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B E AV E R I S L A N D, M I C H .

Technology blessing and
curse for remote island
Type of life
doesn’t appeal
to just anyone
By MARTHA IRVINE
AP NATIONAL WRITER

BEAVER ISLAND, Mich. —
Muggs Bass doesn’t own a computer.
She’s pretty much dead set against
e-mail. Anyone who calls her home
on Michigan’s remote Beaver Island
should be prepared for a busy signal,
if she’s on her land-line phone. She
has no cell.
“When you don’t have it, you
don’t miss it. That’s what I say,” says
the spunky 70-year-old grandmother,
who’s as comfortable telling jokes at
the local pub as she is attending Mass
each morning.
Technology isn’t really her thing.
So, it’s a small miracle when Bass
drives, once a month, to her island’s
rural health center to sit down in
front of a wide-screen television.
There, she and a handful of other
islanders connect by video conference with a similar group in Charlevoix, Mich., a two-hour ferry ride
away.
They chat. They laugh. They cry
together.
All of them have, or have had,
cancer, Bass included. Hers started
with a lump in her breast and has
since metastasized to her bones,
making her cancer treatable, but
incurable, her doctors tell her.
Her own grandmother died of
the same disease and went off the
island for occasional treatments,
as Bass does every few weeks. But
that grandmother could hardly
have imagined a day when islanders
talked openly about their cancer,
face-to-face with people in a support
group miles away.
It’s just one of many ways technology is making this rugged place less
remote than it once was and, some
say, more livable for more people.
Not that the change has come
quickly, or that technology always
works perfectly.
That’s just how it is on an island
where a popular bumper sticker
reads “Slow Down! This Ain’t The
Mainland.” It’s aimed at anyone
who’s in too big a hurry, including
lead-footed tourists who kick up dust
on the many dirt roads or who panic
when cell phone service drops.
That’s life on wired — or at least,
semi-wired — Beaver Island, where
the year-round population is about
650, give or take a few dozen.
———
So, where is Beaver Island,
anyway?
Some Michiganders would show
you by holding up their right hands,
palms up, and pointing just above the
tip of their ring fingers — in other
words, just off the far northwest tip of
the state’s lower peninsula. But that’s
if even THEY know where it is.
Beaver Island — much of its 54
square miles covered in lush hardwood forests, sand dunes or pristine
inland lakes — is not well known.
It is difficult to get to, especially in
winter, when small planes are usually
the only option, weather permitting.
So when high-speed Internet
service became available to most of
the island last spring, this was more
than just a convenience. For many, it
was a godsend — even if having the
service simply meant being able to
shop online for just about anything,
to play an online game or to watch a
newly released movie. For others, it
meant being able to stay on the island
longer because they had a more reliable connection to do work.
Either way, the outside world was
even more readily available, at least
virtually.
Schoolchildren on the island were
ahead of this curve: The main public
school knew how valuable it would be
for them to be technologically savvy,
especially when students headed to
college. So students take language
and advanced-placement classes —
even college courses — online.
Connie Boyle, a teacher at the
school, had a vested interest in helping grow the school’s technology
program, partly because she and
her husband decided to raise their
daughter on the island after moving
from Chicago 25 years ago.
“We were worried — ‘How
do you bring up a kid on very tiny
Beaver Island?’” Boyle says. An
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DONNA KUBIC, A REGISTERED nurse who heads the Beaver Island Rural Health Center, stands
outside the center on Beaver Island, Mich. Because the island has no full-time doctor, Kubic helped
push to acquire digital X-ray equipment, which allows diagnostic images to be transmitted to the
mainland within minutes, as well as connections that allow her staff to do video conferencing with
emergency room doctors on Michigan’s mainland.

