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MANAGER’S MESSAGE    |   Mark Kappler

Mark Kappler
General Manager

Building a Better Co-op

E
lectric cooperatives build a better world – that’s a slightly 
expanded version of the theme for the International Year 
of Cooperatives as designed by the United Nations Gen-
eral Assembly.

And to take it further, we believe electric co-op members build 
better electric co-ops.

You make us better, for instance, when you come to your district’s 
annual member meeting in May and show you care enough about 
your electric service to learn about the issues affecting reliability, 
power supply, or rates.

You make us more responsive when you tell us how we’re doing, 
good or bad, in providing service to you and your neighbors.

You make us stronger when you participate in the democratic process that provides your 
co-op’s leadership, whether it’s selecting your district officers or voting for your district’s 
board seat.

When you come to your district meeting, you can enjoy dinner and take home a gift, 
maybe win a prize. You certainly get a chance to socialize with your neighbors, and meet 
the co-op’s staff. 

There is a real benefit in you knowing the people who serve you, and for us to know the 
people we serve. Those ties get stronger each year, and help us remember we’re building 
this electric co-op together.

As you go about your day today, tomorrow, in the next week, think about how you use 
electricity. If your use of electricity adds comfort, safety, entertainment and productivity 
to your life, then you may want to take a few hours in mid-May to learn more about its 
source—your electric cooperative. 

Your electric cooperative is owned by and operated for you and 22,000 other families in 
mid-Michigan. Your cooperative needs you to be an active, thoughtful participant as we 
build a better world.

We’ve mailed out invitations to every member with information about your district meet-
ing; here’s a list of the dates and locations, and it’s also on the back cover of this magazine. 
You’ll also find a copy of the invitations at homeworks.org, or you can call us at 800-562-
8232 for more information. 

We hope to see you there!

Mon., May 14 District 5 Fulton Elementary Gym

Tues., May 15 District 3 Eagle Park Hall

Wed., May 16 District 1 Eaton Area Senior Center, Charlotte

Thurs., May 17 District 7 St. Michael’s Parish Center, Remus (new location)

Mon., May 21 District 4 Vestaburg Middle School Gym

Tues., May 22 District 6 Weidman Eagles Club (formerly the VFW Hall)

Wed., May 23 District 2 St. Edward’s Church, Lake Odessa
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Allen Davis
District 6
Clare, Isabella 
counties

Districts 3, 6 to Elect Directors at May Meetings
Carl Morton 
(incumbent)
District 3
Clinton County 
(except Bingham, 
Duplain, 
Greenbush 
townships)

Ed Oplinger 
(incumbent)
District 6
Clare, Isabella 
counties

Carl Morton Ed OplingerAllen Davis

Absentee Ballot Request 
Voting for board candidates takes place at the District 3 and 6 meetings in 2012. If you 
are unable to attend your district meeting, request an absentee ballot by filling out and 
mailing this form to HomeWorks Tri-County Electric, 7973 E. Grand River Ave., Portland, 
MI 48875. Your request must be received on or before June 1, and your completed ballot 
returned by June 15.

Name ___________________________________________________________________

Daytime phone ___________________________________________________________

Mailing Address __________________________________________________________

City, State, ZIP ____________________________________________________________

I certify that I am a member of HomeWorks Tri-County Electric Cooperative, and I am unable 
to attend the (check one)   

District 3   District 6  
annual membership meeting in order to vote in the scheduled board of directors election. 
I hereby request you send one mail ballot to the above listed address for my use.

Signature _______________________________________________Date_____________

Attending Your  
District Meeting?

Please bring your meeting 
invitation /registration 
card with you. If you don’t 
have your registration 
card, we may ask to 
verify your identity with 
a picture ID such as your 
driver’s license.

Carl Morton is a graduate engineer, a farmer, 
commercial beekeeper and agribusiness con-
sultant. His family includes his wife, Mary, 
two daughters, and two grandchildren.

Carl has been a member of HomeWorks 
Tri-County Electric Cooperative since 1971; 
on the board since 1978; and is currently 
chairman of the board. 

He is a past chairman of the Wolverine 
Power Cooperative Board of Directors. He 
is also president of the Tri-Co Services board 
and has served on the Michigan Electric 
Cooperative Association Board of Directors 
for many years, and served on the national 
association’s resolutions committee.

“Serving on your board of directors is my 
way of contributing to the members in my 
District and local community. I look forward 
to serving, and thank you for your support.”

Allen Davis is a resi-
dential builder and 
contractor based in 
Weidman. He has 
three daughters and 
four grandchildren.  

A 1974 graduate of Chippewa Hills High 
School, Davis has attended continuous indus-
try education programs, and studied for and 
completed his realtor exams. 

For the past 12 years, Davis has served on 
the board of directors for the HomeBuild-
ers Association of Central Michigan; he is 
currently HBA president, and serves on the 
state and national HBA boards. He is also 
a member of the Weidman Businessmen’s 
Association, the Clare Area Pilots’ Associa-
tion and Experimental Aircraft Association 
Chapter 907, and attends St. Joseph the 
Worker parish in Beal City.

“I bring not only my experiences on the 
HBA boards; in 30-plus years as a con-
struction professional I have experience in 
weatherization and energy-efficient homes. I 
currently hold a silver rating for ‘green build’ 
building standards and I am working on a 
gold rating, the highest possible. I am also 
working on my Energy Star rating.”

Ed Oplinger is a 
full-time farmer 
of beef cattle and 
cash crops in the 
Weidman area. He 
is married with three grown children and two 
grandchildren. His granddaughter will be the 
6th generation of the family to be involved 
with the farm. 

A 1972 graduate of Chippewa Hills High 
School, he served as the state vice president of 
Future Farmers of America in 1972-73. He 
was Mecosta County Fair beef superinten-
dent from 1993-2009, and recently served as 
president of the Michigan High School Rodeo 
Association. He has also served on the Isabella 
County Soil Conservation District board 
(1978-80); Barryton Co-op board (1989-93); 
and the Chippewa Hills school board (1991-
95), including a term as secretary.

“I have worked hard for the co-op members 
these past three years, and I have participated 
in many training programs. I am now aware 
of how the governement’s intervention in our 
rural energy rates is affecting all our mem-
bers, and I want to continue to look out for 
everyone’s rural energy needs and concerns.”
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t d O YO U K N OW W H e r e T H I s I s?
Every co-op member who identifies the correct location of the photo at left by June 10 will 
be entered in a drawing for a $50 credit for electricity from their electric cooperative.

We do not accept Mystery Photo guesses by phone!  Email mysteryphoto@countrylines.
com, or send by mail to Country Lines Mystery Photo, 2859 W. Jolly Rd., Okemos, 48864. Include 
your name, address, phone number and name of your co-op. Only those sending complete 
information will be entered in the drawing. The winner will be 
announced in the July/August 2012 issue. 

The March contest winner is Cindy Morgner of Central Lake, 
who correctly identified the photo as taken on U.S. 31 south of 
Charlevoix.

March photo

Letters
The loss of Don Ingle, more apples, hospital costs, 
storm help, and the Youth Leadership Summit. It’s 
all here in your reader pages.

“The weekend that 
was” when we were 
all without power... 
A big “thanks” to 
all of you servicing 
on foot and 
snowmobile where 
the trucks couldn’t 
go...if you missed 
these guys in action, 
you missed alot.

– Jan Goodwin, East Jordan

Loss of Don Ingle
The people of northern Michigan 
have lost an articulate and ardent 
spokesman for the outdoors (also 
Country Lines’ Outdoors writer, 
see p. 17).

Don Ingle and his wife, Jean, 
tragically perished in a house fire 
on March 9, 2012. Don played 
an active role in the preservation 
and enjoyment of the northern 
Michigan environment. He par-
ticipated in many outdoor orga-
nizations throughout northern 
Michigan and was an articulate 
voice in both community activ-
ism and his extensive writing. But 
Don’s career as an outdoor writer 
was not his only career.

Don was the son of Red Ingle, 
a clarinetist with Spike Jones’ 
band. Unlike his father’s inter-
est in comic showmanship, 
Don built a career in straight 
jazz, playing the coronet with 
the group Frank Assunto and 
the Dukes of Dixieland. In the 
1980s, Don played with the 
Michigan Nighthawks, appear-
ing at events around the Mid-
west. The Michigan Nighthawks 
produced three albums (youtube.
com/watch?v=Y7pAFKaJEVg&
feature=related).

Don graduated from Michigan 
State University in 1952. In the 
1980s, Don also had his own 
outdoor show on channel 9, and 

wrote a column for the Big Rapids 
Pioneer in the 1980s. In his retire-
ment, Don wrote freelance for a 
number of publications. 

Like Don, his wife Jean was 
active in the community, work-
ing for Child Protective Services 
in Baldwin. They were the kind 
of people who deeply touched the 
lives of everyone who met them.

Don was a personal friend and 
mentor to me, but his enthusi-
asm, energy and knowledge of 
the outdoors captivated any-
one who personally knew him. 
Anyone who met Don, even 
briefly, became a friend. That’s 
the way he was. That’s the way 
they both were.

Don and Jean Ingle are already 
missed.

– Tim DeBlaey

More About Apples
Your apples article (“Ramblings”/
Mike Buda/February) brought 
back many ‘good’ memories. I 
grew up on a farm with an apple 
orchard, and I vividly remember 
my siblings, cousins, neighbors 
and myself sitting in the trees 
eating the ‘green apples’—espe-
cially the Transparent type. Mom 
was always wondering where her 
salt shakers were disappearing 
to. Yup, we had them up the 
tree with us. Only one time I 
remember getting a belly ache.

Sad to say the apples of today 
are a big disappointment to me. 
Whatever happened to Northern 
Spies or Wealthies, just to name 
a couple? The ‘new’ ones are way 
too big and sweet. Am I the only 
one who has noticed? But, I do 
still eat them because they are 

good for you and an-apple-a-day 
keeps the doctor away, but they 
sure aren’t like they used to be. 

– Susan Heil, Farwell

March Mystery Photo
The picture of the sculpture 
of Paul Bunyan and Babe the 
Blue Ox pulling a sleigh of logs 
is located in the front yard of 
Clayton Smith on U.S. Hwy 31 
south of Charlevoix.

Clayton is 96 years old and has 
a world of wisdom and a history 
of experience—from hitchhiking 
to California from Michigan 
in his late teens to working the 
CCC camps.

What an artist, as seen in his 
depiction of Paul Bunyan and 
Babe, and also writing two books. 
He is truly a man who lives by 
the road and is a friend to man!

– Lorraine Warner, Charlevoix

The March mystery photo of 
Paul Bunyan and his ox Babe is 
in front of “Smith’s Little Acre” 
just south of the city limits of 
Charlevoix on Highway 31.  
Clayton Smith, the owner of 
the property, has created many 
unique displays of rural charac-
ters and legends at the side of the 
road for travelers to enjoy.  We’ve 
lived in Charlevoix for over 35 
years and each year have enjoyed 
his artistic creations. Clayton 
used to be active in hunting and 
trapping, and years ago different 
elementary school classes would 
go out to “Clayt’s Cabin” and he 
would show them historical tools 
used in these activities and talk 
to them (he is a great storyteller). 
It would be interesting if you 
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You’re here because your electric co-op recognizes you as a 
leader—in your schools and in your communities,” began 
Ferris State University president, David Eisler. “And as a leader, 

your most important asset is your ability to dream.”
Eisler’s discussion about the value of education kicked-off a 

three-day Youth Leadership Summit presented by Michigan’s elec-
tric cooperatives. Twenty nine students from across the state were 
chosen to attend the summit to develop 
their leadership habits, explore career 
opportunities in the electric industry, and 
learn how to be actively involved in the 
democratic process.

