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Sugar Loaf reopens this fall, under 
Leelanau Conservancy’s stewardship
By Jacob Wheeler
Sun editor

Sometime this autumn, while leaves 
still cling to their branches, Sugar Loaf 
mountain will reopen to the public, 
this time under the stewardship of the 
Leelanau Conservancy.

Once a popular ski resort until it 
fell on hard times and closed 26 years 
ago, Sugar Loaf sat idle while rumors 
swirled about who owned this crowned 
jewel of Michigan’s pinky finger—and 
whether sporting enthusiasts might 
ever frolic here again. The past quarter 
century saw its share of trespassers 
ambling up the lonely hill or pulling 
off plywood and snapping photographs 
inside the derelict lodge, which was 
finally torn down five years ago.

Hope for Sugar Loaf’s future finally 
arrived in July 2025 when the Conser-

Leelanau Conservancy infrastructure manager Chad Jordan and stewardship project 
manager Caleb Garone have worked on the ground since June to restore Sugar Loaf.

See SUGAR LOAF on page 10

UnCaged unleashed again in Northport
By Ross Boissoneau
Sun contributor

The sound of music will once again 
fill the air throughout Northport on Sept. 
26, just as it has every fourth Saturday 
since 2013. That first Leelanau UnCaged 
was such a success that every year since, 
with the exception of the pandemic 
years, it has been a way for throngs of 
locals and visitors to join in and celebrate 
the end of summer and coming of fall.

With 32 different performing groups 
at various stages in four different loca-
tions throughout town, plus 50 artists 
displaying their wares and various food 
trucks joining Northport’s bars and 
restaurants, shops and sights, Leelanau 
UnCaged truly has something for every-
one. So, once again expect the streets to 
be filled with as many as 8,000 people. 

Leelanau UnCaged features live 
music from noon to 10 p.m. Funk, 

“I found the will to do it” 

See MANITOU PASSAGE on page 3

See UNCAGED on page 11

By Cameryn Cass
Sun contributor

After years of checking weather 
forecasts and waiting for the perfect 
window to safely swim the Manitou 
Passage, Matthew Darling found the 
gap in the clouds he had been waiting 
for on Sept. 3. 

“Like that Temptations song. ‘The 
third of September, a day I’ll always re-
member...’” he trailed off with a laugh. 

It was a balmy 63 degrees with no 
wind when Darling, 57, and his sup-
port crew made up of Michael Suther-
land—”Captain Mike Sutherland,” 
Darling corrected himself—and David 
Leith set sail from the Lake Street boat 
launch at 6 a.m. 

From there, the three aimed towards 
Sleeping Bear Point, where Darling 
started his swim roughly 30 minutes later. 

Summit offers stunning views of water, dunes, orchards, farms

bluegrass, jazz, folk, blues, Americana, 
singer-songwriter, world music, coun-
try, zydeco – you name it, the festival’s 
got it. Music organizer Jonah Powell 
says this year the organization had 130 
bands apply, from which 32 were se-
lected. The six-person music committee 
reviews the applications, including any 
YouTube videos of performances. “We 
watch to see what’s interesting, what’s 
new, what’s unusual,” Powell says. 

They then cull the list, taking pains 
to make sure the rotation features a 
variety of genres and formats. No 
band is allowed to perform two years 
in a row, other than community-based 
groups such as those from Northwest-
ern Michigan College or Interlochen 
Center for the Arts. “We don’t want it 
to get stale,” Powell says. 

Powell does allow that the committee 
leans toward artists from nearby, with 

Matt Darling swims across Manitou Passage in 4 hours, 21 minutes
“I thought it was going to be 5.1 

miles, but it was actually 7.3 miles,” 
he said of the distance between his 
starting point and South Manitou, the 
stretch of his swim. 

“It took me 4 hours 21 minutes.”
Notably, Darling swam it in one 

fell swoop.
“I just did it nonstop. I kept going, 

I found the will to do it,” he said. “I 
was sort of worried that if I stopped, I 
wouldn’t start again.” 

Looking back, though, he wished 
he would’ve taken a break for nourish-
ment or, at the very least, to check in 
with his team. 

Because apparently, while Darling 
was swimming, Sutherland was radioing 
with a freighter who altered its course to 
go around them. The once busy shipping 
route was otherwise quiet, save the trio. 

Darling said that in the three years 

since he took up swimming, he has 
open water swam “big distances” in the 
ocean, as he winters in Santa Barbara. 
More recently, he discovered a style of 
swimming called total immersion, which 
is how he swam the Manitou Passage.

Total immersion swimming aims to 
conserve energy by cutting out sink-
ing and uncontrolled movement with 
balance, stability and body alignment, 
according to Total Immersion, Inc. 

Interestingly, the technique imitates 
the finned outline of a shark or a dolphin. 

The total immersion swimmer 
swims freestyle with one arm pointed 
straight ahead while the other is bent 
upright above the water like a shark 
fin, pushing the water away. 

Darling described swimming this 
way as “almost effortless.”

“Perfect” weather conditions also 

vancy publicly announced that it was 
on the verge of raising $8 million to ac-
quire the 285-acre property in the heart 
of Leelanau County. They reached that 
fundraising goal two months later, 
thanks to donations from more than 
1,000 individuals. The Conservancy 
completed the land transfer this past 
March from the Edmund F. and Vir-
ginia B. Ball Foundation, which had 
purchased the land in 2020 and spent 
the money to demolish the hotel and 
clean up the blighted landscape.

Restoration and recreation efforts be-
gan in June—after years of careful plan-
ning and tactfully keeping their pending 
acquisition a secret. The Conservancy 
plans to cut the ribbon and reopen Sugar 
Loaf to the public this season, though a 
date hasn’t yet been named. 

The Glen Arbor Sun enjoyed a 
sneak peek visit on a beautiful, blue-

sky Sept. 10. We walked the half-mile 
trail along the old path of the Snowcat 
from the parking lot up to the summit 
together with Conservancy steward-
ship project manager Caleb Garone, 

infrastructure manager Chad Jordan 
and communications director Brighid 
Driscoll. Temperatures hovered in the 
mid 70s as summer declared its inten-
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Celebrate SunDay 2026 with Leelanau Energy
From staff reports

Local nonprofit Leelanau Energy 
will host its second annual SunDay 
on Sunday, Sept. 20, with an addi-
tional family event on Tuesday, Sept. 
22. These free community events 
will highlight solar power, renewable 
energy, and explore how individuals 
and communities can help move away 
from fossil fuels toward clean energy.

SunDay will feature an engaging 
presentation on Michigan’s changing 
climate and clean-energy solutions, 
a walking tour of local solar installa-
tions, hands-on activities for children 
and families, and renewable energy 
book displays at four area libraries.

Peter Sinclair: “No Climate 
Haven”

The day’s featured speaker will be 
acclaimed Michigan-based environ-
mental advocate Peter Sinclair, who 
will present “No Climate Haven—
Michigan’s Warming Impacts and 
Solutions” at 1 pm on Sunday, Sept. 
20, at The Community Center, 201 W. 
Broadway, Suttons Bay.

Known for his deep knowledge 
of climate and environmental issues, 
Sinclair has a gift for making complex 
subjects understandable through clear 
language and effective visuals. His 
presentation will examine how Michi-
gan is being affected by a warming cli-
mate, and explore practical solutions, 
including the transition to renewable 
energy.

Solar Tour: See Local Solar in 
Action

Following Sinclair’s presentation, 
participants are invited to join a walk-
ing tour from 2:30-4 pm featuring two 
nearby solar energy sites: Inland Seas 
Education Association and the Bahle-
Mawby residence. Maps will be avail-
able, and volunteers at each site will 
be on hand to answer questions and 
share information about solar energy 
in real-world applications.

it’s cherry season in northern mi!

