set by 
court orders, the EPA in recent years has 
begun issuing regulatory proposals that 
will affect power plants, however, what 
the final regulations will look like remains 
unclear. 

 “Rest assured, local electric co-ops are 
working together to keep your electric bills 
affordable,” relates Craig Borr, CEO of 
the Michigan Electric Cooperative Asso-
ciation. “We’re controlling costs through 
innovation. No matter what government 
mandates come our way, we’ll continue 
to put you, our members, first.”

Michigan electric co-ops are “Looking 
Out for You.”

Sources: Cooperative Research Network, 
NRECA Strategic Analysis, U.S. Energy 
Information Administration, Handy-
Whitman Index of Public Construction Costs

LIVE WIRE: Help Electric Co-ops 
Battle Copper Crime 

Would you risk being hit by lightning for $100? Seems a bit ludicrous, but desper-
ate times cause folks to do foolish things.

Thefts of copper, bronze and aluminum to sell for scrap metal are on the rise 
at abandoned commercial buildings, empty homes, and—most dangerously—at power 
substations near neighborhoods. This theft from co-ops and other electric utilities causes 
power outages, additional maintenance and expenses, diminished service reliability, and in 
some cases, serious injury or death (to lineworkers, as well as the thieves). 

In Michigan, a man was recently fined $5,179 and faces a prison sentence of two to 15 
years for copper theft from a Wolverine Power Cooperative substation. In Oklahoma, electric 
co-op members are facing a $1 million repair bill because thieves wrecked a substation for 
just $100 worth of copper. In New Mexico, a man was found dead beneath a power pole, 
electrocuted while trying to cut copper wiring from a live transformer. A Texas man died 
when he cut into a live power line while trying to steal copper. Similar accidents have been 
reported across the country.

“To a would-be thief, stealing copper may seem like a quick way to make a buck,” says Joe 
McElroy, loss control specialist and safety consultant for the Michigan Electric Cooperative 
Association. “But it’s illegal, costly, and it’s not worth a life. Working with any metal and 
electricity is a dangerous combination, even for trained employees using proper equipment.”

It’s hard to understand why folks would put their life on the line for a few dollars, but 
many law enforcement officials believe that methamphetamine users are responsible for 
much of the problem. 

The price of scrap copper fluctuates, but has increased 542 percent since 2001. Your electric 
co-op uses copper to ground equipment, protecting it from power surges and lightning by 
giving electricity a safe path to the ground. A lot of copper wire is also used in substations, 
where high-voltage electricity arriving from distant power plants is stepped-down before it 
travels to your neighborhood. Then, another transformer near your home—either mounted 
on a utility pole or in a (usually green) box on the ground—lowers the voltage again so 
you can use the power at home. Copper is an essential component every step of the way.

Lineworkers are highly trained professionals who understand the dangers of working with 
electricity and take proper safety precautions. To protect the public, utilities surround their 
substations with secure fencing and warning signs, but some thieves will not be deterred. 

Please help your electric co-op keep equipment safe, prevent outages, and save lives by 
helping to prevent these thefts. Consider installing motion-sensor lights outside your home 
or business to deter thieves, storing tools and wire cutters in a secure spot while you’re away, 
and if you work in construction, do not leave any wires or plumbing unattended or leave 
loose wire at the job site, especially overnight. 

If you notice anything unusual, such as an open substation gate, open equipment, or a 
hanging wire, call your local electric co-op immediately. If you see anyone other than util-
ity personnel or contractors around substations or other electric facilities, call the police.  

The arrow shows where the copper wiring was cut off. The photo at right is an example of extreme 
copper theft in Michigan. Thieves used a chain saw to topple a transformer power bank pole and 
other tools to get the copper coils inside the transformer. A large quantity of oil from the trans-
former spilled on the ground, which is also a disregard for environmental safety.
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GARDENING   |  Neil  Moran

Every year people spend good money 
buying hanging baskets to add a little 
color to a patio or other living space. 
But by mid-summer there are com-

plaints that plants, once so pretty, are now 
looking like a wig on a scarecrow.

There is a way to keep hanging baskets 
looking good all summer, but first you have 
to choose the right varieties.