Small-group discussions helped students explore how leaders take 
control of their lives by choosing their response to situations, and 
how to identify, focus on and achieve their highest priorities. In a 
session titled “The Next Great Challenge,” students learned about 
the cooperative business model by discussing the early challenges 
electric co-ops helped overcome in America’s rural areas. Discussion 
quickly moved to the great challenges faced today, such as making 
renewable energy more affordable and available, and to student chal-
lenges, such as finding “good” jobs after college. Students had an 
opportunity to get an up-close tour of a working “wind farm” and 
formed a mini-democracy by electing team members to represent 
their interests during a mock co-op board meeting. 

In the “Careers In Energy” portion of the event, lineworkers 
from Midwest Energy, Great Lakes Energy and HomeWorks Tri-
County Electric co-ops talked about their work and training, then 
gave bucket truck rides and helped students gear-up to try climbing 
a pole. Twelve co-op employees and directors serving as chaperones 
for the event also discussed their jobs and education.

“YLS was a real leadership experience for me,” one student com-
mented after the event. “I finally got to act [like] myself, talk about 
pressing issues, and enjoy time with new friends—and that was 
really cool!”

The Michigan Youth Leadership Summit is held annually at the 
Kettunen 4-H Center in Tustin. Seventeen of the students have 
been chosen to attend the Rural Electric Youth Tour to Washington, 
D.C., coming in June. Learn more about these co-op-sponsored 
youth programs at myYLS.com.

Permission To Dream
Co-op students expand their horizons at Youth 
Leadership Summit.

Above, Ferris State 
University President 
David Eisler addresses 
YLS participants.

“

would do a story about him and 
his accomplishments.

– Dianne VanGuilder,
Charlevoix

Hospital Costs
I just finished reading the April 
2012 issue of Country Lines, and 
with particular interest the let-
ter from Jeff Lange of Alanson 
in reference to “Who’s Paying 
Hospital Costs?” (in reference to 
“Ramblings” column/January).

I’m afraid the gentleman is 
very badly misinformed. He does 
not understand that the 2,700 
page document of Obama Care 
is not the solution to the health 
care problem. That document 
is not only about government 
controlling health care, but more 
accurately about the government 
eroding our individual rights as 
American citizens.

Although health care reform 
is needed to make medical care 
more available and affordable 
to the average person, the plan 
that is taking place before our 
eyes isn’t the answer. Just look 
at England or any other country 
that has socialized medicine in 

place and you can see the quality 
and availability of human health 
care diminishes.

Immigrants have come to this 
country for over 200 years for 
individual freedoms. Taking away 
the right to choose your health 
care is a dangerous road that we 
are traveling toward complete 
Socialism.

A step in the right direction 
is to replace our federal, state 
and local elected officials with 
ones that will work to make 
sure American citiziens have the 
rights guaranteed by the U.S. 
Constitution and not a dictato-
rial, oppressive leadership. Vote 
in November and make yourself 
heard.

– Mrs. James Lyons, Grayling

Editor’s Note: “Obama Care” is 
actually the “Patient Protection 
and Affordable Care Act,” passed 
by Congress in 2010.

Readers can learn more about 
this law and its provisions by visit-
ing wikipedia.org, a free encyclo-
pedia, and typing the Act name in 
the search box.

Thanks For  
Storm Help
“The weekend that was” 
when we were all with-
out power (March) two 
or three days or more…I 
was amazed to see how 
remarkably well Great 
Lakes Energy took care 
of a real emergency in our 
rural area. A big “thanks” 
to all of you servicing 
on foot and snowmobile 
where the trucks couldn’t 
go was cool.

If you missed seeing 
these guys in action [also 
throughout Alger Delta, 
Cherryland Electric, Clo-
verland Electric Coop-
erative, and Presque Isle 
Electric & Gas Co-op 
service areas], you missed 
a lot (see the story, April 
issue, on countrylines.
com). Thanks again.

– Jan Goodwin,  
East Jordan

It’s a Matter of
PRINCIPLE

Learn About Co-ops 

The Rochdale Principles

Co-ops deliver electricity, sell 
produce, provide loans, and arrange 
for housing, health care, and more. 
But  despite these di�erences, they all 
have one thing in common—seven 
cooperative principles:

 Voluntary and Open Membership

 Democratic Member Control

 Members’ Economic Participation

 Autonomy and Independence

 Education, Training, Information

 Cooperation Among Cooperatives

 Concern for Community

Learn more at www.go.coop.

A message from America’s Electric Cooperatives

Cooperative Enterprises 
Build a Better World
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LET IT BE KNOWN That it is with deep appreciation for the hard work, dedication and commitment to the state 

of Michigan that we offer this expression of appreciation to the HomeWorks Tri-County Electric Cooperative on 

the occasion of their 75th anniversary. We join with the members, board, management and staff of HomeWorks 

Tri-County to commemorate the past 75 years of outstanding service that they have brought to the members of 

our communities.

In 1936, Congress enacted the Rural Electrification Act to provide financial assistance for the establishment of 

electric service in many rural areas that lacked electricity. Early in 1937, the Articles of Incorporation were filed 

and the Tri-County Electric Cooperative was formed. In the years that followed, the cooperative grew, prospered 

and became known for exceptional customer service, bringing jobs to rural areas and strengthening the economy.

Named for the first three counties where it provided service, HomeWorks Tri-County Electric Cooperative has 

grown as a result of dedicated leadership, committed board members and skilled staff that service nearly 22,000 

rural homes and businesses in 13 mid-Michigan counties. The strong reputation earned for their professionalism 

and commitment to customer satisfaction is well deserved. HomeWorks Tri-County sets a shining example for oth-

ers to follow. Clearly, this is an enterprise that has been effectively managed, and as a result, has played a significant 

role in Michigan's economy and the quality of life of the citizens they serve.

IN SPECIAL TRIBUTE, Therefore, This document is signed and dedicated to commend and congratulate Home-

Works Tri-County Electric Cooperative upon its 75th anniversary. May the members, management and staff know 

of our admiration and warmest wishes for many more years of prosperity.

State Leaders Pay 
Tribute for 75 Years 
of Service

S tate Sen. Judy Emmons helped us receive a 
“Declaration of Special Tribute” from the 
State of Michigan, honoring HomeWorks 

Tri-County Electric Cooperative on our 75th 
Anniversary.

The tribute was also signed by Gov. Rick Snyder 
and Lt. Gov. Brian Calley, as well as Reps. Rick 
Outman, Kevin Cotter and Mike Callton.

Senator Emmons recently presented the tribute 
plaque to HomeWorks Tri-County Electric 
Cooperative board chairman, Carl Morton. 
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A s a member-owner of HomeWorks 
Tri-County Electric Cooperative, you 
will see the benefits of cooperative 

principle #3 (Members’ Economic Participa-
tion) on your May energy bills.

The board of directors authorized an allo-
cation and retirement of capital credits after 
the audit was approved in March. 

First, because we operate on a not-for-profit 
basis, the cooperative’s 2011’s margins (or 
profits) of $1,588,983 will be allocated back 
to you based on your purchases of energy 
during the year. 

Another $1,471,455, representing Home-
Works Tri-County’s share of Wolverine Power 
Cooperative’s 2011 margins, will be allocated   
to members in the same way.

These allocations are not cash, but an 
accounting of your share of ownership in 
the cooperative. The amounts allocated to 
your membership for 2011 will be printed 
in the top right message area of your May 
energy bill.

Your bill will also show your total unretired 
capital credits, which will be retired at a future 
date as determined by the board of directors.

Retirement Credits 
“Retiring” capital credits is a way of ensuring 
each generation of members pays its own way 
by providing its own equity. 

The board’s philosophy is to retire capital 
credits on a 25-year rotation, or about 4% 
each year, as the co-op’s financial strength 
permits.

This achieves the purpose of recycling the 
cooperative’s capital, while also giving our 
newest members a chance to see one of the 

most fundamental cooperative principles 
in action.

This year’s general retirement totals 
$882,000, and comes from two sources. 
First, $744,000 is being paid from the co-
op’s capital credits allocated in 1985 and 
2011. Also being retired are $138,000 in 
power supply capital credits from 1988 
and 2011.

Your retirement will be paid as a credit 

S ome former Rural TV of Michigan customers were due 
to receive inactive account refund checks, which remain 
uncashed. 

We tried to deliver these checks by mail to the last address given 
to us. If you know one of the people listed below, or have a current 
address at which we can contact them, please call HomeWorks at 
517-647-7554 or 1-800-562-8232. 

You can also email us at tricoenergy@homeworks.org (or use 
the “Contact Us” link at our website, homeworks.org)

Do We Owe You Money? Rural TV of Michigan Refunds 
Customer Name Last Known City, State
Sweet, Michelle Eaton Rapids, MI
Rempp, Marjorie Wasilla, AK
Ash-Faggion, Suzanne Eaton Rapids, MI

If these checks remain unclaimed three years from the date 
they were issued, state law provides for them to be turned 
over to the state’s escheats division, from which they may 
still be claimed in the future.

Watch May Bills for Your Capital Credits 

applied to your May energy bill. It will 
show as a line item under “Other Charges 
and Credits.” 

The board also set aside funds for retiring 
capital credits to members’ estates, on a first-
come, first-served basis. Estate retirements 
will include both Tri-County Electric and 
Wolverine Power capital credits. For more 
information about estate retirements, call 
Member Services at 1-800-562-8232.
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H O M E I M P ROV E M E N T   |   John Bruce

Americans are staying put. The 
down economy has been driving 
most people to bunker down in 
their homes instead of moving, 

and many wonder whether to finish that 
attic or replace the front door as they try to 
sit-out hard times. 

Only 10 percent of the general public 
feels that now is the time to sell their home, 
according to Fannie Mae’s National Hous-
ing Survey released in November 2011. The 
survey shows 75 percent of Americans believe 
the economy is on the wrong track. It stands 
to reason then that long-term homeowners 
want to make their property as livable as 
possible. So, which specific home improve-
ments are shown to deliver the most value 
right now, according to the experts? On the 
flip side, can a home improvement actually 
reduce property value?

Exterior home improvements have cus-
tomarily given homeowners the best return 
for their dollars, and today is no exception. 
The National Association of Realtors’ (NAR) 
Cost vs. Value Report ranks exterior improve-

ments among the best home investments on 
HouseLogic.com, NAR’s consumer website.

Good deals aren’t limited to the exterior, 
however. Conversion of existing space, such 
as a minor kitchen remodel, turning an attic 
into a bedroom or finishing a basement is 
more likely to bring a better return than an 
addition.

The cost vs. value report “shows the value 
of putting your home’s best façade forward, 
so to speak,” says NAR President Moe 
Veissi, broker-owner of Veissi & Associ-
ates Inc., in Miami. Exterior projects are 
important to a home’s regular upkeep and 
are expected to recoup far more than many 
other home improvements. Plus, they add 
instant curb appeal when times are finally 
right for selling.