FoodForThought.net

Solar Play Date for Families
On Tuesday, Sept. 22, from 4:30-6 

pm, families are invited to Elmwood 
Township Park Playground and Pa-
vilion for a Solar Play Date celebrat-
ing the autumnal equinox. Children 
and adults can explore the power of 
the sun through fun hands-on, solar-
powered activities, with plenty of time 
for play and connecting with other 
families. Materials and snacks will be 
provided. Families are encouraged to 
BYO picnic. The event will take place 
rain or shine and is co-sponsored by 
Northern Michigan Climate Families 
and Groundwork Center for Resilient 
Communities.

Discover Renewable Energy 
Books at Local Libraries

During the week of the autumn 
equinox, four public libraries will 
feature displays of books exploring 
renewable energy, climate solutions 
and the transition to clean energy. One 
featured selection will be Bill McK-
ibben’s Here Comes the Sun: A last 

Chance for the Climate and a Fresh 
Chance for Civilization (2025), a book 
that offers both a look at the climate 
challenge and a hopeful vision for what 
comes next.

Join the Conversation-And 
Take Action

“SunDay” is an opportunity for 
people of all ages to learn more about 
renewable energy, see local solar 
projects firsthand, ask questions, and 
discover practical ways to participate 
in the transitionary from fossil fuels. 
All SunDay events are free and open 
to the public.

Remembering environmental 
champion Skip Pruss
From staff reports

Michigan has lost one of its most 
valiant defenders and environmental 
stewards. Northport resident Stanley 
“Skip” Pruss, a husband, father, grand-
father, friend, environmental attorney, 
clean energy expert and former board 
chair of Flow Water Advocates passed 
away from cancer on Sept. 5.

Pruss was the co-founder of 5 Lakes 
Energy, specializing in energy policy and 
clean energy system development.  Prior 
to establishing 5 Lakes Energy, he was 
the director of the Michigan Department 
of Energy, Labor and Economic Growth 
and the state’s Chief Energy Officer and 
served as Michigan Governor Jennifer 
Granholm’s Special Advisor for Renew-
able Energy and the Environment.  Pruss 
also served on the U.S. Department of 
Energy’s Energy Efficiency and Re-
newable Energy Advisory Committee, 
providing guidance to the Secretary of 
Energy on energy policy and programs.

“Skip had a remarkable career as a 
public servant and public interest advocate 
for over 40 years. Like all of us, he endured 
setbacks, but he never lost hope or faith in 
a better outcome next time,” wrote Flow 
Water Advocates executive director Liz 
Kirkwood. “This earnestness, Skip’s belief 
that facts would carry the day, and his per-
sistence in the face of opposition, endeared 
him to us and inspired us.”

Skip left lasting gifts to Michiganders, 
in the form of environmental victories.

In what turned out to be the culmi-
nation of his career, Skip helped put 
together the arguments that persuaded 
the Michigan Supreme Court on July 
31, by a 6-1 vote, to uphold both the 
public trust doctrine and the Michigan 
Environmental Protection Act as tools 
in defense of the Straits and Michi-
gan’s environment in general.

We gently teased Skip about his use of 
words like “cognate” and “internecine.” 
As the DNR-DEQ-EGLE retirees said 
in a tribute to Skip, “He was famous 
for working the word ‘prophylactic into 
many of his filings!!” As always, Skip 
was a good sport, laughing along with us.
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A housing success story in the heart of Leelanau County
By Linda Engelhard
Sun contributor

The much-loved poet Wendell 
Berry said, “A significant part of the 
pleasure of eating is in one’s accurate 
consciousness of the lives and the 
world from which food comes.” 

Farmers and fishermen, cooks and 
servers all play a part in providing the 
food we eat in Leelanau County, and 
many area leaders are concerned about 
the lives of the people who provide it. 
Housing is one basic necessity that is 
increasingly out of reach for workers 
throughout the nation, and especially 
in our high-priced county.

Joshua Deters has seen this challenge 
unfold. He graduated from the culinary 
school at Johnson and Wales University 
and owns the VI Grill in Suttons Bay 
and Fiddleheads in Lake Leelanau, but 
before all that, he started in the kitchen. 
Deters believes that providing food is a 
noble profession because sharing food 
is foundational to community and has 
existed since the beginning of time. He 
works hard to pay employees above 
the typical range and serve meals that 
provide value to the customer.

To maintain the success of his res-
taurants, Deters needs to account for 
the increased cost of everything, from 
beef to saltshakers. At the same time, 
he values his employees and recognizes 
that they face the same price pressures 
as they buy groceries and pay for gas. 
He recently bid farewell to a long-time 
employee who had been driving to work 
from east of Cherry Capital Airport. 

Many workers in Leelanau County 
are forced to live farther and farther 
away, resulting in long commutes and 
higher costs. In the summer, when 
businesses need the most help, housing 
costs and availability are out of reach. 
In the winter, housing is easier to find, 
but businesses need fewer employees. 
In recent months, several restaurants 

have closed or reduced their hours 
because they cannot hire enough staff.

As Deters considered the ongoing 
housing challenge, he received a phone 
call that surprised him. The new owners 
of a nearby business in Lake Leelanau, 
Mitten Self Storage, were offering to 
rent him a house year-round if it would 
help with housing his employees. The 
house had been a short-term rental, but 
the new owners preferred a different 
model: workforce housing at a reason-
able cost. For them, it just boiled down 
to the very harsh reality that the only 
possibility of keeping the community 
solid and the up north way of life from 
becoming overpriced and out of reach is 
by finding ways to help on a hyperlocal 
level. Squeezing every penny from the 
area might make someone’s business 
a few extra bucks, but it can also suf-
focate a town’s identity and spirit by 
turning what should be a home for a 
local mechanic, server, or teacher into 
yet another vacation rental.

Deters took them up on the offer and 

placed an ad for a chef. Normally, an ad 
resulted in fewer than ten replies and 
maybe two interviews. When he placed 
the ad including optional housing, 
Deters received more than 80 replies, 
many from talented, highly qualified 
applicants who previously had chosen 
not to apply in Leelanau County be-
cause of the housing shortage. 

Deters appreciated the owners’ 
willingness to forego bigger profits on 
their investment in order to invest in 
the community. The Mitten Self Stor-
age owners believe that when good, 
hardworking families and locals are 
supported, everyone wins.

Multiple groups are working hard 
to solve the affordable housing chal-
lenge in the county. Leaders across the 
nation are using the phrase “failure 
of imagination” regularly as we con-
sider the daunting challenges of life in 
2026. Zoning laws seem frozen when 
ADUs (accessory housing units) are 
discussed. Preserving agricultural land 
is critical along with finding ways to 

MANITOU PASSAGE
continues from page 1
aided Darling that day. What little wind 
there was “helped me out at least 80% 
of the time.” 

Though Lake Michigan is undoubt-
edly “water that deserves respect,” 
these “epic” weather conditions and 
Sutherland’s equipment on his boat—
and knowledge—helped mitigate the 
lake’s sometimes harsh currents and 
undertows. 

Plus, for the duration of the swim, 
Leith, who was something of a first 
mate, had eyes on Darling. 

As he swam, Darling said he focused 
his eyes on a point on the horizon—
South Manitou—and aimed towards 
it to keep his course. In his mind’s 
eye, Psalm 23 echoed like something 

of a mantra in 
his mind: “He 
guideth me be-
side still water.” 