Petunias
Popular for the last few decades, petunias 
hold their beautiful blooms all summer long. 
However, they’re not exactly maintenance-
free. They require regular deadheading and 
constant watering. Wouldn’t you rather be at 
the beach or lounging in a chair than sweat-
ing over a hanging basket as you pluck every 
last spent bloom?

So, let’s cool it on the petunias. Maintain-
ing three to four baskets of petunias instead 
of a dozen will save you a lot of deadhead-
ing time. Placing them in a protected area 
in partial shade or dappled sunlight will 
further reduce maintenance time. Another 
thing folks may not know about petunias is 
you can cut them right back to the rim of 
the container about midsummer. Then, place 
them in full sun, water and feed well, and 
they’ll come back better than ever.

Mix it up
There are other plants that make great-look-
ing hanging baskets. A favorite are the tuber-
ous and fibrous begonias. I always thought 

these did best in the shade. Not so. 
They also can stand full sun most of 
the day (10-12 hours) and require 
very little deadheading. What’s more, 
they’ll flower right up until the threat 
of a fall frost.

Geraniums
Geraniums are another good choice. 
They require much less deadhead-
ing. When deadheading is necessary, 
there are fewer blooms to maintain. 
Geraniums also don’t mind a little 
(note the “little”) neglect during the 
summer, especially in the watering 
department. They flower better when 
they’re a little on the dry side.  And 
don’t forget, there is a beautiful trail-
ing type of geranium that comes in 
white, pink and deep red.

Top Tips
Here are some more tips for maintaining 
beautiful hanging baskets while (hopefully) 
getting more R & R this summer:

1. Water regularly. Hanging baskets will 
require almost daily watering in hot weather. 
Rain doesn’t count as a watering unless there 
is a flood warning!

2. Water well with a large watering can, or 
better yet, one of those water wands. Water 
should be streaming out the bottom of the 
container when you’re done watering.

3. Feed regularly. Plants in a hanging basket 
require lots of fertilizer. However, for the sake 

of sparing the lakes and streams of harmful 
fertilizer run-off, I suggest you use an organic 
or slow-release fertilizer, along with occasional 
feeding with a water soluble fertilizer, to keep 
them fed all summer. 

4. To keep plants from drying and looking 
ragged, hang the baskets in a spot near your 
home that is protected from strong winds.

“It really depends on the variety in the 
hanging basket, but keeping them well 
watered and fertilized is key to having suc-
cessful hanging baskets all summer,” says 
Danielle Ernest, public relations and brand 
development coordinator for Proven Win-
ners. “If they get a bit leggy, go ahead and 
give them a haircut.” 

Calibrachoa
This petunia-like plant, also known as “mil-
lion bells,” comes in many colors. Ones to 
look for are Superbells® “Blackberry Punch 
Calibrachoa,” and “Coralberry Punch 
Calibrachoa,” both from Proven Winners. 
Calibrachoa requires a little less mainte-
nance than petunias, but is nearly as showy. 
Hang this one in a protected, partial shade 
area to keep it looking good all summer.

Scaevola
This is another common variety for hanging 
baskets. It’s leafy, with medium-sized flow-
ers that come in white and deep lavender.

Bacopa
With its petite white flowers, bacopa is a 
nice complement to baskets of large flow-
ering begonias in a backyard living area. 
“Bridal Showers,” a variety that is loaded 
with little white flowers, is a common 
variety. Bacopa demands a little break from 
the sun or it too will fizzle out before the 
season ends. 

Petunia
Okay, for you petunia devotees, there 
are some irresistible varieties out there, 
including Proven Winners’ “Pretty Much 
Picasso®,” a “supertunia” with violet purple 
flowers edged in lime green.

Vines and Foliage
Don’t forget the vine plants. These no-fuss 
plants are sometimes mixed in with flow-
ering plants in a hanging basket. Look for 
trailing plants like vinca vine, licorice vine, 
English ivy and Boston ivy.

Hanging Baskets 
Add Beauty and Color

This dipladenia (or mandevilla) is also good for hang-
ing baskets because it’s very tolerant of direct sun, 
beautiful, and easy to maintain.