A home’s attractiveness, the indicator of 
initial appeal, makes a big difference. Exterior 
elements covering large areas such as siding, 
entry and garage doors have the greatest 
visual impact. Updated exteriors give sellers 
an edge, because buyers are attracted to a 
home before entering.

Top 7 Most Efficient Projects
Seven of the top 10 most cost-effective proj-
ects nationally in terms of value recouped 
are exterior projects, reports the NAR. The 
NAR has judged an upscale fiber-cement 
siding as the No. 1 improvement value, with 
an estimated 78 percent of costs recouped 
upon resale.

Two other siding projects ranked in the 
top 10, including foam-backed vinyl and 
upscale vinyl. Both are expected to recoup 
roughly 70 percent of costs. A steel entry door 
replacement, the least expensive project in the 
report, averages little more than $1,200 and 
is expected to recoup 73 percent of its cost.

Garage door replacement, a wood deck 
addition, and vinyl window replacement 
are all expected to recoup around 70 per-
cent of costs.

On the interior, NAR considers three 
kinds of remodeling projects worthwhile 
investments. The least expensive way to add 
a bedroom and bathroom within a home’s 
existing footprint is a mid-range attic bed-
room, expected to return 72.5 percent of 

How do you get the most bang for your buck in home improvements during a down economy? 
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costs. A minor kitchen remodel, expected to 
return 72 percent of costs, is fourth overall.

Least Cost-Efficient Projects 
Least-return improvements are a sunroom 
addition and a home office remodel, both 
estimated to recoup less than 46 percent of 
costs. An in-ground pool can add to home 
value, but there’s little chance of recovering 
the money spent on upkeep. The NAR says 
an above-ground pool and its high upkeep 
factor can actually reduce the resale value 
of a home.

All homes benefit from increased insula-
tion and sealing, regardless of climate. Older 
homes are usually under-insulated compared 
to new homes. Adding more can help you 
realize a return on your investment. Beefing 

up R-values in an attic or crawlspace also 
helps cut energy use.

Do-It-Yourself Or Not?
Most homeowners can handle routine main-
tenance projects and cosmetic touch-ups, 
but it’s recommended that you consult with 
qualified professionals for larger remodeling 
jobs and major structural changes.

After deciding on one or more projects, 
how can you get started? What to do first on 
a project can be daunting in itself, so what’s 
the best solution to avoid confusion? 

Jerry Fedewa, president of The Greater 
Lansing Home Builders and Remodelers 
Association, suggests the priority should be to 
stick to the scope of work unless you become 
aware of additional items that make sense 
to complete at that time. “It’s best to know 
exactly what you want done and to be able 
to communicate the scope of the project,” 
Fedewa explains. “If the builder or remodeler 
sees additional work that needs to be done, 
they will suggest it.”

Fedewa recommends contacting the local 
homebuilders and remodelers association for 
a list of licensed and insured contractors. “I 
would choose three contractors to visit your 
project,” he advises.

The down economy offers homeowners 
some opportunities for savings, he relates. 
“Additions and remodels really did not 
slow nearly as much as home building has,” 
Fedewa says. “So, more homebuilders started 
taking on more additions and remodels.” 
This means there is probably some savings 

for homeowners here, because more contrac-
tors are chasing the same amount of work. 
“Customer service has improved and project 
time has improved,” Fedewa says.

 Asking contractors important questions 
makes all the difference, adds Roger Wey-
mouth, broker/owner of Weymouth & 
Associates in Holt, MI. “Regarding the best 
questions to ask, I would say, ‘as many as you 
can think of.’” For instance:
p Are you licensed and insured? (Make a 

copy of the license and insurance.)
p Do you carry workman’s comp insur-

ance? (Make a copy.)
p How long have you been in business?
p Can you provide me a list of the last 

three projects you did with names and phone 
numbers of the people that hired you?
p Is this your best price?
“I personally prefer to pay when the job is 

complete,” Weymouth advises. “Be careful of 
the contractor that wants money up front.”  
Always make sure your agreement with the 
contractor is in writing, he adds, and every-
thing should be understood beforehand. 

“It’s very important to always include a 
project completion date in your contract, 
and what happens if the project isn’t finished 
by that date,” Weymouth continues. “For 
example, include wording such as ‘contrac-
tor to pay owner x amount each day there-
after completion date if the project is not 
completed.’”

Homeowners should also be aware that the 
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency has 
passed regulations for contractors working 
in homes built before 1978. The new rules 
are enforced, and consumers should check 
to see if contractors follow the law. 

There’s a lot to gain through home improve-
ments, such as increased functionality, new 
appliances, efficient systems, updated décor 
and additional living space. But following 
expert advice helps you realize the pure enjoy-
ment of making a home truly “your own.”

t Fiber-cement siding is considered the No. 1 
ranking, top-value home improvement, accord-
ing to the National Association of Realtors. Fiber-
cement siding is also used in wind-resistant 
building techniques to help protect buildings 
during tornadoes and high winds. 

Countdown to Value!

The top seven home improvement 

values, per the National Association 

of Realtors:

#7:  Vinyl siding (shown below)

#6:  Deck

#5:  Garage door

#4:  Minor kitchen remodel

#3:  Converting attic to bedroom

#2:  Steel entry door

#1:  Fiber-cement siding

Other Resources
nariremodelers.com
Find home improvement professionals who 
voluntarily subscribe to a strict code of ethics. 
HouseLogic.com
Find dozens of remodeling project ideas here. 
Each shows the recouped project value; lots of 
information on home maintenance and green 
remodeling. Also visit greenremodling.org.
ask-the-rehabber.com
Do-it-yourself remodeling information, with 
emphasis on saving money.Ph
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One of the toughest, most appealing, 
functional, and simple-to-install 
floors just happens to be one of the 

least costly. Laminate flooring has come a 
long way since its invention in the 1970s 
and deserves serious consideration by any-
one contemplating a new floor, particularly 
during tough economic times.

Laminate flooring doesn’t enjoy the media 
attention of bamboo, wood, stone or tile 
floors. Ironically, homeowners can find 
laminate flooring products to match the look 
of every variant of each of those products. 
Laminate flooring’s composition of a high-
resolution image bonded to a composite 
core, sealed under a clear resin-based wear 
layer, lets it match the look of any surface. 
Natural designs from hardwood, bamboo, 
granite, marble, and even tile and carpet are 
all available in laminate. So, while laminate’s 
popularity has skyrocketed because of price 
and performance, its looks are impressive, too.

Compared to wood, laminate’s toughness 
shines —its resistance to scratches, dents and 
capacity to stand up to daily wear all exceed 
the performance of wood. Kids and pets 
have proven laminate’s record. The first layer 
of laminate flooring is an abrasion resistant 
finish of aluminum oxide (diamond is the 
only material that is harder). Laminate does 
not require waxing, oiling or staining, but 
should be kept clean, as dust, dirt and sand 
particles can scratch the surface.

Laminate flooring’s chief vulnerability is 
high moisture, which can harm the composite 
core. If you’re planning on putting laminate 
in a kitchen or bath, make sure it’s a type that 
is approved to minimize the risk of damage 
in high-moisture areas.

Photo – Flooring Source/Michele J. Zelman

Tough Flooring for 
Tough Times

Laminate also provides better stain resis-
tance compared with hardwood and bamboo, 
because the first layer is stain resistant. 

Another plus is easy maintenance. All that 
you need to maintain laminate is a cleaner 
and rag. You can remove a broken plank and 
replace it in case of damage.

Toughness alone might sell a homeowner 
on laminate, but ease-of-installation is just as 
convincing, making it the flooring of choice 
for a do-it-yourselfer. Known as a “floating 
floor system,” think of each plank of wood 
being nailed to the sub-floor, one after the 
other. By comparison, once assembled, 
laminate rests atop an existing floor. With 
click-together laminate, there is no nailing, 
screwing or gluing. you don’t glue planks 
together. Installing the floor is as simple as 
laying down underlayment, cutting planks 
to the right lengths, and snapping them 
together. 

Perhaps the biggest attraction of laminate, 
however, remains the price. For those feeling 
the crunch, every cent makes a difference, 
and economy lines are sold for less than $1 
per square foot. For a little more, high-end 
laminates provide a tougher, more appealing 
look. Either way, installing laminate is a low-
cost solution to a high-cost project.

Gone are the days when laminates were 
easy to spot, too. Manufacturers now cre-
ate strikingly realistic visuals and textures 
that often cannot be distinguished from the 
real thing. 

Laminates are ideal for homeowners who 
desire the attractiveness of wood, stone or 
other costly coverings, but not the upkeep. 

Source: Wold Floor Covering Association

Laminate flooring is tough and low-maintenance, but looks impressive, 
which makes it perfect for an active home in a down economy. 

Home Improvement 
Help on the Computer

Search the internet by name to find 
details on the following programs, or 
more programs, and online help for 

planning home improvement projects.
  
Home Designer Suite 2012, $98 
Highly-rated. It can help plan and estimate 
costs before you begin. Create a new room, 
bath, kitchen or other space. View cabinet 
combinations, countertops, appliances, fix-
tures, custom colors, and more.

Home & Landscape Design Premium 
NexGen3, $99
Planning tools for both home improvements 
and landscape/backyard beautification. Apply 
paint, carpet or other materials to a surface, 
room or entire house with a click. Pick default 
materials and colors before you start design-
ing. Measuring distances within the drawing 
enables quick reference or planning for fur-
niture. Accurate imaging and user-controlled 
sun angles and shadows add detailing.

HGTV Home Design & Remodeling 
Suite, $49
Beginner’s software with wizards to design 
bathrooms, kitchens or a full home. Ceate a 
new living space, add a fireplace, make your 
home energy efficient with new appliances, 
replace countertops, cabinets and fixtures, 
and enhance any room.

Big Hammer Deck Designer, free 
(requires Internet Explorer)
Over 70 customizable deck templates, or draw 
your own. Choose materials by classification, 
size and grade; provides a list of materials.

Energy Star Home Advisor, free
Simple, free and anonymous energy advice, 
with a summary of estimated savings in total 
energy, electricity, fuel use, and carbon emis-
sions associated with custom-recommended 
measures, based on typical energy use of 
homes in your area.

Typical recommendations include sealing 
air leaks, adding insulation, replacing old 
heating and cooling equipment, installing a 
high-efficiency water heater, installing a pro-
grammable thermostat, and replacing lights 
and appliances with Energy Star® models.



May 2012   |   13

STORM SAFETY

 Lightning
What should I do if I am caught outside 
in a lightning storm? Lightning hits the 
tallest available object, so get down low in a 
crouched position if you are in an exposed 
area. Also, stay away from trees and don’t 
hold onto metal items. Stay away from metal 
sheds, clotheslines, poles and fences, as well 
as water, including puddles, and anything 
damp—even grass. Don’t stand close to other 
people. Spread out.
Is there a warning before lightning strikes? 
Sometimes. If you feel a tingling sensation 
or your hair stands on end, lightning may 
be about to strike. Do not lie down; crouch, 
tuck your head, and cover your ears.
What should I do if I encounter a lightning 
storm while driving? Slow down, and do not 
drive over downed power lines. If possible, 
pull off the road into a safe area. Do not leave 
your vehicle. A vehicle is considered safe if 
it is fully enclosed with a metal top. While 
inside, do not use electronic devices.
Are we safe from lightning if we stay inside 
the house? Stay away from windows and 
doors. Unplug electronic equipment before 
the storm arrives. Avoid contact with electri-
cal equipment and cords, as well as water and 
plumbing. Use corded telephones only for 
emergencies. You can use cordless or cellular 
phones. Also, bring pets inside—doghouses 
are not lightning-safe, and chained animals 
can easily become victims of lightning strikes. 