“I’ve always 
felt this strong 
connection to 
Leelanau Coun-
ty, ever since I was a kid,” he said. “I 
know I’m not unique in that sense.” 

He reported feeling a strong con-
nection to Lake Michigan, especially 
after his Big Swim, as well as a great 
reverence for the water. 

Though the goal of swimming his 
longest distance yet and finding the 
gumption to do it was deeply personal, 
Darling emphasized how it really 
wasn’t an “’I’ thing.” 

“It was a ‘we’ thing, a ‘we’ effort, 
a ‘we’ adventure,” he said. “So many 

people helped put my mind at 
ease with their care, concern 
and understanding.” 

Capt. Sutherland, a man 
who “marches to the beat of 
a different drum” has been a 
friend for 43 years. Leith is a 
connection and friend Darling 

made during his time at the Leelanau 
School in the ‘80s. Rob Karner was a for-
mer teacher and offered mental support. 
KB Sutton helped in the physical con-
ditioning realm, as did Ingrid Schmitz, 
who was Darling’s swim coach. Becky 
Thatcher and her team at Becky Thatcher 
Designs also supported his efforts. 

“Without all of them, I wouldn’t 
have such a focused mind,” he said. “It 
was humbling to have such supportive 
people who contributed to my safety 
and awareness.”

create cluster housing to support inter-
generational farming families. 

Tourism is a boost to the local econ-
omy, and some short-term housing is 
necessary, but maybe more property 
owners can partner with businesses 
to house the workers and families our 
community needs. Leelanau County 
has far too many imaginative people 
to fail at this task.
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Glen Lake Garden Club celebrates 50 years
By Ross Boissoneau
Sun contributor

In the mid-70s, a small group of 
friends decided to do something the 
beautify their little town of Glen Arbor, 
and in 1976 officially formed the Glen 
Lake Garden Club. Fifty years on, the 
Glen Lake Garden Club is still at it, 
though its membership and perspective 
have broadened. Today its roster num-
bers between 60 and 70 and the group 
pursues activities ranging from planting 
to working on environmental efforts 
such as removing invasive species and 
protecting native plants and animals. 

Not only does it provide a platform 
for enhancing and protecting the natu-
ral beauty of the area, it serves as a 
social circle for its members, even as 
it has grown. “It was a small group, 
three or four women. Empire and Glen 
Arbor were very small towns,” says 
Kim Volk, current president of the 
Glen Lake Garden Club. The group 
met monthly in members’ homes. 

Glen Lake Garden Club members Kim Volk, Pam Laureto and Laurel Voran plant 
a red maple tree near the Glen Arbor Township Hall. Planted on Arbor Day, the tree 
commemorates the 50th anniversary of the garden club. 

The club has grown to the point it 
can no longer meet at members’ homes. 
“When we outgrew the homes, we 
met at Glen Lake Reformed Church in 
Burdickville,” says Linda Young, who 
handles publicity for the organization. 

The club has been celebrating its 
50th anniversary with a number of ac-
tivities and events. In April, members 
planted a maple tree at the Glen Arbor 
township hall on Arbor Day to mark 
the milestone. In June, the club hosted 
a high tea with some 100 people in at-
tendance, including members, former 
members and community members. 

More recent activities included a 
planned community plant swap and a 
daffodil sale. The latter harks back to 
efforts from years ago. “We wanted to 
spruce up (the area) for summer,” says 
Young. Those efforts led to an annual 
daffodil sale. After not taking place for 
several years, it was reprised for the 
50th anniversary.

Young says in years past the daffodils 
were planted in various locales. “Around the area are swaths of daffodils,” she says 

proudly. The club is hopeful this year’s 
sale will lead to more such swaths of the 
bright yellow or white and gold flowers.

The club meets the third Tuesday of 
the month during the fall, winter, and 
spring. Unlike some garden clubs that 
meet in the summer and take the winter 
off, the Glen Lake Garden Club takes 
the summer months of July and August 
off in deference to the busy time of 
year when people vacation, families 
and friends visit and members are busy 
with their own gardens. 

They engage in different activities 
in the offseason. “In the winter you can 
have programs, focus on the education 
aspect,” Young says. “In September 
through May we have speakers on a 
variety of topics.” They may include 
composting, flower arranging, dealing 
with invasive species or other topics. 

Among the projects the club has 
worked on are cleaning up the stretch 
of M-109 between M-22 and the turn-
off to Glen Haven and planting and 
maintaining the plants at the Glen Arbor 
Garden, the Glen Arbor Township Hall, 
Glen Arbor Township Park and the bar-
rels located around the town’s business 
district. Outside of Glen Arbor it cares 
for the plants at the Glen Lake Library 
and the Old Settler’s Park Meadow 
Garden. Members also decorate the 
narrows bridge between Big and Little 
Glen Lake during the holiday season.

Meetings start at 12:30 p.m. with 
a social time, with the speaker and 
program at 1 p.m., followed by a short 
business meeting. Guests are welcome 
at all meetings, garden tours, field 

trips, work bees, and its June luncheon. 
There is no geographic or other 

requirement for membership, though 
most of the members are from the areas 
immediately surrounding Glen Lake. 
While the majority are women, men 
are welcome. “We do have one man 
in the club,” says Volk.

Young sees three reasons to join 
the Glen Lake Garden Club. First is 
education. “You come away having 
learned something,” she says. Second 
is service: doing plantings, such as the 
wildflower meadow at Old Settlers 
Park or the annual greens displayed 
along the Glen Lake Narrows bridge. 

Third is friendship. “It’s a good way 
to meet people,” she says, especially 
those with similar interests in garden-
ing and the natural world. That gets 
back to the social aspect, where people 
with some similar interests can engage 
with one another, including people 
they might not have met otherwise. 

Volk puts it succinctly, saying the 
garden club is perfect for you “If you 
like to garden, learn about gardening 
in this area and meet people.” The $25 
annual dues cover costs for meetings 
and materials, so there is an emphasis 
on service rather than fundraising.

In addition to the meetings and 
aforementioned activities, the club 
also goes on field trips, garden tours, 
and holds worker bees. Volk says she 
sees the club as perhaps a more active 
group than it was five decades ago. “My 
mother was part of it. They used to meet 
in people’s homes and have lunch on 
fine china. Now it’s about getting our 
hands dirty, digging in the dirt.”
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6439 Sunset ~ Big Glen Lake 
Estate Parcel ~ 214’ of lake 
frontage $2,949,000 
— Price Improvement

Le Bear 12 F, G, H ~ 
Fractional Glen Arbor 
~ Lake Michigan - 
$1,200,000
— New Listing

Le Bear 6A Fractional Glen 
Arbor ~ Lake Michigan - 
$365,000
— New Listing

9004 S Dunns Farm Rd ~ 
Big Glen Lake ~ 4BR/5.5BA 
$5,299,000
— Sale Pending

Vantage Pointe 3 ~ 
Homestead Lake Views ~ 
3BR/3.5BA $1,999,000
— Sale Pending

11269 Cedar Valley 
Ridge ~ Traverse City ~ 
1.25 acres ~ 3BR/2.5BA 
$1,699,000 
— Price Improvement

Schackman memoir captures musical life with Nina Simone
By Norm Wheeler
Sun editor

There is nothing like playing music 
with an accomplished and brilliant pro-
fessional guitar player like Al Schack-
man. For the past 10 years I have been 
lucky enough to sit in with him, Chris 
Skellenger, and Patrick Niemisto ev-
ery summer at Cherry Republic and 
Boonedocks in Glen Arbor, or at Ketch 
22 in Arcadia, when Schackman visits 
Northern Michigan from his home near 
Wagon Mound, NM. 