June 2011   |   15

m ic  h igan    - m ade 

MADE IN MICHIGAN
Tell us about your favorite Michigan-made product and we may write about it. 
Please share why you like it, and if you have a unique story to go with it, please 

include that and send to czuker@countrylines.com or mail to Michigan Country Lines, 2859 W. Jolly 
Rd., Okemos, MI 48864. We are especially looking for products that people may not have heard much 
about. Photos are encouraged, but they must be attached as a jpg to an email or sent as a print (photos 
printed on computer paper are not acceptable).

I lived in the northwest section of 
Detroit from 1936 to 1953. My fam-
ily was middle-class, but we did not 
have any extra money for luxuries and 

pop was not an item on my mom’s shop-
ping list. A pound of hamburg went a long 
way in a variety of dishes. If we ever did 
have soda, it was Vernors. (My father did 
not believe that caffeinated pop was good 
for you, and he also thought we might 
become addicted.)

A very special treat was a boston cooler 
(not named after Boston). My mom 
would put vanilla ice cream in the gin-
ger ale. Once in a great while I would be 
surprised to find Vernors in my glass of 
milk. Another way my mom used it was 
on special days, like Thanksgiving, when 
it would be mixed with grape juice for a 
special zing.

My brother, Gar (of Petoskey/Pickerel 
Lake and St. Petersburg, FL), remembers 
the large Vernors bottle plant and head-
quarters on Woodward Avenue just one 
block from the Detroit River.

My sister, Cathy (of Lewiston, NY, and 
summers at Pickerel Lake), remembers the 
taps they had to pour the ginger ale and a 
circular bench in the middle of the floor.

I remember the excitement of going 
there and my father saying we could drink 
as much of it as we liked. It cost  
5 cents a glass right from the tap.

I still love it today. It’s good for settling 
the stomach and to drink along with play-

ing cards or on a hot summer day. My 
husband and I occasionally have a boston 
cooler for dessert. My mom always served 
her evening guests a boston cooler. It was 
her trademark.

Today, Vernors is part of the Dr. Pepper 
Snapple Group. I called to see where it 
was made and they said at various plants, 
but some is still made in Detroit. Eighty 
percent of the sales for Vernors is in 
Michigan, but Ohio and Illinois also sell 
quite a lot of it. My husband and I have 
had trouble buying it in Florida, but you 
can find it there. It is in Florida because of 
the Michigan retired folks who go there 
in the winter. It was not mass distributed 
until 1980.

James Vernor opened a drug store on 
Woodward, where it was first sold at his 
soda fountain. In 1896, he closed the drug 
store and went into the ginger ale business. 
It passed thru several owners but was sold 
in 1966, and Vernors shares the title of 
America’s oldest surviving soft drink with 
Hires Root Beer.

The legend about Vernors is that James 
Vernor had been trying to come up with a 
drink that was like one he had tasted from 
Dublin, Ireland. He said “it was deliciously 

different,” and that is still the motto for 
it today. James was a pharmacist clerk at 
Higby and Sterns Drug Store in Detroit 
when he was called off to fight in the Civil 
War in 1862. He stored a secret mixture of 
19 ingredients including ginger and vanilla 
in an oak cast. Four years later he returned 
to discover that the aging process had 
deliciously transformed his mixture into 
the distinctly robust taste of Vernors that 
we drink today. His son said later that he 
came up with it after the war. Nevertheless, 
today’s Vernors is still aged in oak barrels 
the way James Vernor did it years ago. It’s a 
true Michigan product with the same great 
taste that it had in the beginning.

The bottle today shows the little gnome 
mascot used in 1900. It says, “A Michi-
gan original from 1866.” It also says in 
a circle that it is “Barrel Aged 3 Years 
• Bold Taste.” So, let’s give Vernors a 
thumbs-up for being a Michigan favorite 
for 145 years!

Thanks to Marjory Priest for submitting 
her favorite Michigan-made product.

Memories and History of 
Vernors Ginger Ale
It’s a true Michigan product with the same great taste that it had  
in the beginning.