 Power Lines
What should I do if I encounter a downed 
power line? Move at least 10 feet away from 
the line and anything touching it. The human 
body is a ready conductor of electricity. The 
proper way is to shuffle with small steps, 
keeping your feet together and on the ground 
at all times. This minimizes the potential 
for a strong electric shock. Electricity wants 
to move from high voltage to low, such as 
through your body.
What can I do to help someone who has 
contacted with a downed power line? Do 
not touch the person! You could become the 
next victim. Call 911 instead.

Do not try to move a downed power line 
or anything in contact with the line by using 
another object, such as a broom or stick. 
Even nonconductive materials like wood or 
cloth, if slightly wet, can conduct electricity.
What if a power line comes down onto my 
car or I didn’t see it until I’ve driven into it? 
Stay in your car and tell others to stay away.

If you must leave your car because it’s on 
fire, jump out with both feet together and 
avoid contact with the live car and the ground 
at the same time to avoid being the path of 
electricity from the car to the earth. Shuffle 
away from the car.
Is a downed power line still dangerous 
in water? Any amount of water—even a 
puddle—could become energized. Be careful 
not to touch water—or anything in contact 
with it—near a downed line.

 Flooded Areas
Is it safe to go into a flooded basement? 
Use extreme caution. Submerged outlets or 
electrical cords can energize the water.

Electrical items, such as circuit break-
ers, fuses, ground fault circuit interrupters 
(GFCIs), receptacles, plugs and switches can 
malfunction when water and silt get inside. 
Discard them if they have been submerged 
and have a licensed, qualified professional 
replace them.

Do not use electrical appliances that were 
wet until they have been examined by a quali-
fied service repair dealer. Electrical equipment 
exposed to water can be extremely dangerous 
if re-energized. Damage to electrical equip-
ment can also result from exposure to flood 
waters contaminated with chemicals, sewage, 
oil and other debris. 

The National Electrical Manufacturers 
Association (NEMA) has a brochure, “Guide-
lines for Handling Water Damaged Electrical 
Equipment,” that can be downloaded free at: 
nema.org/stds/water-damaged.cfm. 
Can flooded outside areas be dangerous, 
too? Yes, downed power lines or submerged 
outlets from adjacent homes could energize 
the water. Use extreme caution when enter-
ing any flooded area.

 Portable Generators
u A licensed electrician should install home 
generators to ensure they meet all electrical 
codes. Make sure it is properly grounded 
according to manufacturer instructions.
u Do not connect generators directly to the 
household wiring unless the proper trans-
fer switch has been installed by a licensed, 
qualified electrician. Without this, power can 
“backfeed” along the power lines, creating an 
electrocution hazard for anyone coming in 
contact with the lines, including lineworkers 
making necessary repairs.
u Never operate a generator inside your 
home or any enclosed, or partially enclosed 
area. Generators very quickly produce carbon 
monoxide, a colorless, odorless and poisonous 
gas that can easily enter your home. Opening 
windows, doors or using fans does not provide 
adequate ventilation to prevent  carbon mon-
oxide build-up. Generators must be located 
outside, over 15 feet from windows, doors 
and vents, through which carbon monoxide 
can enter your home. Keep it a safe distance 
away from your neighbors’ homes, too. Make 
sure there is at least one battery-operated or 
battery-backup carbon monoxide alarm in 
your home. Test it before using the generator.
u Place the generator on a dry surface under 
an open, canopy-like structure. Do not oper-
ate the generator in wet conditions or where 
there is standing water. 
u Keep children away from portable genera-
tors and fuel at all times.
u Generator capacity varies. Follow the 
manufacturer’s instructions carefully, and 
do not overload it.
u Refueling the generator while it is running 
is a fire hazard. Unplug all appliances from 
the generator before shutting it down; turn 
it off and let it cool down before refueling. 

 Post-Evacuation
First and foremost, do not return home until 
instructed by the appropriate local authori-
ties. Once they give the go-ahead, return 
home during daylight hours, especially if 
power has not been restored.

If you smell gas, leave the premises and notify 
emergency authorities immediately. Do not 
turn on lights, light matches, or engage in any 
activity that could create a spark. 

Source: Electrical Safety Foundation  
International

Electrical Safety During and 
After Storms Frequently Asked Questions

Severe storms and natural disasters can cause a variety of electrical safety 
hazards in and around our homes and businesses. Unfortunately, many 
of these hazards remain long after the storm has passed.
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G A R d E N I N G   |   Neil  Moran

I can’t imagine a better investment these 
days than a lawn or garden irrigation 
system to put the right amount of water 

where it’s needed, when it’s needed. How-
ever, until now it’s been a little difficult 
to find such a system that a homeowner 
can easily install, and having a profes-
sional install one can be a little pricey 
for some of us.

Thanks to John Coyne, of Marquette, a 
lawn and garden irrigation system is avail-
able that is both affordable and practical 
to install for the do-it-yourselfer (DIY). 
It’s also a self-draining system, which 
means one less chore to do on weekends 
in the fall.

Coyne invented what he has patented 
and calls Auto Rain Lawn Gear® (ARLG). 
These irrigation kits come in six different 
sizes and zones, to suit the size and lay-
out of your lawn—from an inexpensive, 
small, one-zone kit that covers 800 square 
feet, to larger three-zone kits that cover as 
much as 25,500 square feet. The kits use 
Rainbird® brand components.

“These do-it-yourself kits can save over 
70 percent of the cost of hiring a contrac-
tor,” explains Coyne, who has been install-
ing irrigation systems for the past 17 years. 
Detailed instructions come with each kit, 
and there is a helpful instructional video 
on the ARLG website (noted below). 
Of course, if you’re not the DIY type, you 
can hire a landscaper or other contractor to 
install a kit for you.

The ARLG systems can hook right up to 
an outdoor spigot, or you can have a profes-
sional plumber attach it directly to a water 
source under the house. If done the latter way, 
make sure a back-flow preventer is included 
to avoid contamination of your water supply. 
First, though, make sure you have adequate 
water pressure for the system. If you can fill 
up a five-gallon bucket in a minute or less— 
which is achievable in most homes—then 
you’re all set, Coyne says.

The system itself can be installed with a 
minimum of tools, such as a shovel and a few 
hand tools to fasten parts together. The actual 
poly-plastic hose is purchased separately at 
any hardware store. Because the hose need 
only be buried under the sod, a spade shovel 
is all you need for digging—no backhoes or 
pipe pullers required. Running the hose under 
a sidewalk requires that it be fed under the 

concrete, perhaps attached to the end of a 
metal or galvanized pipe.

“If you can use a shovel and turn a screw-
driver, then you can do this,” he adds.

Coyne spent 23 years as a pharmaceutical 
salesperson before inventing his irrigation 
system. After losing that job to corporate 
downsizing, he was looking for a way to 
continue making a living. He believed that 
at the age of 50 he would be hard-pressed 
to find another job in sales (at least in the 
Marquette area) that paid him the money he 
was accustomed to. Besides, he said, most 
employers wouldn’t have faith that he’d stay 
with the company very long at his age.

Luckily, Coyne had already been oper-
ating a part-time sideline business for 17 
years, called U.P. Irrigation. While installinge 
irrigation systems that other companies had 
designed, he was also thinking about how 
to improve them. This gave him a back-up 
plan for a career change after he lost the 
pharmaceutical job. The problem with those 

systems was they were difficult for the 
do-it-yourselfer to install, and added 
work for gardeners who had to fuss with 
draining all the system lines each fall. 

Out of this angst with the status quo 
came a new type of lawn irrigation sys-
tem, and a new career for Coyne. So, 
about three years ago he came up with 
the idea for his new product. A year 
later, he was approaching stores to see 
if they were interested in selling it. He 
hopes this will be the career move that 
will sustain him in the years to come.

“I’d like to thank my employer who 
laid me off,” Coyne says, noting it was 
that pink slip that forced him to come 
up with a new line of work, and one that 
he is very satisfied with today. 

His biggest challenge now is getting 
his product into the big-box stores. It’s 
hard when you’re an unknown entity 
from the Upper Peninsula of Michigan 
to get noticed by the big guys, Coyne 
explains. However, with hard work and 
persistence, which included traveling as 
far away as Texas to pitch his product, 

he’s making progress. The Auto Rain Lawn 
Gear kits are now carried by Lowes’ stores in 
northern Michigan, and select Ace and True 
Value Hardware stores in the U.P., and are 
also available from the company website at 
autorainlawngear.com.

An irrigation system is a good investment 
because you’ll save money by not watering 
more than a lawn or garden needs, and your 
plants will be healthier. In fact, when you 
water by hand you waste over 50 percent 
of the water applied in runoff and evapora-
tion. You’ll also save time, especially when 
you attach a timer to the system, allowing 
you to work on some of those other home 
improvement projects, go golfing, or have 
a barbecue. 

Install Your Own Irrigation System

Neil Moran offers garden tips  
on his website: 

northcountrygardening. 
neilmoran.com.

What will lawn irrigation do for you?
SAVe tIme. Connect a timer to an irrigation system 
and you can water your lawn while you’re at work, on 
the golf course, or out in the boat.

SAVe money. Water is expensive these days, not 
to mention a precious resource. Consistent watering 
directed only where it is needed saves money.

ImpreSS the neIghborS. A nice lawn is a joy to 
look at and will be the envy of the neighborhood.

relIeVe StreSS. No more kinked hoses or shoddy 
sprinklers. Pour yourself your favorite beverage and 
leave the rest to your irrigation system!

John Coyne, of Marquette, has 
invented a do-it-yourself lawn 
and garden irrigation system.
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Kathy Usitalo  |   M A d E I N M I c H I G A N

I t started with a sketch of a tree and branched out into a business 
specializing in “wildly unique lighting.” 

In the 15 years that Owosso native Lori McCarthy worked 
in the lighting field she was dismayed to see production move 

overseas and inferior fixtures swamp the market. Cheap materials, 
poor workmanship and boring, “copycat” designs replaced quality 
American-made goods. With the explosion of big-box stores, she 
says, “The integrity of the lighting industry has gone down the drain.”  

After living in upstate New York for several years McCarthy 
returned to central Michigan and decided to create original, hand-
made fixtures under the name Luminature Design. She found a local 
computer-aided design (CAD) source and fabricator who plasma-cut 
her hand-drawn tree illustration from steel in a silhouette effect. “It’s 
a complicated process, but I finally got my tree,” she says, stressing 
the importance of using her original artwork. “I want every single 
thing on my light fixtures to be my designs.” 

Inspired by nature, McCarthy added moose, fish and pinecone 
motifs to her chandeliers, wall sconces and home décor items, such 
as paper towel holders. When Owosso, home of the Steam Railroad-
ing Institute, hosted the national Train Festival in 2009, McCarthy 
launched a line featuring powerful locomotives.

She and her husband Paul live north of Owosso in Henderson, 
where they turned their century-old barn into a workshop. “It was 
always my dream to have that barn studio,” she says, “and it’s gorgeous: 
two stories with a 30-foot-high ceiling.” The couple hand-torches 
their cut-out art to finish the steel in shades of orange and blue, 
and welds and wires the pieces into functional, decorative fixtures. 