Schackman is almost 93 years old, 
and he spent 43 amazing years as Nina 
Simone’s guitarist, music director, and 
confidant. He captures his remarkable 
musical life in his new memoir, Me, My 
Guitar, & Nina Simone. As detailed on 
the book jacket, Schackman “travelled 
the world with her, and experienced nu-
merous adventures and amazing musical 
performances, including unveiling to the 
public Nina’s “Mississippi Goddamn” at 
the Selma March (in 1965). His stories 
give true insight into her brilliance as 
well as her struggles with mental health 
challenges and relationships. 

Schackman has also written fascinat-
ing, often amusing stories about his own 
musical career. He grew up playing in 
Black Brooklyn jazz clubs as a teenager 
and was known as the “Skinny White 
Kid.” He was invited to accompany 
Billie Holiday on her song “Fine and 
Mellow” when he was 16. Although he 
is known primarily as a jazz guitarist, 
Schackman plays nearly every genre of 
music and many instruments. 

The jacket blurb continues, “Al was 
lead guitarist for Harry Belafonte for 
five years and travelled with him and 
Martin Luther King on fundraising 
tours. He was a first call session player 
for Atlantic and Columbia records in 
New York, consequently recording 
with various artists from Neil Sedaka 
to Ben E. King to Sarah Vaughn. He 
was on the folk scene in Greenwich 
Village when Dylan was a young artist, 
and he played with an Armenian band 
in New York nightclubs in the 1950s.”

I never tire of hearing Al Shackman’s 
stories from those New York days. 
When I told him how much I admired 
trumpeter Clark Terry (who played with 
Duke Ellington, among others), Shack-
man told me how they worked together 
in the studios, and what a hilarious and 
friendly guy Clark was. When I once re-
cited a Shel Silverstein poem on stage, 
he said, “Man, I really miss Shel. We 
had some great times back in the day.” 
He knew everybody! 

But Shackman’s book is more than just 

name-dropping. When he was just 16, Al 
was sitting in with Rector Bailey’s band 
at Town Hill backing up Jackie “Moms” 
Mabley, the Black stand-up comedienne. 
When she saw him she said, “DAT A 
WHITE CHILE! Chile, you so pale and 
skinny. You go home and tell you mama 
give you some chitlins ’n greens and some 
chocolate milk so you get some color in 
you.” Later Al, Wynton Kelly, and Duke 
Pearson were drafted into Special Ser-
vices during the Korean War. At one point 
they all backed up country star “Corporal” 
Faron Young. Shackman also sat in with 
the Sonny Stitt band during that time. 

He later spent some time at Big Sur on 
the west coast and around Hollywood, 
where he got to know James Coburn and 
James Garner, and during those days 
Al had what he calls “an intimate and 
complex relationship” with actress Kim 
Novak. Needless to say, there were a lot 
of adventures for Al Schackman in those 
days, from hanging out with Hollywood 
actors, to touring around the Jim Crow 
south with Black musicians. And then 
he toured the world with Nina Simone! 
Schackman’s book is full of fascinating 
memories, countless challenges, and 
many musical triumphs.

Al Shackman’s connection to the 
local music scene started 10 years ago 

when he and his wife Ginny walked into 
the Douglas Valley Winery just off M-22 
north of Manistee. Paul Koss and Chris 
Skellenger were playing, and Koss just 
happened to have his mandolin-sized 
Octave 12-string electric guitar with him.

“Al came up and asked about that 
instrument,” Paul recalls, “and when 
he started playing it, we went Whoa! 
He sat in on some tunes playing that 
12-string, and it was immediately ob-
vious that we were seeing something 
remarkable. We got him involved in 
gigs up here after that, all because I had 
that odd instrument with me that day. 
We knew right away that, as Patrick Ni-
emisto would say, ‘this dude’s a CAT!’ 
(meaning, lots of talent and big skills).” 

The Shackmans are headed back to 
Wagon Mound, but they may return in 
October to close up their cottage on 
Portage Lake near Onekama, so stay 
tuned for another chance to see Al and 
hear his magical guitar playing in a 
month or so. His memoir Me, My Gui-
tar, & Nina Simone (A.G. Dunewood 
Publishing Co., Wagon Mound, NM) 
is available through your local book-
store, including the Cottage Bookshop 
in Glen Arbor, Dog Ears Books in 
Northport, Bay Books in Suttons Bay, 
or Horizon Books in Traverse City.

Enjoy the bounty

of Michigan farms

all year long.

FarmToFreezer.com
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Lake Street Studios Center Gallery claims Autumn
By Katie Dunn
Sun contributor

Early September in Northern Mich-
igan has a particular soundtrack: Don 
Henley’s “The Boys of Summer.” It 
carries the unmistakable ache of sum-
mer fading away, its opening lines 
sound like a dispatch from Glen Arbor.

“Nobody on the road.”
A lyric that could almost have been 

written for M-22 when the high sea-
son begins to recede. All summer, the 
iconic highway that winds through Glen 
Arbor and around Leelanau County 
demands vigilance. RVs, pickups and 
Subarus stream toward beaches, trails 
and villages; bicycles hug the shoulder; 
motorcycles sweep around its curves. 

For runners like me along the stretch 
through Port Oneida, it means staying 
well onto the shoulder, eyes trained 
on the steady procession approaching 
ahead. A favorite part of those summer 
runs is when a squadron of Harley rid-
ers comes rumbling toward me, hands 
going up as we exchange high fives 
and peace signs in passing.

Then, almost imperceptibly, the 
traffic thins.

“Nobody on the beach.”
Thoreson Beach is measurably qui-

eter. The sunbathers, paddleboarders 
and Petoskey stone hunters have dwin-
dled, the bright patchwork of towels and 
beach chairs has dissipated, allowing 
long stretches of shoreline to open again 
to the big lake. Even the endangered 
piping plovers that spend their summers 
along these shores have begun their 
migration south. In Leelanau, it seems, 
September is a season of departures.

“I feel it in the air.”
There is simply a shift. The change is 

real, but hard to locate, harder still to ar-
ticulate. You simply feel it—not just in 
temperature, but in atmosphere. Subtle, 
yet somehow palpable. Even Big Glen 
seems changed, its familiar blues tak-
ing on a slightly different cast in the 
late-summer light. Nothing announces 
autumn just yet; you simply sense that 
the season is beginning to turn.

“The summer’s out of reach.”
It is a universal sentiment: that 

peculiar September realization that 
summer, so consuming only weeks 
ago, has suddenly drifted out of reach. 
Another Leelanau summer is already 
becoming memory.

And part of that transition is dis-
tinctly human. Summer here is bound 
up with friendships and with folks 
whose lives converge in Leelanau for a 
few glorious months before the annual 
migration begins. Mary Raines heads 
back to Philadelphia, Berry Kendall 
to Atlanta, Mike Chedester and Dave 
Vavra to Palm Springs, and Pat McEv-
illy returns to Lake Orion. 

Across the county, similar goodbyes 
are taking place as summer friends 

scatter in different directions. The 
unmistakable sense that something 
shared has ended for another year.

“Empty lake. Empty streets.”
Big Glen, after a summer punctu-

ated by the incessant buzzing of jet 
skis and the graceful glide of sailboats 
from the Glen Lake Yacht Club, is now 
nearly still. 

The intersection at Art’s Tavern, 
where driving through only weeks 
ago felt like an exercise in strategy, is 
suddenly navigable again. Lake Street, 
that summer jumble of pedestrians, 
bicycles, strollers, golf carts and cars, 
has cleared. The village has reclaimed 
its quieter rhythm.

And then there is the line that may 
be most poignant of all: “The sun goes 
down alone.”