©drpeppersnapplegroup.com

Marjory Burden Priest
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There is a ruckus in the playroom. I 
look in; my daughters, ages 5 and 3, 
are pink marshmallow puffs of dress-
up—feather boas, high heels and 

tutus out to there. My husband has pulled 
down a large plastic toy bin from the closet. 
The three of them are gathered around, sink-
ing their hands deep into the bin and coming 
up with awful-looking creatures adorned 
with molded plastic muscles and alien faces.

My husband whispers theatrically, “Long 
ago, in the land of Eternia...” 

When Trevor first began telling the girls 
stories about He-Man and the Masters of the 
Universe (a cartoon he watched as a child), 
I was horrified. The epic battles between 
good and evil, the archenemy Skeletor and 
the darkness of it all contrasted too much 
with the Madeline books I’d been pushing. 
But when Trevor revealed that he’d kept all 
of his corresponding toys, I knew He-Man’s 
days were over in our house. My girls would 
recoil at those creepy things. 

Alas, they love the toys. And while some of 
them do have a bit of magic to their design, 
I know that’s not the reason. When the toys 
come out, Trevor and the girls run through 
the house together, weaving enchanted tales 
of heroism and hiding under the dining room 
table creating “command central.” It is unlike 
anything else they do in their sparkle-filled 
lives. It’s invariably special.

And as it turns out, research says it’s 
doing them some good. One study found 
that children who were securely attached to 
their fathers were better problem solvers than 
children who were not attached to their dads. 
In a study of preschoolers, children whose 
fathers were responsible for at least 40 per-
cent of childcare tasks had higher cognitive 
development scores and a greater sense of 
mastery of their environments than children 
whose fathers were less involved. 

On the flip side, children who live absent 
their biological fathers are, on average, at least 
two to three times more likely to be poor, to 
use drugs, to have educational, health, emo-
tional and behavioral problems, to be victims 
of abuse and to engage in criminal behavior 
than their peers who live with both parents. 
And in the U.S., one out of every three kids 
lives apart from their biological father. 

It’s costing everyone a pretty penny, 
too. The federal government spent at least 
$99.8 billion on programs like child sup-

port enforcement and anti-poverty efforts 
to father-absent homes in 2006. 

But we are not without hope on the father 
front. Groups like the National Fatherhood 
Initiative are working to encourage men to 
get going on the daddy business by educating 
fathers who don’t feel confident with their 
kids, by equipping families and communities 
with resources for their fathers, and by raising 
a collective high-five for the dads who are out 
there playing catch with junior.

It’s true that I don’t love when my daugh-
ters tell our priest about how Evil-Lyn and 
Stinkor were defeated by Snout Spout just 
before we headed out to Mass. And packing 
a tin He-Man lunchbox crafted 30 years ago 
(certainly without the safety standards we 
enjoy today) is not what I had envisioned 
five years back, when our ultrasound picture 
painted a pink future. Yet they’re two of the 
reasons I list when I tell Trevor why I think 
he’s a great dad.

Without dads, our kids are only getting 
half of the story. And even when they’re zany, 
when they rile the kids up before bed or when 
their basketballs end up in the flower garden, 
they’re doing just what nature intended—
helping kids (and their brains!) grow.

Lisa Doublestein is a regular Country 
Lines freelance writer, educator and mom.

Strong Dads Make Strong Families

FAMILY   |  Lisa Doublestein

Here are some easy ways to share your 
interests with your child—it’ll be fun for 
both of you!

PLAY SPORTS: Both boys and girls love 
to learn about and play like the teams 
you cheer for.

GO FOR A HIKE: Tell your kids why you 
enjoy being outside. Point to bugs, trees 
and plants as you go. Ask your kids what 
they like about the outdoors.

LISTEN TO MUSIC: As long as the lan-
guage and content is appropriate, sing 
along and dance to the tunes you like 
with your child.

PLAY GAMES: Children ages 3 and up 
can learn simple card games like Uno, War 
and Go Fish, and board games like check-
ers and Candy Land. These pave the way 
for more complex games you can play as 
they get older.

LEARN: Ask your kids to tell you about 
what they like. Let them “teach” you 
about what they’re into these days. Praise 
them for their efforts and skills.