Although most of her work features plasma-cut steel, McCarthy 
also likes to assemble found objects into one-of-a-kind fixtures. A 
stunning example is a chandelier crafted from an 1895 hay pul-
ley with thick, 100-year old rope holding the antique amber light 
globes. A bundle of unused, vintage burlap potato sacks became 
drum lampshades. And she creates stained glass art, much of it 
custom. “One woman brought some wheat to incorporate in a 
glass project,” she explains. 

McCarthy recently moved from her own storefront in Owosso to 
Artisan Alley Mall in Corunna, and is excited about being under one 
roof with other creative folks. The market-like showcase occupies 
part of a former window factory that is anchored by 2nd Chance 
Wood Company (2ndchancewood.com). 

Tadd Wilson founded 2nd Chance Wood  as a source for building 
materials rescued from fallen trees, barns and other structures, but 
the company evolved into making rustic furniture, cabinetry, mantels 
and decorative accessories from the reclaimed wood. By welcoming 
other artisans and antique dealers to his building, Wilson has created 
a one-stop decorating shop for the individuals, designers, architects 
and restaurateurs who travel to see his wood products.  

“It has the most elegant pieces of junk you’ll ever see,” says McCar-
thy of Artisan Alley Mall and 2nd Chance Wood. “It’s just a place 
to go for really cool things.”

Luminature
Wildly unique lighting and decor

Lori McCarthy uses a grinder on a steel panel which will be used to 
produce a  lamp. She and her husband make decorative home prod-
ucts out of wood, steel, glass and other resources. 
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Lori uses a blow torch to add color to a steel panel which will be 
used, along with thin sheets of the mineral, mica, to produce a lamp.

Lori and Paul McCarthy of Luminature Design in their studio, a reno-
vated barn in Henderson. Their website is wix.com/mccarthylori/
luminature and “Luminature Design” on Facebook. 
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fa m i ly   |   Linda Wacyk

Linda Wacyk is a regular 
Country Lines freelance 

writer, educator, grandmother 
and content empty-nester. 

What do Albert Einstein, Joe 
Montana and Brooke Shields 
have in common? Fame, of 
course, but also a shared expe-

rience with 20 million of today’s young 
Americans: each was an only child. 

Whether they formed by choice or by 
circumstance, the single-child family is the 
fastest-growing family type in the U.S. and 
most of Western Europe. And contrary 
to lingering stereotypes, studies show that 
singletons are not measurably different from 
other kids—except that they, along with first-
borns and people who have only one sibling, 
score higher in measures of intelligence and 
achievement. 

Attention + Confidence =  
High Achievement
This higher-than-average achievement comes 
partly from getting more than their share of 
nurturing attention. Plus, family time often 
involves adult-oriented activities such as trips 
to museums and historic attractions.

“My dad would insist on reading every 
sign in every museum display...out loud,” 
says Jeremy Harder, who grew up as an 
only child in Owosso, MI. “Without any 
siblings to run off with, or form a protest, I 
pretty much just slumped along, listening. 
…These are experiences I really appreciate 
now that I’m older. And it’s surprising how 
much knowledge I’ve retained from those 
museums.”

He describes another set of powerful driv-
ers of academic achievement: freedom and 
confidence.

“I could watch whatever I felt like, or play 
with whatever toy I wanted without conflict, 
or judgment,” he said. “If I wanted to try 
building a donut-making machine out of 
spare lawnmower parts, no one told me it 
was a stupid idea that wouldn’t work.”

Only children also benefit from having 
parents involved at school. They’re often the 
ones who can chaperone trips or volunteer 
in the classrooms, which can be a boon for 
teachers.

As it turns out, this combination of self-

confidence and focused parent involvement 
provides a powerful formula for success.

Raising One Child Presents 
Some Unique Challenges
On the other hand, teachers say single-child 
parents sometimes need to leave their child 
alone so all that focused attention doesn’t 
encourage helplessness. She urges parents 
to teach children—especially as they enter 
middle and high school—to advocate for 
themselves in asking for extra help or dis-
cussing a grade. And as hard as it might be, 

parents sometimes need to look the other 
way so their child can feel the consequences 
of their actions.

Michigan attorney Mercedes Dordeski 
agrees. As an only child, she benefited from 
both homework help and high accountability 
from her parents. 

“If I ever complained about a particular 
subject being difficult, the teacher being 
mean, or how I just ‘didn’t get it,’ my parents 
would never let me use that as an excuse,” 
Dordeski said. “They just told me that I 
needed to work harder.”

Their methods paid off. Like a higher-
than-average number of singletons, Dordeski 
stayed out of trouble, graduated high school 
with honors, and went on to college and an 
advanced professional degree.  

“My advice to parents would be to never 
let your kids take the easy way out…If you 
make them do something, they will,” she says. 

Parents in single-child families also are 
on the hook for providing the competition, 
camaraderie, and entertainment that come 
naturally with siblings. This is especially true 
if school friends live far away or keep too 
busy to visit often.

“One of the downsides of being an only 
child is boredom,” said Harder. “My parents 
were pretty good about joining in, but an 
adult’s threshold for playing games, throw-
ing balls or playing pretend just isn’t nearly 
as wide as a kid’s.”

Harder offered parents his own set of 
tips—starting with the gift of time.

“Be involved daily in doing homework, 
playing, having dinner together, watching 
television together, listening to your child—
everything—because your child doesn’t have 
anyone in the house to share that with.”

He also stressed the importance of getting 
an only child involved in extra-curricular 
activities, even if they are reluctant. 

“A child who only spends time with adults 
can often feel awkward when alone with other 
kids. It will help them immensely if they are 
at a sports practice or music lesson a few 
times during the week. Ask them all about 
it when it’s over, but give them that time to 
learn how to interact without a parent there 
guiding the way.”

And his final tip: “Get a dog.”

Going Solo
Single-child Families Are On The Rise

Resources:
u onlychild.com

u parents.com – Search for “10 Tips for 
Parenting Only Children: How to handle 
your overly mature, diligent, conscien-
tious, perfectionist only child.”

u susannewmanphd.com – Dr. Susan 
Newman is author of Psychology Today’s 
“Singletons” blog and a new book, “The Case 
for the Only Child: Your Essential Guide.”
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Don Ingle   |   OUTDOORS

I f there ever was a master of the trout fly, 
it would have to be Jerry Regan, of Gray-
ling. Most knowing fly-fishers around the 
“Holy Waters of the Au Sable” say no one 

is more worthy of the title, “Der Flymeister.”
Jerry retired from downstate and moved 

back home to pursue what has turned out to 
be busy second occupation—fly-tying. He 
is also busy demonstrating and teaching fly-
tying while pursuing an increasingly impor-
tant role as a historian of the arcane craft. 

When it comes to Michigan and nation-
wide, Jerry is one of only a few tiers that 
have become walking encyclopedias of fly 
patterns, old and new. This scribbler can 
attest to that. When I had tied up a pattern 
I used to fish in western waters and showed 
it to him, he barely looked before naming 
it. “A ‘picket pin’—an old-time fly seldom 
seen used these days,’” he said.  

Regan is the third generation in his fam-
ily to tie flies. His grandfather and uncle 
tied flies as well as guided on the AuSable 
and Manistee rivers. And like most guides, 
they tied to have flies available for clients to 
use and buy.

“They called these ‘pocket flies’—a few 
proven patterns they’d developed to give to 
their clients when fish got lockjaw,” Jerry 
said. “Every guide has some of these ‘go to’ 
flies when things got tough—patterns that 
they knew would take fish in almost every 
situation.”

It wasn’t only the men in his family that 
were involved in tying feathers to a hook. 
“My Aunt Mary Carr tied the feather dress-
ings on the hooks for lures from the Eppinger 
Company, makers of the old “Dardevle” and 
“Five O’Diamond” spoons and other lures,” 
he added.

As a youngster, Regan used to hang around 
with the old-timers that ran a local fly shop, 
called the Fly Factory. “I remember the old-
timers like Sailor Bill, and later Art Westerville 
and the Southard family, that ran the Fly 
Factory (since renamed the Old Au Sable Fly 
Shop), and I have tied lots of flies for them 
over time.” Regan also noted that giving 
demonstrations on fly-tying came naturally 
since his Uncle Ralph tied and gave dem-
onstrations at sports shows for many years.

Regan spent much of his adult life working 

as a barber in a shop in Davison, near Flint, 
and like many older fly-tiers of the north 
country, he tied flies in the shop when not 
busy clipping hair off humans. He also saved 
his off-work time for periodic trips back to 
Grayling to fish-and later to begin both guid-
ing and tying for more outlets in the north.

He knew many of the early tiers that 
formed what some call the “AuSable School 
of Tying.” He was a good friend of the late 
Bob Smock, one of the few remaining masters 
of the AuSable deer hair dry flies. “Bob only 

tied dry flies—he never liked tying wet flies 
and stuck to tying the classic dry flies like 
those originated by Earl Madsen, Clarence 
Roberts, Marion Burtch, Ernie Borcher, Jim 
Wakely, Eggie Bugby, and Horace Failing,” 
Regan said. “Those were the ones we younger 
tiers learned from as we grew up and their 
patterns are still good flies for the AuSable 
and Manistee.”

Jerry Regan ties all types of flies, wet and 
dry, streamer, nymph, or dries tied with spent, 
divided or parachute hackle wings (resembles 
wings and legs of a mayfly). And there are 
few standard patterns that he cannot iden-
tify at a glance. When I wanted a pair of the 
classic Mershon wet flies for my collection of 
Michigan patterns, he had a pair—the light 
and dark—in my mailbox within the week.

Since retiring, Regan lives in his family 
home in Grayling, which he had kept all 
these years while working downstate, and is 
busy guiding in a classic AuSable riverboat, 
tying flies, and demonstrating at clubs and 
shows. The only change is that he now gets 
more time to fish for himself, as well.

“We talked about you and me going down 
the stream for a fishing day for several years, 
so let’s do it this summer, maybe during the 
‘hopper hatch about August,” Jerry told me. 
“Neither one of us is getting any younger, 
so let’s do it.”

It did not take much time to say “yes” to 
an opportunity to fish the “Holy Waters” 
with the “Flymeister,” Jerry Regan.

Jerry Regan Is ‘Der Flymeister’

Regretfully, Don Ingle and his wife Jean died 
recently in a tragic house fire, but this column 
was the last he submitted as the Outdoors 
writer for Michigan Country Lines for over 
25 years, and we know he would’ve liked 
going out by talking about his love of fishing. 
(Also, see the reader letter about Don on p. 
6). Rest in peace, Mr. Ingle, with dreams 
of fly-tying and fishing the “Holy Waters 
of the Au Sable.” 

Jerry Regan is a master fly-tier.
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HOmE COOKiNG   |   Christin Russman

Photography by: 831 Creative

Sunday Morning Crêpe Cake 
3 c. sifted flour
4 T. sugar
2 t. baking powder
1/2 t. salt
4 eggs, beaten
4 c. milk
4 T. butter or margarine
fruit preserves
Frosting:
8 oz. cream cheese, softened
3 T. sugar
2 t. vanilla
Sift flour with sugar, baking powder and 
salt. Combine eggs and milk; beat until well 
mixed; pour into dry ingredients and beat 
with mixer until smooth. Spray an 8-9-inch 

4 large eggs, separated (1/2 c. whites)
1 peach sliced, for garnish
Butter a large bowl. Sprinkle bowl with sugar. 
Mix puree with cornstarch, sugar, lemon 
juice, salt and egg yolks. Beat egg whites until 
stiff, but not dry. Carefully fold egg whites 
into peach mixture. Turn into bowl and bake 
at 375° for 35 minutes, until puffed and 
brown. Serve with sliced peaches. Serves 6-8.