At Sleeping Bear Bay, the changing 
sunset is an astronomical marker of the 
season. Earlier in summer, the setting 
sun made its way toward South Manitou 
Island, washing the bay in that glorious 
golden light that can make a Northern 
Michigan evening seem suspended in 
time. Now its path has retreated south-
ward, toward Sleeping Bear Point. The 
crowds that gathered nightly along the 
shore have largely dispersed.

Among those unmistakable signs 
of summer’s departure—aside from 
the re-emergence of the “soup island” 
in the deli department at Anderson’s 
Market—is the conclusion of Lake 
Street Studios Center Gallery’s annual 
summer series of Friday night art open-
ings, stretching from June to August. 

This summer, across ten succes-
sive Fridays, beginning with Charles 
Murphy and concluding with Ruth 
Kitchen, an extraordinary range of art-
ists brought varied mediums, practices 
and perspectives to the gallery. Taken 
together, their work reflected the re-
markable breadth of artistic expression 
that has long defined Center Gallery.

Begun in 1990 by venerated artist 
Suzanne Wilson, the series marked its 
37th season this year, long woven into 
the cultural fabric of Glen Arbor.

Happily, the conclusion of Center 

Gallery’s summer exhibitions no lon-
ger means the end of art here in Glen 
Arbor. Summer may be out of reach, 
but art defies seasonal boundaries.

Center Gallery’s fall program, 
launched as an experiment in 2024, has 
steadily evolved into a tradition of its 
own—not an extension of summer, but 
a distinct autumn exhibition season.

That year, Center Gallery owner 
Allison Stupka and gallery manager 
Christine Deucher introduced a new 
format. Unlike the traditional summer 
series, this model was different, featur-
ing one opening, multiple artists and 
a multiweek exhibition. The inaugural 
show was titled See You in September.

“It’s an experiment, and if it works 
then I believe it will become a part 
of our season and extend the artistic 
reach of Center Gallery,” Deucher said 

See FALL ART on page 7

Naomi Call
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at the time.
See You in September proved to 

be more than a trial run. “The first 
fall show was definitely a success,” 
Deucher says, “and at that moment be-
came something that the gallery would 
continue to do every fall.”

Claudia Buchmann, Margo Burian 
and Joe Lombardo comprised the 2024 
exhibition. The gallery returned to the 
idea in 2025 with Falling with Friends, 
featuring Mark Mehaffey, Lauren 
Everett Finn and Sarah Bearup-Neal. 
Now, in its third iteration, Falling Into 
Art features Judith Tummino, David 
Giordan and Naomi Call.

Even the titles of the exhibitions bring 
a touch of levity. Deucher, a former 
librarian with a love of words, said the 
inaugural See You in September was “a 
nod to what was to come and that we 
weren’t closing our doors.” Last year’s 
Falling with Friends reflected the kinship 
among its three artists. This year’s Fall-
ing Into Art, she said, is “both a nod to 
the season and the idea that having art in 
your life is something that draws you in.”

With each fall exhibition, Deucher 
has refined her vision of what the show 
could be. For the first, she chose Bu-
chmann, Burian and Lombardo, artists 
whose work she knew and admired and 
whom she knew would be “dependable 
and would be easy to work with as we 
tried out this new idea.” The experience 
also taught her that she wanted greater 
variety, something she now sees as a 
particular strength of the fall format. 
Where the gallery’s summer shows al-
low visitors to take “a deep dive into the 
vision of one artist,” the fall exhibition 
offers a range of perspectives at once: 
“more points of view represented which 
speak like a chorus of voices.”

Last year, she put that idea into prac-
tice, pairing landscape painter Mehaffey 
with the exuberant flowers of Everett 
Finn and the textiles of Bearup-Neal. 
“I will admit, as I accepted all the work 
and saw the differences, I had a moment 
of thinking, ‘Oh my goodness, what did 
I do?’” Deucher says. But when she 
walked into the gallery the following 
Saturday morning and saw the work 
hanging, “It was just such a joyous show 
that I felt good about my instincts.”

That experience shaped this year’s 
exhibition. Deucher again sought artists 
whose work would be distinctly differ-
ent, believing that the contrast encour-
ages viewers to look more intentionally. 
“When the work is different people look 
more carefully,” she says.

This year’s artists approach their 
work through markedly different ma-

terials, methods and artistic sensibili-
ties. Tummino works in oil and pastel, 
Giordan in watercolor, while Call 
incorporates found and repurposed 
objects. Yet despite those differences, 
their work forms a surprisingly co-
hesive whole, with each artist’s work 
complementing the others while re-
taining its own unmistakable identity.

The value of the fall exhibition 
extends beyond the work itself. Au-
tumn remains a time when people are 
visiting Glen Arbor, often drawn to its 
slower pace and less crowded land-
scapes. When Center Gallery is open, 
Deucher says, it also draws people into 
the two adjacent spaces, North Gallery 
and Forest Gallery. “Those open doors 
just call people in.”

Saturday night’s reception, held on 
Sept. 5 of Labor Day weekend, offered 
the first opportunity to see that conver-
sation among the three bodies of work 
fully realized.

The gallery filled with the familiar 
energy and vibrancy of its summer Fri-
day night openings, as artists, longtime 
patrons and visitors streamed through 
the space.

Among the familiar faces were artist 
Stephanie Schlatter, Mary MacDonald, 
Page Stoutland, Margaret and Randy 
McElrath, Lynn Uhlmann and ceramics 
teacher John Huston, figures who have 
become nearly as much a part of these 
openings as the art itself. This time, 
there was food, too: Huston contributed 
hand-rolled sushi, accompanied by 
an assortment of other nibbles, while 
wine flowed and conversation carried 
throughout the gallery.

For Schlatter, the exhibition reflects 
the year-round creative life of Glen Ar-
bor. “Our creativity doesn’t stop when 
the tourists leave,” she says. What fall 
offers instead is relief from the frenetic 
pace of exhibitions, events, framing 

FALL ART continues on page 8
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and shipping. “I’m still painting every 
day, but there’s space around it.”

Fall also brings the focus back 
to community. “When the summer 
crowds fade, it is our local community 
that sustains us,” Schlatter says. “We 
as a community return to each other. 
And that is everything.”

And at the center of it all is the art.
Landscape is at the heart of Tum-

mino’s work in Falling Into Art, in-
cluding two paintings of Basch Road 
rendered at markedly different degrees 
of abstraction.

In Houses on Basch Road, an oil 

FALL ART
continues from page 7

on panel, the houses and surrounding 
landscape remain readily recognizable 
even as their forms are simplified. 
House on Basch Road, an oil on can-
vas, pushes considerably further into 
abstraction: shapes and colors begin 
to take precedence over realistic de-
piction, yet the suggestion of a house 
within the landscape remains.

That interplay between the recogniz-
able and the abstract is central to Tum-
mino’s approach. Although she paints 
directly from observation, she does not 
necessarily reproduce what she sees 
literally. “I tend to simplify the shapes 
and colors and sometimes my work ap-
pears quite abstract,” she says. Solitude 
is important to that process, allowing 

her the time and space, as she puts it, 
“to absorb the beauty” around her.

Tummino first discovered the 
Sleeping Bear Dunes while attending 
a Glen Arbor plein air event years ago. 
Since then, she has spent considerable 
time in Leelanau County, returning to 
the dunes that are now “highly preva-
lent” in her work.

More recently, Tummino has “fallen 
in love with pastels,” a medium now 
prevalent in her work. And she is 
particularly attuned to what happens 
to the landscape as one season gives 
way to another. “I love the change of 
seasons and look forward to each day 
with a tinge of anticipation as well as 
sadness when I see a lovely time pass,” 
she says.

