Yoopers and Yuppies 

by

Eyes Right

St. Ignace, MI   -  They proudly call themselves “Yoopers,” and they eat pasties.  They somehow tolerate over 20 ft. of snow in many places during an average winter.  These are the hardy residents of the Upper Peninsula of Michigan.
St. Ignace is, I suppose, the official doorway into the Upper Peninsula.  It is located on a tip of land on the north side of the Straits of Mackinaw which connects Lake Huron to the east with Lake Michigan to the west.  The famous 7-mile Mackinac Bridge was constructed across the straits in 1957 bringing countless more traffic to what had been for years a relatively isolated area.  Prior to construction of the bridge, large ferries were the only means of reaching the U.P. (as it is called) from lower Michigan.  Sometimes, during the height of the summer tourist season, the traffic backup was over 10 miles long to board the ferries.  [I can attest to this from personal experience based on a family vacation here in 1950].

Now St. Ignace is the jumping off point for thousands visitors daily to Mackinac Island, the home of the super luxurious Grand Hotel, which was built in 1887.  No vehicles are allowed on Mackinaw Island, and there is a flotilla of jet boats which compete to take the hordes of rich wannabees to the island.  It costs $12 for a non-guest to enter the hotel – bring several credit cards if you plan on staying overnight because the room rates start at $480 per night and go up to $740.  Oh, there is also a 19% surcharge to cover tipping, and you can also throw in the 6% Michigan sales tax.
All of this is in contrast to the original spirit of the U.P.  Mining and logging were the two industries which formed the basis for commerce for over 100 years.  It is said that the white pine of the U.P. re-built Chicago after the 1871 Great Fire.  Iron and copper mining dominated the region until the economy collapsed during the Great Depression of the 1930’s.  Today there is none of either, although huge deposits remain underground.
Earlier I mentioned that the Yoopers love to “eat pasties.”  These are not the skimpy coverings of female body parts, but rather a unique type of food developed by the wives of the miners.  The pasty (pronounced “pass-tee”) is essentially a pastry turnover filled with meat and vegetables.  The women prepared these for the miners to take down into the shafts for a nourishing, calorie-laden, meal.  Some even included a dollop of fruit as a dessert near one end of the pasty.  No matter the contents, it was a tasty, solid meal – probably the first genuine fast food in the U.S.  The miners would remove the metal lid from their lunch pail, put the pasty on the lid, and then put a candle under the lid to heat it.
As one drives through the U.P., you will see frequent signs advertising pasties.  I stopped at Bessie’s here in St. Ignace and ordered one of their “homemade originals” with a side of gravy and cole slaw.  It was made to order and delivered in less than 5 minutes for $5.75.   Contrast this with prices at the Grand Hotel! 
Native Americans, of course, were the first real settlers of the U.P.  The Anishenabeg (Chippewa) tribe made their home here.  Their presence is currently memorialized, unfortunately, mostly in the form of Indian casinos and the occasional teepee marking a souvenir store selling moccasins and other Indian memorabilia.  Just north of here, the tribe recently built a new multi-million dollar casino (one of the 5 they own in the U.P.) with one very unfortunate error:  the gaming room was built 18 feet on trust land property, not Indian land.   The tribe apparently knew that they had made an error, but bet, so to speak, that the state would not object.  Wrong!  Two days before the grand opening, Michigan refused to grant the permit, so now, all the gambling takes place on adjacent Indian land in a large tent connected to the shiny new, luxurious casino which sits empty.  An employee assured me that the Indians would ultimately win.  When I asked him if the casino was taking bets on the outcome, he did not smile.  Maybe everyone involved should sit down over a few pasties and negotiate a settlement.
I thought you might like to know.
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