Joan Leahy, Bay City

Cherry Blintzes
3 eggs
3 T. oil
1-1/2 c. milk 
1 c. flour 
1/2 t. salt 
1/3 c. melted butter
2 T. butter 
confectioners’ sugar
1 c. sour cream 
1 can cherry pie filling
Cheese Filling:
1 egg yolk 
2 T. sugar
1 c. cottage cheese
8 oz. cream cheese
1 t. vanilla
Combine eggs, oil, milk, flour and salt in 

The word “crêpe” is of French origin, stemming from the Latin word crispa, 
which means “curled.” If you stroll through Paris, you’ll find many vendors 
serving these hot treats right on the street. Crêpes resemble thin pan-
cakes, and they’re surprisingly easy to make. They are also so versatile 
you can eat them for breakfast—filled with sweets and creams—or enjoy 
them with savory meats and vegetables.

skillet, pour 1/4 cup batter, rotating pan so 
batter quickly covers bottom of entire pan. 
Cook over high heat about 1 minute per 
side. Remove from heat. Begin by stacking 
each crêpe on a 10-inch plate. Lightly spread 
preserves over the top of each crêpe, stacking 
them on top of each other and spreading 
preserves as you go. Makes about 24 crêpes. 
Do not put preserve on last crêpe, finish with 
a plain crêpe. Combine all frosting ingredi-
ents together and frost cake. Top with fresh 
berries and powdered sugar. 

Julie McDonald, Freesoil

Hot Fresh Peach Souffle
1 c. fresh peaches, pureed (2 peaches)
3 T. cornstarch
1/4 c. sugar
2 t. fresh lemon juice
dash of salt

Sunday Morning
Crêpe Cake

Crêpes
Sweet & Savory
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SubmiT YOuR Recipe! Contributors 
whose recipes we print in 2012 will be 
entered in a drawing. We’ll draw one 
winner in December and pay their 
January 2013 electric bill (up to $200) 
as a prize.

Thanks to all who sent in recipes! 
Upcoming: Please send in fRESH 
fROm THE GaRDEN recipes by May 
10, MULTI-MEAL recipes by June 10, 
and your favorite TRiCK-OR-SwEET 
recipes by July 10. 

Mail to: Country Lines Recipes, 2859 
W. Jolly Rd., Okemos, MI  48864; or email 
recipes@countrylines.com.

blender container.Blend until smooth. Heat 
8-inch skillet until drop of water sizzles.Brush 
with butter. Quickly pour in 3 tablespoons 
of batter, tilting pan to spread evenly. Cook 
until golden on underside. Dry on paper 
towels; stack with waxed paper between. In 
medium bowl, combine egg yolk and sugar; 
beat until thick and yellow. Add cheeses and 
vanilla and stir until well-combined. Spread 
3 tablespoons of filling on browned side of 
each crêpe, making a rectangle 4 inches long. 
Fold two opposite sides of crêpe over filling; 
overlap ends, covering filling completely. 
Melt 1 tablespoon butter in large skillet over 
medium heat; add half of crêpes, not touch-
ing, seam side down. Sauté until golden; turn 
and sauté other side. Keep warm. Serve warm 
with confectioners’ sugar, sour cream and 
cherry pie filling. Serves 16-20.

Janice Harvey, Charlevoix

Mexican Crêpes
1 can pie filling, any flavor 
1 pkg. small flour tortillas
1½ c. sugar
1½ sticks of butter
1 t. vanilla
2 c. water
cinnamon and nutmeg, to taste
Equally divide pie filling between tortillas. 
Roll up like enchiladas. Place in 9x13-inch 
baking dish. Melt together sugar, butter, 
vanilla and water. Pour over roll-ups. Sprinkle 
with cinnamon or nutmeg. Bake at 350° for 
40 minutes. Serve hot or cold. Serve with 
vanilla ice cream.

Debra Looney, Grayling

Crêpe Appetizers
1 c. pancake mix, plain
1 egg, beaten
3/4 c. water
8 oz. cream cheese
3 T. chopped onion
2 T. chopped sweet pickle
deli-style ham slices
Mix first 3 ingredients (should be thin, if 
too thick, add water). Heat skillet to 375°. 
Pour batter in skillet to make 7-inch crêpe. 
When bubbles form, turn over until both 
sides are golden brown. Lay crêpes flat, and 
cool. Mix cream cheese, onion and pickle. 
Spread mix on flat crêpes. Top each one with 
thin slice of ham and roll up (tube-like). Can 
be served cold or warm. 

Deborah Black, Sandusky

Lemon-Blueberry Crêpes
1 c. Bisquick baking mix
2 eggs
3/4 c. milk
Filling:
1 pkg. (3-oz.) cream cheese, softened
1 1/2 c. half-and-half
1 T. lemon juice
1 pkg. (3-oz.) lemon instant pudding and  

pie filling, dry
1 c. blueberry pie filling
Lightly grease 8-inch skillet, heat until hot. 
Beat Bisquick, eggs and milk with hand 
beater until smooth. For each crêpe, pour 2 
tablespoons batter into skillet, rotate skillet 
until batter covers bottom. Cook both sides 
until golden brown. Beat cheese, half-and-
half, lemon juice and instant pudding on low 

speed until well blended, about 2 minutes. 
Refrigerate at least 30 minutes. Spoon about 
2 tablespoons of pudding mixture onto each 
crêpe; roll up. Top with remaining mixture 
and garnish with pie filling.

Paula Brousseau, Bellaire 

Basic Crêpes
1½ c. milk
1 c. flour
2 eggs
1 T. cooking oil
2 T. sugar
In a bowl, combine all ingredients; beat until 
well-mixed. Heat a lightly greased 6-inch 
skillet. Spoon in 2 tablespoons of the batter; 
lift and tilt skillet to spread batter all the way 
around. Return to heat; brown on one side 
only (about 30 seconds to 1 minute). Invert 
pan over paper towels; remove crêpe. Repeat 
with remaining batter. Fill as desired, then 
roll up. Can be served with whipped cream 
or ice cream. Makes about 18 crêpes. 

Mary Ellen Wynes, Mt. Pleasant

Orange Crêpe Recipe
1/2 c. milk
2 eggs
1 c. flour
pinch of salt
1-2 T. orange zest
1 T. melted butter
Mix all ingredients together; batter will be 
somewhat lumpy. Spray pan with cooking 
spray. Heat pan on medium heat. Pour 1/2 
cup batter into pan. “Swirl” pan so batter 
coats pan bottom evenly. Cook for 1-2 min-
utes. Flip crêpe when edges begin to brown. 
Cook for additional minute. Suggested filling: 
cottage cheese. Topping: blueberries, fresh or 
frozen. Sprinkle with powdered sugar.

Heather Ann Alpin, Traverse City
Mexican Crêpes
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Meeting at Portland March 26, your 
board of directors:
• Reviewed the 2011 audit report with the 

independent auditor, Eide Bailly. 
• Read and approved “Board Policy 402 – 

Allocation of Non-Operating Income from 
Subsidiary”; “Board Policy 403 – Long Range 
Financial Management Plan”; and “Board 
Policy 404 – Retirement of Capital Credits.” 
• Learned there were no identity theft 

incidents reported during the past quarter, 
in a report required by “Board Policy 316 – 
Identity Theft.” 
• Authorized staff to allocate the coop-

erative’s 2011 margins, totaling $1,588,984, 
along with $1,471,455 in Wolverine Power 
Cooperative margins, to members based on 
their energy purchases during the year.
• Further authorized staff to make a general 

retirement of $744,000 in cooperative capital 
credits from 1985 and 2011, and $138,000 
in Wolverine capital credits from 1988 and 

2011, to members as credits on the May 
energy bills, as well as retiring $100,000 in 
cooperative and Wolverine capital credits 
to estates.
• Learned incumbent directors Carl Mor-

ton (District 3) and Ed Oplinger (District 6) 
were nominated for re-election to their board 
seats. A second nominee, Allen Davis, will 
also be on the District 6 ballot.
• Reflected on the cooperative’s 75th 

anniversary: The cooperative’s Articles of 
Incorporation were filed with the State of 
Michigan on March 26, 1937. 

Founding board members William Clegg, 
Lawton Heeney, Jasper Terry, Dorr Cady, and 
James Houston held a special Incorporation 
meeting on March 29 and adopted the coop-
erative’s bylaws, then held a regular meeting 
where they authorized construction of lines 
in Eaton, Ingham, Clinton, Calhoun, Ionia 
and Washtenaw counties. 

They also approved a loan contract with 

the Rural Electrification Administration for 
$400,000 at 3.77 percent interest, with fur-
ther borrowing of $2 million; and authorized 
contracts for the purchase of energy and for 
contractors to build 350 miles of line to serve 
1,975 members.
• Reviewed preliminary plans for the 2012 

district membership meetings.
• Learned there were 88 new members 

for the month. 
• Acknowledged the January-February 

safety report.

Your Board In Action

How To Apply For a 
People Fund Grant 
Write to 7973 E. Grand River Avenue, 
Portland, MI 48875. We’ll send you an 
application form, grant guidelines, and 
other helpful information. You’ll also 
find information and application forms 
on our Web site at homeworks.org.

Note! Applications must be 
received by June 12 to be consid-
ered at the June 20 board meeting.

How You Can Help 
Tri-County customers can opt in or 
out of the voluntary Operation Round 
Up program at any time. Just enclose 
a note with your bill payment, or call 
us at 1-800-562-8232.

Members may comment...   The first 15 minutes of every board meeting 
are available for members who wish to address the board of directors on any sub-
ject. Upcoming board meetings are set for May 21 and June 25, both at Portland. 
Members who need directions to either office, or who wish to have items considered 
on the board agenda, should call 517-647-7554. 

From left, Hanna Meads of Big Rapids; chaperone Becky Beard, a customer service rep at the Portland office; Blake 
Warchuck from Six Lakes; Becca Kirby from Edmore; and Morgan Koziarz from Mt. Pleasant take a break during 
the Youth Leadership Summit, held April 18-20 at the Kettunen Center near Cadillac (also see page 7). Hanna and 
Morgan were this year’s youth essay contest winners, earning $50 savings bonds; Blake and Becca were selected 
to attend the National Rural Electric Youth Tour this June in Washington, D.C.
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Nick Rusnell is 
HomeWorks Tri-County 

Electric Cooperative’s 
Energy Advisor

one, can really improve 
comfort and keep your 
family safer. Black mold 
and other types of mold 
or bacteria grow best in damp areas, so a 
dehumidifier will help everyone feel healthier. 

The more humid an area is, the hotter 
and less comfortable it is, so think about the 
energy savings along with the added com-
fort, then visit homeworks.org and click on 
“Energy Optimization” to learn how we can 
help you save money and energy, and you 
can earn cash back.

Some Cool Ideas for Saving Energy
After last summer’s heat wave, we’re 

all looking for easy ways to keep this 
year’s cooling costs down, and stay 

comfortable doing it. 
One thing to remember is that the same 

rules apply for both cooling and heating your 
home. Make sure all air returns are open and 
free of debris, so the air flow isn’t blocked. 