For Tummino, fall embodies that 
duality. It arrives with “anticipation of 
brilliant colors,” but also with certain 
days that seem “smothered with subtle 
grays and white.”

Where Tummino abstracts the 
familiar, Giordan scrutinizes it. His 
work is highly representational, char-
acterized by meticulous observation 
and a precision that can approach the 
photographic.

A graphic designer, illustrator and 
watercolor artist, Giordan has worked 
in watercolor for many years and calls 
it his favorite—despite watercolor his-
torically being considered by some, he 
notes, “a lesser way of working.” He 
is drawn to its “vibrancy,” its “translu-
cent quality” and “the immediacy that 
it has.” Watercolor, he says, “allows 
me the capacity to express myself 
clearly.”

Giordan’s connection to Northern 
Michigan is especially rooted in the 
Port Oneida Historic District, where 
he has returned for years to paint its 
preserved farms and buildings, drawn 
to both its landscape and its history. 
“The history and the landscape keeps 
me coming back to make paintings,” 
he says. The changing seasons offer 
another source of inspiration, allowing 
him to capture “what is special about 
Northern Michigan.” 

Giordan has long admired American 
artist Andrew Wyeth (1917–2009) for 
his ability “to render a place in a way 
that captures its story and puts you, 
the viewer, into that place.” Giordan’s 
own work is “very representational and 
somewhat objective,” he says. Gior-
dan has experimented with painting 
more loosely and abstractly, but once 
he understood how paint, paper and 
water work together, he found himself 
returning naturally to greater precision. 
“It’s just how I see things,” he says.

That precision is perhaps most strik-
ing in Barn Door Detail, a watercolor 
depicting a close-up of the hardware 
on a sliding barn door. The subject is 
ordinary—a metal rod and mechanism 
running across weathered wood—but 
Giordan’s execution is so controlled 
and exacting that, at first glance, 

the painting can be mistaken for a 
photograph. It is an exercise in close 
observation: something utilitarian and 
easily overlooked becomes worthy of 
sustained attention.

Yet there is an intriguing departure 
from literal representation within his 
approach. Giordan recognizes that 
interpretation begins with the artist’s 
decision about what merits attention. 
“The subjectivity comes from what I 
choose to render,” he says. He does 
not always show the entirety of what 
he paints, instead isolating details and 
allowing them to become “an abstrac-
tion for the viewer.”

Barn Door Detail demonstrates that 
idea particularly well. By removing 
the door from the larger barn and con-
centrating instead on one fragment of 
its construction, Giordan transforms a 
recognizable object into a composition 
of line, shape and color.

That tension, between faithful rep-
resentation and selective observation, 
allows Giordan to do something akin 
to what he so admires in Wyeth: use 
the particularities of a place to suggest 
a larger story.

If Giordan looks to the landscape 
to capture a place and its story, Call 
finds her materials within that land-
scape itself. A lifelong maker who 
has worked in ceramics, mixed-media 
collage, fiber and photography, Call 
never planned on working with drift-
wood. After moving to Michigan nine 
years ago, however, she walked miles 
of shoreline throughout the Lower 
and Upper Peninsulas and became 
enamored with it. “I simply love to 
create,” she says, and driftwood now 
seems especially fitting for what she 
calls the “silvering” moments of her 
life. “The driftwood and I have things 
in common.”

Call’s work is driven by what she 
describes as her “profound reverence 
of nature.” Rather than imposing a 
predetermined form upon the drift-
wood, she responds to the form already 
there—its hollows, curves, knots and 
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FALL ART
continues from page 8
irregularities shaped by nature and 
time. Throughout the exhibition, she 
pairs driftwood with an assortment of 
other found and natural materials, in-
cluding branches, reeds, Pacific Coast 
palm fibers, bone and corkscrew stems.

In The Long and Winding Road, 
driftwood and branches come together 
in a sculptural composition domi-
nated by the naturally twisting path 
of a branch. Elsewhere, two pieces 
of found driftwood have been trans-
formed into sculptural vessels, their 
existing contours providing natural 
spaces for flowers. The individuality 
of the found object remains central to 
the finished work: each is both artifact 
of the natural world and sculpture in 
its own right.

Call loves “bringing new life to 
what has been cast away” and hon-
oring “the wonder of trees at every 
stage of their existence.” Each piece 
of driftwood, she notes, is unique, and 
that “there will never be two pieces 
alike.” She is grateful for the oppor-
tunity to show people how incredibly 
diverse it can be. Her work also brings 
a markedly different visual and tactile 
presence to Falling Into Art. “Showing 
with two painters who will bring in 
color is very exciting!” she says.

For Call, the arrival of autumn car-
ries both a sense of loss and an invita-
tion to turn inward. “Autumn brings 
my last barefoot beach walks and the 
opportunities to find treasures on the 
shores before they become laden with 
snow or ice, which I never feel truly 
ready for.” But the season also “brings 
a welcome shift to an inner focus.”

What she hopes viewers take away 

Judith Tummino
from her work is “an ever-deeper re-
spect, and care, for the nature around 
us,” along with a willingness “to see 
beauty in new places and unexpected 
ways.” And, perhaps, “to take some of 
that beauty home with them!”

It is a fitting invitation for Falling 
Into Art, and perhaps for autumn in 
Leelanau itself: to look a little more 
closely, to find beauty where we might 
not have expected it and, if we are 
lucky, to carry some of it home with us.

Falling Into Art remains on view 
at Center Gallery through Oct. 11. 
The gallery is open Thursday through 
Monday, 11 a.m. to 5 p.m., and closed 
Tuesday and Wednesday.

ENJOY SEVEN FOOD & WINE PAIRINGS
With Live Entertainment

CELEBRATE LEELANAU COUNTY’S RICH WINE OFFERINGS!

SATURDAY, OCTOBER 24
5PM - 8PM  •  Tickets $40

LEARN MORE PURCHASE THROUGH
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tion to hang on for a few more weeks. 
It was one of those days when you felt 
blessed to live in Northern Michigan.

Signs of Sugar Loaf’s reemergence 
as a public destination were everywhere. 

A couple of crushed gravel parking 
lots that will accommodate more than 
120 cars at two different trailheads are 
nearly ready to welcome the public. 
Garone explained that area will even-
tually be seeded with native plant and 
wildflower species to support pollina-
tors, with 138 native trees and shrubs 
to be planted late this autumn to form 
a buffer between the parking area 
and Sugar Loaf townhouses. Nearby, 
a Kubota and a John Deere tractor 
graded a space for utility access.

We crossed the stretch of land previ-
ously occupied by the lodge, an outdoor 
pool and tennis courts, and instinctively 
looked north—past the steep vertical hill 
once called “Awful Awful” and its twin 
run “The Wall,” which still bears a scar 
from skiers ripping down the slope—
and caught a view of Good Harbor Bay 
shimmering in the distance. For Jordan, 
who built the first snowboard park at 
Sugar Loaf, and spent some of the most 
exciting winter days of his youth on this 
terrain, nearly every rise, every leftover 
remnant brought back memories.

“I don’t need to force myself (to 
see this place as a ski resort),” Jordan 
said. “I can still see the chairlifts and 
people yelling off the lifts when you 
hit your jumps!”

As we ascended the trail we spied 
on old red bull wheel once part of a 
ski lift but now hiding in deep grass 
on neighboring property. Jordan and 
Garone have encountered irrigation 
snowmaking pipes and concrete bases 
for ski lift towers.

The Conservancy salvaged about 20 
of Sugar Loaf’s iconic red lift chairs 
and will eventually place them in lo-
cations throughout the property after 
they are powder coated to withstand 
Mother Nature.

“The idea is to incorporate those 
as rest spots,” said Jordan. “To have 
some that are front and center, that 
people can get a great view from—and 
then some that are a little bit tucked 
in where people can have more of an 
immersive nature experience.”

Jordan likened the lifts to a favorite 
Spring tradition.

“We’ll put some Easter eggs on 
the property, and they won’t be on the 
map. But if you find it, you find it.”

Our walking path led us by a narrow 
diversion that leads to Sugar Loaf’s 
9.5 miles of switchback mountain 
bike trails, which Jordan estimates will 
open in Spring 2027. 

SUGAR LOAF
continues from page 1

T h e s e 
m o u n t a i n 
bike t rai ls 
are also an 
homage to 
the past. Jor-
dan recapped 
that in the 
late  1980s 
Sugar Loaf 
hosted the 
National Off 
Road Bicy-
cle Associa-
tion’s nation-
al champion-
ships, which 
attracted the 
top professionals in the country, 
some of whom later competed in the 
Olympics and were inducted into the 
Mountain Bike Hall of Fame.

“This is the very first place I ever rode 
a mountain bike,” beamed Jordan, who 
managed the development of 27 miles of 
popular bike trails at the Conservancy’s 
Palmer Woods property. “There’s a his-
tory of mountain biking at [Sugar Loaf]. 
It’ll be fun to bring that history back.”

Far from steep, the nonmotorized 
bike trails offer beginner-level average 
trail grades of between 7 and 10 percent. 
You won’t need to be in excellent physi-
cal shape to ascend the 449 vertical feet 
between the parking lot and the summit.

“I think we were both pretty blown 
away that we were able to have an as-
cension trail that gets all the way to the 
summit and keep it at a beginner grade,” 
said Garone. “It’s not just elite mountain 
bikers that will be able to ride here.”

Two thirds of the way up the hiking 
trail we paused at a gated section that 
marked Sugar Loaf’s old tubing run. 
We reflected on winter, the season of 
white powder that made generations of 
Michiganders fall in love with Sugar 
Loaf. Thrill seekers can once again ski 
or snowboard here, provided that their 
activity is powered by humans—that 
is, Nordic or backcountry skiing. The 
Conservancy hopes to groom parallel-
track trails for cross-country skiing, 
but chairlifts and rope pulls will be 
confined to memory. 

Conservancy staff have partnered 
with the Michigan Backcountry Alliance 
to envision how alpine sports might look 
this winter. That could include splitboard 
skiing (a special snowboard that breaks 
apart into separate ski-like halves), 
alpine touring (which uses special gear 
to walk up snow-covered mountains), 
telemarking or glade skiing.

“A lot of the legacy ski runs are pret-
ty open still, so there’s not a lot of work 
that we need to get those in shape,” said 
Jordan. “This winter these will all be 
available and open to folks to ski.

“It’s similar to what you would find 

at an alpine resort. You can poke around 
and see what looks fun that day.”

Before we reached the summit, 
which is 1,059 feet above sea level, 
our conversation turned to wildlife 
that Jordan and Garone have witnessed 
since they began the work in June.

“The birds are absolutely amazing 
here,” said Jordan. “You get raptors 
kettling at the peak. In a 115-minute 
period I saw an Oriole, an Indigo Bun-
ting, and a Scarlet Tanager, which are 
pretty rare birds.”

Jordan added that he has seen a dark 
brown walking stick climbing on him. 
The summit is also home to a resident 
turkey. They’ve seen bear scat, deer, 
green snakes and Garter snakes, toads 
and frogs.

 “There’s a red-tailed hawk that can 
often be seen around the bottom of Aw-
ful Awful,” said Garone. “Every time 
we walk down there, it likes to make 
an appearance and fly over us.”

Jordan and Garone pondered how 
much they have loved coming to Sugar 
Loaf nearly every single day over the 
past three months and working to re-
vitalize it for the community.

“I’ve been here in winter snow, I’ve 
been here in thunderstorms, I’ve been 
here on hot summer days, which blew 
my mind,” said Jordan. “Every day is 
a little different up here; every day has 
its own beauty. It doesn’t disappoint.

“I don’t need to set my alarm in the 
morning. I just get up and I’m ready 
to go.”

Our group of four takes 10 more steps 
and reaches the summit—the pinnacle of 
Sugar Loaf, and one of the highest points 
in Leelanau County. We pause and gaze 
northwest at the crystal-clear blue sky 
and vanilla ice cream clouds. Somone 
shouts “What a day! What a day!” I 
snap a photo of Jordan and Garone with 
Little Traverse Lake, Good Harbor Bay, 
Pyramid Point, the Manitou Islands and 
the Crib lighthouse floating behind them.

The mountain bike trail arrives here, 
too. I imagine how delicious this view 
will taste after climbing 449 feet up the 
switchback path on a hot, sweaty day.

The Conservancy staffers explain 
that they’ll eventually add a covered 
pavilion and community gathering 
space here at the summit, as part of 
their initial five-year plan for Sugar 
Loaf. They’ll also add a picnic area and 
kids’ play area back at the parking lot.

Our descent down the mountain 
yields new views and inspires new 
conversation. Easily overshadowed 
by the water panorama are the striking 
pastoral scenes of the county’s farms 
and orchards. Put together, it’s a show-
case of all things Leelanau.

“When you look down (in the direc-
tion of the parking lot), you get the soul of 
what Leelanau County is,” said Garone as 
he points with emphasis. “There’s a sweet 
old barn there. You see cherry orchards, 
apple orchards, wine grape trellis over 
there, some big open hay fields. You get 
the entire agricultural piece.

“I think it’s an opportunity to think 

of this as an outdoor classroom. The 
connection with water, the connection 
with farms, those sweeping views of 
the Sleeping Bear Dunes and beaches. 
It’s just everything.” added Jordan.

It’s hard to believe now, but for 
nearly three years the Conservancy staff 
and board who knew about the plan to 
raise $8 million to acquire Sugar Loaf 
couldn’t talk about it in public, much 
less visit the mountain. Their internal 
code word was “French toast.”

“This was top secret, so we couldn’t 
be out here on the land,” said Jordan. 
“We’re all recognizable within the com-
munity, so if people saw us here on a 
regular basis, I think they might have 
guessed what was up.”

Instead they studied the history and 
infrastructure of the property and used 
topographic maps to prepare for its 
eventual revitalization. 

One day in the Fall of 2023 Jordan 
and three others on the Conservancy’s 
stewardship team covertly and indepen-
dently explored different parts of Sugar 
Loaf. They wanted to take photographs, 
observe the landscape and develop the 
project, but without anyone noticing 
them. Jordan dressed in full camouflage 
and winced each time he stepped on 
crunchy autumn leaves.

“It was deafening how loud the 
leaves were,” he said. “I worried, ‘I’m 
not being subtle here’.”

But the secret held.
“Everyone wanted to know what 

would happen with Sugar Loaf,” said 
Garone. “There were always rumors 
swirling around. We would hear them 
as a staff and play it off like, ‘Oh, that’s 
interesting’.”

By the time the Conservancy an-
nounced the news that it intended to 
acquire Sugar Loaf, and once the land 
transfer was complete in March, their 
team had a plan: one that involved 
drone images, landscape architects, 
excavators, removing an artificial ski 
mount on top, bulldozers using state-
of-the-art CAD files and blades tuned 
to particular GPS coordinates.

“It’s the art behind the science,” 
said Jordan.

“Sometimes I equate it to painting a 
room, where all the prep work is done 
at the front end,” said Jordan. Once you 
actually get out your paintbrush and your 
roller, the hard work is already done.