People sometimes forget their central air 
unit uses the furnace blower to move cooled 
air throughout their home. Remember, it’s 
easy and cost-effective to change the air filter 
during any months, winter or summer, when 
the blower is in use.

Make sure your ceiling 
fan is moving the cool air 
up from the floor. And 
when you change the rota-
tion from winter to sum-
mer, it’s a good reminder 

to clean the fan blades. 
The question everyone asks is, “If I run 

my ceiling fan in the summer, will it really 
cut my electric costs?” The answer is yes, 
and here’s how. 

On a hot summer day, would you rather 
be outside in 80 degrees with no breeze, or 
85 degrees with a breeze? Myself, I would 
prefer the breeze. So take that thought process 
into your home. A ceiling fan will move the 
air, making it seem cooler; you’ll be able to 
turn up your thermostat to 78 degrees, which 
means less running time for your central air 
unit, and up to 15 percent savings on energy 
used to keep your family cool. 

Another challenge you may have battled 
last summer was a musty smelling basement. 
There are two easy fixes for this—air sealing 

and upgrading, or adding a dehumidifier. 
How much can a new Energy Star® dehu-

midifier save you? On average during one 
humid season, a new Energy Star dehu-
midifier could save you 213 kilowatt hours, 
or $24. That may not seem like much, but 
upgrading your old dehumidifier, or adding 

Do you own a farm or business? Visit homeworks.org to learn about 
Energy Optimization programs that can work for you.
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WOLVERINE POWER COOPERATIVE   |   Nancy Tanner

Ingham County Circuit Court Judge 
Rosemarie Aquilina recently denied a 
petition challenging aspects of the air qual-

ity permit for the Wolverine Clean Energy 
Venture (WCEV) power plant development 
near Rogers City.

The Sierra Club and Natural Resources 
Defense Council (NRDC) filed the lawsuit 
in September 2011, seeking a court order to 
return the permit, granted in June 2011, to 
the Michigan Department of Environmental 
Quality (MDEQ) for further review. The suit 
claimed the MDEQ’s permit issuance was 

“arbitrary, capricious and not authorized by 
law,” and contained additional allegations 
regarding the need for the project, technolo-
gies proposed, and anticipated emissions.

Aquilina heard arguments on the case and 
ruled to affirm the air permit in late March.

“We are pleased with the judge’s decision,” 
says Brian Warner, director of environmental 
services for Wolverine Power Cooperative. “It 
speaks to the quality of the air permit and the 
dedication of our team and the MDEQ staff 
throughout the permitting process.”

Wolverine is continuing development of 

the WCEV in 2012, although work on the 
project will be limited. New emission rules set 
by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 
in February 2012 make construction of a 
new power plant extremely difficult for not 
only Wolverine, but any utility in the country. 

Wolverine is monitoring regulatory and 
political developments, and under state and 
federal law has an initial 18 months from the 
permit issue date to begin construction of 
the power plant. The proposed facility would 
consist of two generating units, each capable 
of producing 300 megawatts of electricity.

Wolverine Power Cooperative has 
made great strides in building its 
generating fleet over the last decade 

to serve its members. The goal is to own and/
or operate various power supply resources that 
keep the lights on cost-effectively and reliably. 

Today, the co-op has peaking power plants 
in Belleville, Burnips, Gaylord, Hersey, Tower 
and Vestaburg.  Peaking plants are operated 
when electricity is needed quickly and for 
brief periods of time. Combined, Wolverine’s 
peaking facilities are capable of generating 
565 megawatts of electricity.

“The Sumpter power plant in Belleville 
is our newest peaking facility,” says Dan 
DeCoeur, Wolverine’s vice president of power 
supply. “The plant consists of four units, and 
we are currently exploring conversion of one 
unit to combined-cycle generation.” 

Wolverine also owns 165 megawatts of 
baseload generation, including its recent 
acquisition of 150 megawatts from the Ohio 
Valley Electric Corporation (OVEC). Base-
load power plants typically generate electricity 
24 hours a day, seven days a week.

“OVEC consists of two coal-fired plants, 
one located in Indiana and the second in 

Court Affirms WCEV Air Permit

Power Supply Resources Serving You

Ohio,” Dan explains. “With modern pollu-
tion control equipment, both operate more 
cleanly than most baseload power plants in 
Michigan and the Midwest.”

Renewable energy is part of Wolverine’s 
power portfolio as well, with the Harvest 
Wind Farm providing the majority of the 
co-op’s renewable supply. Harvest is Michi-
gan’s first commercial-scale wind farm, and 
Wolverine is buying its entire 53-megawatt 

output under a long-term agreement.
“We still have work to do to meet our mem-

bers’ power supply requirements,” Dan says. 
“We need additional baseload generation.”

The co-op is looking at two options for 
baseload power. Its development of the Wol-
verine Clean Energy Venture near Rogers 
City continues, and a baseload opportunity 
at an existing power plant in Marquette is 
being evaluated.

Wolverine is serving its members with baseload power from the Clifty Creek power plant (L), 
one of the two OVEC plants, and renewable energy from the Harvest Wind Farm.
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Clean leaves and 
other debris from the 
top of the central air 
conditioner or heat 
pump, even though 
many will blow away 
by themselves when 
the unit starts.

block air flow.
Switch off the circuit breaker to the unit 

and remove the outdoor cabinet. Clean out 
any debris that has accumulated inside it, 
which may block the coils. You don’t have 
to make it spotless, though. If fins have been 

bent over in spots, 
try to straighten 
them out enough 
so more air gets 
through.

It  i s  impor-
tant that all the 
screws holding 
the cabinet sec-
tions together are 

tight when you reinstall the cabinet. Even if 
it is clean and you do not remove the cabinet, 
check all the screws. If they are loose, leaks 
will draw air in gaps instead of through the 
coils as designed.

Just as the proper amount of air flow is 
important through the outdoor coils, it is 
also important through the indoor coils. 
With the circuit breaker still switched off, 
remove the side cover on the indoor unit to 
expose the evaporator coils and the blower. 
When you reinstall the cover, make sure to 
tighten the screws.

Quite a bit of dirt can accumulate on the 
indoor coils, blocking air flow and insulat-
ing them from the air. This is because the 
coils get damp when the air conditioner is 
running and dirt sticks to it. Wipe the coils 
and then use the brush attachment on your 
vacuum cleaner to clean them and the blower.

Even though everyone has heard about 
changing the blower filter regularly, most 
people don’t do it. At the beginning of the 
cooling season, change the filter whether you 
think it is dirty or not. A dirty filter increases 
air flow resistance, which reduces efficiency. 
Also, check the joints in the ducts for any air 
leaks, and seal them with aluminum tape or 
black Gorilla duct tape.

If you have a question for Jim, please email 
jdulley@countrylines.com, or mail to James 
Dulley, Michigan Country Lines, 2859 W. Jolly 
Rd., Okemos, MI 48864. Be sure to let us know 
which electric co-op you receive service from.

James Dulley    |   HOUSE & HOME

James Dulley is a nationally 
recognized mechanical engineer 

writing about home energy 
issues for the National Rural 

Electric Cooperative Association.

A: It is wise to make sure your existing 
central air conditioner is running 
as efficiently as possible to reduce 

your electric bills. Because actual cooling costs 
depend upon weather conditions, they can 
vary significantly from year to year, making 
accurate comparisons difficult.

The easiest way to determine the savings 
from installing a new central air conditioner 
is to compare the SEER (seasonal energy 
efficiency ratio) of your existing model to 
of a new model. You can be pretty sure 
your existing unit is not operating more 
efficiently than when it was brand new, so 
the savings from this comparison will be on 
the conservative side.

There are additional savings from install-
ing a more efficient model. Electric utility 
companies have to provide enough electricity 
generation capacity to meet peak demand 
even though it is not needed that often. If 
peak electricity demand can be decreased by 
homes running newer, higher-efficiency air 
conditioners, then fewer power plants may 
have to be built. 

There are some things you can do your-
self to keep your central air unit running as 
efficiently as possible. This does not preclude 
having regular professional service calls, how-
ever. Technicians have special equipment and 

Q: I want my old air conditioner to run as efficiently as possible. If my cooling 
costs are still too high, I will think about replacing it. Other than a profes-
sional service call, what can I do to tune it up myself?

pressure gauges to check the system’s inter-
nal components, which is impossible for a 
homeowner to do on his or her own. Regular 
service calls can also extend the unit’s life.

It also helps to have an understanding of 
how an air conditioner works. It operates 
on a delicate balance of air flow rates over 
the indoor and outdoor coils, and proper 
pressures of the refrigerant. The compressor 
compresses the refrigerant to make it very hot. 
This hot liquid is hotter than the outdoor air, 
so it loses heat to the outdoor air through 
the condenser coils.

The cooler refrigerant then goes through 
an evaporator, which makes it very cold. This 
is similar to how your skin cools off when 
perspiration evaporates. This cold refrigerant 
flows through the indoor coil. The blower 
moves indoor air over these cold coils, which 
cools your house air. At the same time, water 
condenses on the cold coils so the indoor air 
is both cooled and dehumidified.

As you can see, getting adequate air flow 
through the outdoor condenser coils is 
important for efficiency so the refrigerant 
will be colder when it gets indoors. It can 
really help efficiency to make sure weeds 
and shrubs have not grown too close to the 
outdoor unit and impede air flow. Also, don’t 
rest rakes or other items against it which may 

Central Air Conditioner Upkeep



24   |   Michigan Countr y Lines

S A f E T Y

I
f spring sends you into remodeling mode, 
consider checking with professionals 
before migrating to the nearest hardware 
store. While do-it-yourself (DIY) projects 

can be very satisfying to complete, they pose 
risks when it comes to electricity.

“Mistakes can be costly—or even deadly,” 
warns John Drengenberg, consumer affairs 
manager for Underwriters Laboratories, 
Inc., (UL), a Chicago-based nonprofit firm 
that tests and sets minimum standards for 
electric products. “The first and best safety 
tip is to call in an expert rather than be your 
own electrician.”

An ongoing study by the Fire Protection 
Research Foundation has given UL engineers 
a better understanding of typical DIY wiring 
mistakes. The most common are:

Working With a Live Wire
It may seem obvious, but thousands of do-
it-yourselfers get electric shock injuries each 
year. To avoid becoming a statistic, always 
turn off the circuit breaker (or remove the 
fuse) before working on or replacing electrical 
equipment. If you have a pre-1940s home, 
you probably have more than one breaker 
box, or panel board, as electricians call them.
 
Using the Wrong Lightbulb
Most lighting fixtures have a sticker on 
the socket that tells you the proper type 
and maximum lightbulb wattage to use. 
Installing a different type of bulb, or one 
with higher wattage, will not only make the 
room brighter, but could damage the lights 
and cause a fire. The higher the wattage, the 
hotter the bulb, and the hotter the wire that 
goes to the lighting fixture. 

Not Being Grounded
For optimal safety, receptacles should be 
wired with the proper grounding and polarity. 
Generally, three-pronged outlets signify an 
effective ground path in the circuit. However, 
homes built before the mid-1960s probably 
don’t have a grounding path, and simply 
replacing the existing outlet with a three-
pronged outlet won’t give you one. 