“These years of planning (for Sugar 
Loaf) was that prep work, so that when 
we did get our contractors on site, they 
knew what they were doing.”

As the stewardship project manager, 
Garone is excited about supporting 
a climate resilient, strong ecological 
community at Sugar Loaf, one that 
“goes hand in hand with recreation.” 
Part of that is planting native trees and 
shrubs and growing summer oats as 
a cover crop, and removing invasive 
species such as Autumn Olive.

“It’s possible to have high-quality 
recreation, but we need strong eco-
logical communities and to be good 
stewards of the land. Over the next 
decades, it’s going to be exciting to see 
that vision come to fruition.”

The Conservancy welcomes volun-
teers and community members pitching 
in to help realize their vision for Sugar 
Loaf. Visit LeelanauConservancy.org/
sugarloaf to sign up for a community 
workday. And stay tuned for the big an-
nouncement about when the mountain 
will reopen to the public this fall—to 
be followed by backcountry skiing this 
winter, mountain biking in 2027, and 
eventually, public pavilions and picnic 
areas where the community can gather.

As for the first snow day this winter, 
Chad Jordan said you’ll find him on the 
Wall, reliving the glory days of his youth.
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CChhrriissttiinnee  SSttaapplleettoonn  Owner/Broker, GRI  
 223311 449999 22669988  Christine@cdstapleton.com

120 ACRES, EMPIRE

Elevated 120 acres with a ssppeeccttaaccuullaarr  ppaannoorraammaa    
of the Empire Valley from a wooded ridge. Only a   
5 minute drive to Empire amenities, LK MI public 
beach, Heritage Trail & Nat’l Lakeshore. 2 active 
wells, electric service & a cement block barn. A 
fence encompasses 100 acres. 60 acres cherries. 
On a paved, county road. $1,600,000 1949351

Member FDIC

How did  
Stormcloud’s success 

  start brewing?

a couple from outside the area as well. 
“We bring in a couple outside groups 
every year. We (do) have a bias toward 
local and regional (bands),” says Powell. 
This year’s lineup includes Detroit’s 
Paxton Spangler band, which plays a 
mix of blues, swing and jazz, and Grand 
Haven bluegrass band Full Cord. 

“We mix and match genres, jazz to 
Cajun to singer-songwriter to funky 
rock,” he continues. While things like 
rap, hip hop, metal, polka or progressive 
rock are largely absent, he says that’s 
more a reflection of the applicants than 
any prejudice by the selection commit-
tee. “We judge the applications based 
on musicality and what they bring. It’s 
not about our own tastes. If there’s an 
audience for it, never say never.”

For musicians, the appeal is two-
fold. One, they get to perform in 
front of people, the lifeblood of any 
performing musician. Two, they get to 
hang with other musicians and enjoy 
their music, which is not often the case.

“It’s the whole town overtaken by a 
bunch of stages,” says veteran musician 
and UnCaged performer Al Jankowski. 
He and Funky Uncle will be on the Mill 
Street stage beginning at 12:30.  

“It’s a lot of really great live jazz, 
funk, blues—a lot of different music. 
No matter what you like you’ll find it 
there. And it’s always great when all the 
different musicians can get together.”

It will be Brian Oberlin’s first time 
at the festival. The Grand Rapids-
based mandolinist will be on one of the 
Waukazoo stages with his bluegrass 
band Full Cord at 4 p.m., following a 
2 p.m. set there with his wife Sallie Ba-
con in Sweet Dee & the Wild Honeys.

Oberlin, who recently played at the 
Alluvion as part of the Mandolin Carni-
val show, says he is looking forward to 
it. “Full Cord plays the Leelanau area all 
the time, on the west side of Michigan 
frequently,” he says. The band won 
the Telluride Bluegrass Festival Band 
Contest in 2022 and the International 
Bluegrass Music Association’s Momen-
tum Award as Band of the Year. 

Joshua Wagner, who heads the NMC 
jazz program, says the festival provides 
exposure for the various bands to people 
who have never seen them before. “It 
gives us the opportunity to play for dif-
ferent folks,” he says. People who would 
not typically attend a show by a big band 
at Milliken Auditorium or the Alluvion 
can catch a taste of it at UnCaged. 

Ditto people who might not usually 
go to a show by a bluegrass band or 
indie-folk collective. “It gives every-
one exposure to a variety – an organ 
trio, rock, folk. How many (festivals) 
have that variety? It’s not all rock, jazz 
or bluegrass,” Wagner adds.

Realizing that the crowd is not your 
typical jazz/big band audience also 
gives Wagner the opportunity to pull 
out music his bands might not typically 

UNCAGED
continues from page 1

perform in a more jazz-centric setting. 
“Knowing it’s a different crowd I try 
to balance the variety,” he says. For 
example, the band is working on a 
Tower of Power tune while eschewing 
pieces by the likes of Thelonius Monk 
or Miles Davis.

Andy Thomas founded UnCaged as 
a result of seeing one of the Musicircus 
performances by composer/visionary 
John Cage, who famously told people, 
“Get yourselves out of whatever cage 
you find yourself in.” Thomas attended 
the Musicircus event, which took place 
around the infield of a track with 25 
music and dance groups performing 
simultaneously as attendees walked 
around the oval. 

Thomas’s subsequent vision has 
seen thousands of people descend on 
the tiny town at the tip of the Leelanau 
Peninsula for a day-long street festival, 
where, true to the original vision, at-
tendees are free to roam around the 
town, listening to various performing 
groups. 

UnCaged also serves as a home-
coming for residents, local visitors and 
musicians. They are able to connect 
or reconnect with a town, a festival 
and friends they may not see the rest 
of the year. 

It also provides an opportunity for 
bands to showcase new material or ap-
proaches that may have changed since 
they last performed there. For Funky 
Uncle, that means demonstrating how 
the band has grown, both in numbers 
and in its artistry. “Funky Uncle has 
always been good, but we’re finding 
our place musically,” says Jankowski. 
“It’s been a lot of hard work. 

“Ralph and Nancy will also be 
back,” he continues, referring to found-
ing bassist Ralph Humes and flutist 
Nancy Stagnitta. “Ralph has been on 
the road with Dave Matthews (where 
he worked as a chef, his other voca-
tion) and Nancy is an official member 
of Funky Uncle when she’s not out with 
Paul Simon.” Stagnitta became part of 
Simon’s band in early 2025.

Full Cord with Billy Strings (second from left).
For more information, including a 

schedule of performances, visit Leela-
nauUnCaged.com.
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Don’t worry, we’ll have the games on too!

OKTOBERFEST
Music both Saturdays 2-5 pm

Drink specials
with

custom steins

3722 W Empire Hwy
Empire, MI 49630

NEED ROOM FOR THE BIG STUFF?
12×40 & 14×40 drive-up units fit boats, RVs, campers, trailers & the whole garage.
Renting 12 months or longer? Call for special long-term pricing.

WWW.SLEEPINGBEARSTORAGELLC.COM

Park the BOat.
Stash the toys.
Clean, secure, drive-up storage
Best prices in Leelanau County.
We’ll match any advertised rate.

Best  Rates in Leelanau County

Unit Size
5 x 10 .........$70
10 x 10.......$95 
10 x 15 .......$115
10 x 20......$125
10 x 25 ......$160
10 x 30......$200
12 x 10 .......$110
12 x 20 ......$150
12 x 30 ......$215
12 x 40......$290
14 x 40......$320

$50
$80
$95
$100
$135
$170
$95
$140
$200

Price

CALL TODAY (231) 944-0312