“You see instances of this in homes with 
older wiring,” Drengenberg says. “It’s no 

worse than if you plug your two-pronged 
devise into a two-pronged outlet. But it does 
give the homeowner a false sense of security.”

Wiring with a grounding path usually 
has a copper grounding wire with the cable. 
If you are uncertain whether your home’s 
wiring is grounded, inexpensive UL-listed 
outlet circuit testers are available to check 
for proper grounding and polarity. If your 
outlet is improperly grounded, call an electri-
cian before moving forward in any project. 

Splicing, Splicing, Splicing
Always make sure your wiring size and type 
match. Splicing wires by simply twisting them 
together and covering them with electrical 
tape is rarely a good idea. Instead, use wir-
ing suitable to your home’s wiring and place 
wiring connections in metal or plastic boxes 
to decrease fire risk.

Also keep in mind that circuits protected 
by 15-amp fuses or breakers should be wired 
with No. 14 AWG copper wire minimum. 
For 20 amps, use No. 12 AWG minimum 
size copper wire. Other guidelines apply, so 
seek professional help before you begin.

Hooking New Lights to Old Wires
Most light fixtures are marked with instruc-
tions for supply connections, such as “Use 
wire rated for at least 90C,” which refers to 
the maximum temperature—90 degrees Cel-
sius or about 200 degrees Fahrenheit—under 
which a wire’s insulation can safely be used 
safely. Again, if you have an older home (pre-
1984, in this case), wiring may have a lower 
temperature rating than a new luminaire. 

“This isn’t something most DIYers even 
think to consider,” Drengenberg cautions. 
“It probably won’t burst into flame immedi-
ately, but it does increase the risk of a fire.” To 
avoid that risk, check your wire rating first, 
and either upgrade it or buy fixtures within 
the supply connection range.

Other Electrical Clues
Electrical upgrades often require a profes-
sional who knows what inspections and 
permits are needed. Following are a few other 
clues to help you find out if your home’s 
electric network needs a professional switch.

l Type of wiring. Modern wiring is 
insulated, meaning covered in plastic. Older 
homes may have copper or aluminum wir-
ing. Copper wiring can work just as well as 
modern wiring if it is still in good condi-
tion and has not been altered or improperly 
installed. However, fire risk also increases 
in homes with both cooper and aluminum 
wiring. Corrosion to aluminum from cop-
per can lead to loose connections causing 
fires. Use only aluminum-approved switches, 
outlets, and other accessories if your home 
has aluminum wiring. 

l Plugs fall out of outlets easily. Loose 
plugs are a high fire danger. Older outlets 
that have lost their grip need to be replaced.

l Not enough outlets. The increasing use 
of chargers for phones and electronic devices 
means outlets are in high demand, especially 
in older homes where outlets are not as plen-
tiful. This can result in overuse of extension 
cords and power strips. Be sure to use quality, 
14-gauge or thicker cords that are approved 
by Underwriters Laboratories (UL). Never 
overload an outlet. Overloading can cause heat, 
leading to fire risk. Consider hiring a licensed 
electrician to add outlets to your home.

l Danger in wet areas. GFCI (ground 
fault circuit interrupter) outlets are now 
required in areas around water like near a 
kitchen or bathroom sink or outdoors. But 
in older homes, GFCIs may not have been 
installed. It is fairly simple to replace old 
receptacles with GFCIs; hire a professional 
to upgrade outlets near water. 

l Wind causes lights to blink. If you 
notice your lights blinking on windy days, 
it may be due to worn wiring in the weath-
erhead (where overhead lines enter your 
home). Contact your electric co-op to check 
weatherhead wiring. 

Sources: This Old House, Underwriters 
Laboratories, Kelly Trapnell 

Treat Do-It-Yourself Wiring
Projects Carefully

Be careful not to install new lighting to old, 
inferior wires. To avoid this fire hazard, check 
your wire rating first, and either upgrade it 
or buy fixtures within the supply connec-
tion range.
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More Local Businesses Offer Card Savings

W e now have nearly 50 local busi-
nesses offering you discounts on 
their products and services. Simply 

show your Co-op Connections® card at the 
business to receive the discount. 

For a list of all local and national businesses 
currently offering discounts on everything 
from fitness to furniture repair to hair care, 
visit Connections.coop, or homeworks.org 
and click on the card logo to go directly to 
our local listings. Your card can be used when 
you travel, too, as many co-ops across the 
country participate in the program.

Here are some of the local businesses 
offering discounts:

n Martiny Waterfront Cottages, 6577 Lost 
Lake Lane, Barryton,  email: rgs1972@yahoo.
com or call 616-897-5062. Receive 5% off 
your total cottage and boat rental. 

n Richard’s Brand Source, 628 West Law-
rence, Charlotte, richardsappliances.com. 

Buy a bed for $599 or more, receive a free bed 
frame ($90 value). Buy an appliance, receive 
a free component warranty ($79.95 value).

n Ma & Paw’s Boarding Kennels, 7777 
Clarksville Rd, Portland, 517-647-4016. 
Cardholders will receive a $2 discount on 
bath only. Grooming appointment is neces-
sary. Pets must be current on all shots, with 
vet certificates.

n Discount Tire & Battery, 303 E. Main St., 
Edmore, 989-427-3449. $20 off purchase of 
$100 or more.

n Portland Country Club, 4901 Divine 
Hwy., Portland, open dawn to dusk 7 days a 
week, 517-647-4521 or portlandcountryclub.
us. Get $1 off green fees with card.

n Mr. Rooter Plumbing, 811 W. State 
St., St. Johns, 989-688-3034 or 224-9455, 
lansing.mrrooter.com. 10% discount on 
any plumbing service. Maximum of $150 
discount per service.

HomeWorks Tri-County 
members have used Co-op 

Connections Card pharmacy  
benefits 3,852 times since 
2009, saving  $95,333.74

If your local business can offer Home-
Works members a Co-op Connections 
discount on your products or services, 
call: Jayne Graham at 517-647-1252, or 
email jayne@homeworks.org.

Get $30 for your old refrigerator or freezer.
Have an extra working refrigerator or freezer? Don’t let 
it sit there wasting energy. Turn it in. You’ll receive a 
$30 rebate from the Energy Optimization (EO)
Appliance Recycling program and we’ll recycle it. 
Schedule your FREE pick-up today.

Online: michigan-energy.org     Phone: 877.296.4319  

Energy Optimization programs and incentives are applicable to Michigan service locations only. 
Other restrictions may apply. For a complete list of participating utilities, visit michigan-energy.org.

ENERGY TIP: Shopping for 
new appliances? Take advantage of 
EO rebates on ENERGY STAR models.
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RAMBLINGS    |   Mike Buda

Mike Buda is editor 
emeritus of Country Lines. 
Email Mike at mbuda@

countrylines.com or comment 
on his columns at 

countrylines.com/column/
ramblings

R emember that week of midsum-
mer weather in March, when 
Michigan skipped spring and 
went right to shorts and sandals 

weather, and we all said, “Global warm-
ing isn’t all that bad,” and decided to get a 
jump-start on cleaning up our yards?

That was the week I became the pinup 
boy for Smokey Bear’s first principle: 

“Only you can prevent wildfires.” (When 
did it change from “forest fires”  
to “wildfires”?)

Those of us who live in the country don’t 
have a service that picks up yard debris, so 
we get rid of it by burning, when permit-
ted. A yard full of trees and plants creates a 
heck of a lot of combustible stuff. 

Burn permit in hand, I collected dried 
tall grasses and dead tree limbs and burned 
them over several days, along with a tangle 
of tree and brush limbs cut during the past 
year. The yard was looking good. I was way 
ahead of any other year in memory.

The day was hot, again in the 80s, with 
a slight breeze. The under layer of fallen 
leaves was still damp from a previous 
rain. A fire I had tried to start in the back 

“forgotten” corner of our almost-acre just 
wouldn’t take, because of the dampness. 
So I went in the house for lunch. Big 
mistake. 

Within an hour, our neighbor Randy 
was yelling at our door. When I got outside, 
he was behind our house using a rake to 
beat out flames that had spread in a 50-foot 
radius around that wouldn’t-start fire. 
Flames were licking at the bases of white 
pine, maple and dead ash trees, following 
a trail of dead leaves through the under-
story and threatening to enter a particularly 
dense thicket of dead and dry brush. We 
rigged up hoses to get water to the fire and 
sprayed for more than an hour before get-
ting the fire under control. My heart was 
beating faster than for any medical stress 
test. I was ready to call in the fire depart-
ment, but Randy said, “We’ve got this.” 

And we did, thanks to him and his son, 
Alex, who was the first to notice the smoke. 
But for them, this would have been a 
disaster. I thank them mightily.

Was I careful? I thought so. Was I care-

ful enough? Apparently not. The 
thing about fire is that you can’t 
be too careful. Fire experts say 
every wildfire starts from just a 
spark or by creeping into dry 
vegetation. There is always the 
possibility of it going awry. 
And possibility turns to likeli-
hood when you leave a fire 
alone. 

That happens a lot, and 
more so this year, when you 
consider the Michigan wild-
fire count posted by the 
Michigan Department of 
Natural Resources (DNR). 
The DNR website (michi-
gan.gov/dnr, also a good place 
to find out about burn permits) breaks 
down the causes of wildfires and compares 
year-to-year occurrences. As of April 8, the 
state has seen 104 wildfires and 463 acres 
burned this year, an eight times increase 
over the same period in 2011, with 43 
percent caused by debris burning, just like 
I was doing.

So I’m not alone, but I knew that 
because others have told me about their 
own fire mishaps.

A few years ago at an annual meeting of 
the Michigan Electric Cooperative Asso-
ciation, from which I’m retired, I used 
the space between speakers to provide a 
humorous tale, and a teaching moment, 
of another fire mishap. That time I left 
a small bed of embers to die-out while I 
went in the house for dinner. A half-hour 
later, my son Jon looked to the back lot 
and saw flames shooting up the 25-foot 
dead trunk of a once-mighty oak. Since 
this happened on a windless evening, with 
the tree trunk 20 feet from the fire, I sus-
pect a rock in the fire exploded in the heat, 
sending embers to the base of the trunk. 

With help from our friend Dave, we 
strung hoses together to reach the fire 
with water and doused the trunk base with 
buckets of water from our pool. Once 
the flames were gone, the inside of the 
tree smoldered for days. I stayed up all 
night watching and spraying and contin-
ued periodic spraying for days after. On 

the fifth day, I came home for lunch and 
found the inside smoldering again. Only 
a heavy rain the next day put that fire out 
for good.

After I recounted the tale, along with 
pictures, several people let me know that I 
wasn’t alone in my stupidity. They also had 
dealt with wildfires of their own making, 
some quite stunning. Their secrets are safe 
with me.

But I’m a repeat offender. Apparently 
I’m not to be trusted with matches, or 
around fire, or even anything combustible.

My brother Tom is a firefighter. He puts 
fires out. He’d be handy to have close by, 
but he lives in Minnesota.

My dad warned me about fires when 
I was about five and had been “playing 
with matches” in an empty lot behind 
our house. I managed to get that fire out, 
too. Coincidentally, my dad died two days 
before my last fire fiasco. He would have 
said, “I warned you.”

And I warn you, too. Never trust a fire.

Never Trust A Fire

I should read the Smokey Bear pledge 
every time I burn. You can find it—and the 
Smokey mask—at smokeybear.com.