answer came when their daughter,
now a freshman at Michigan State
University, called recently about her
computer class.
“Mom, I don’t get it,” she said.
“I’m helping everybody here. We
did all this in high school.”
———
Today’s state-of-the-art Beaver
Island school is quite different from
the one Muggs Bass attended. For
her, books were the only real window
to the mainland, especially in elementary school.
Like many who settled on Beaver
Island, her great-grandparents and
a grandmother had come from Ireland, to farm, fish and find a better
life. Born Mary Margaret but called
“Muggs” as long as she can remember, Bass went to a small school
across the field from the family
farmhouse.
Other than a trip to the doctor
when she was a young child, she
didn’t go to the mainland of Michigan — “across,” as the islanders like
to say — until she visited an aunt in
Detroit when she was 12 years old.
“It was big and noisy,” she recalls.
Her world was small in those
days. That’s how she liked it.
But after she graduated from
high school, she left the island to find
work and she ended up living in other
parts of Michigan and then Illinois,
where she met her husband. They
then moved to northern Indiana,
where they raised their son and his
children from a previous marriage.
Always, she longed to return to the
island one day.
———
It’s not the kind of life that appeals
to just anyone.
Donna Kubic, a registered nurse
who heads the island’s rural health
center, gets that. She tells the story
of a young woman who came to the
island to apply for a job at the health
center. The woman had planned to
stay for a week, but left after staying
just one night in a lakeside cottage.
It was too dark out there with
no street lights, she told Kubic. Too
solitary.
This is, indeed, a place where one
doesn’t take modern convenience for
granted. It has one grocery store, a
couple of gas stations, a handful of
restaurants and bars. There is no
full-time doctor on the island, though
two visit from the mainland twice a
month. Critical patients are airlifted
off the island, by the Coast Guard if
weather shuts down other options.
As recently as two years ago, if
someone needed an X-ray, the films
had to be flown to the Charlevoix
hospital so a radiologist there could
read them. Depending on weather,
it could take days. Kubic knew there
was a better way. She persuaded the
hospital to help her apply for a grant
that recently helped her purchase
digital X-ray equipment for the health
center. Now images can be transmitted in minutes.
Next came video conferencing,
connecting the island’s nurse practitioner and physician’s assistant to
the mainland hospital’s emergency
room. It’s the same technology that
allows Bass and the other islanders to

take part in the “Circle of Strength”
cancer support group.
“Without it, we’d be out here, in
the lake, without a lot of support,”
Kubic says.
———
When Muggs Bass moved back
12 years ago, she had no idea that
she’d soon be dealing with a serious
health issue.
A year after she’d been there,
she traveled to the mainland for
her annual mammogram, which
revealed cancerous tissue. She had
surgery to remove a breast.
“Then I went along fine for 10
years,” she says, until she got a cough
she couldn’t shake. One morning, she
got up and said to her husband, “I
need to go across, to the doctor.”
Her lung was filling with fluid.
The cancer had spread to her bones.
The support group in Charlevoix
has helped her cope. It includes an
80-year-old woman with lung and
colon cancer, as well as younger
mothers who’ve survived breast
cancer and those who are in the
thick of the battle. They talk about
infections and mammograms, find
humor in topics such as constipation.
Diane Gorkiewicz, who began
the Charlevoix “Circle of Strength”
six years ago, marvels at the intimacy that has developed so quickly
between her group and the islanders.
“The only thing you’re missing
are all the hugs and stuff,” Gorkiewicz told the islanders during a
recent video conference.
“And the food,” Bass said, teasing
the Charlevoix group that they need
to share the treats they bring to their
meetings.
———
Joe and Phyllis Moore understand the dynamic.
Earlier this year, the longtime
islanders were able to “attend” their
youngest granddaughter’s first birthday party in Washington state via
Skype.
“Just thinking about it, it almost
brings tears to my eyes,” says Joe
Moore, a retired teacher who’s now
a medic on the island, among other
things.
It wasn’t ideal. The hard reality,
though, is that the cost of getting off
the island can be prohibitive.
“I hardly knew my own grandparents,” says Phyllis Moore, who grew
up on the island. So this is progress.
Many young people who live here
say technology — social networking
and their cell phones included —
makes life on the island better for
them, too. But in the end, they face
the same dilemma as everyone else:
How do you make a living here? And
what if there’s really no place for the
kind of work you want to do?
Brontae Cole, a 17-year-old high
school senior, will be heading to college next year and wants to become
a homicide detective.
“There’s one cop here, two in the
summer if we get lucky,” Cole says.
She grins. “And not a lot of dead
people.”
———
Like Muggs Bass, though, a growing number of people want to find a
way onto Beaver Island — many of

them among the thousands who visit
each summer and would like to make
it home. For many, technology is key.
Jeff Stone and his wife, Sarah
Rohner, were able to start spending
more time on the island in 2006,
when a satellite-based service began
offering an Internet connection — a
precursor to the current faster service.
Stone quit his real estate job in
the Chicago area to start a website
design business that he and his wife
run from the island much of the
year, though not without some initial glitches.
The night before they were about
to launch their site, snow from a huge
storm covered their satellite dish,
cutting off their Internet service.
“We ended up going out in the
back yard and throwing snow balls
at the dish,” he says. Enough snow
fell off to get the Internet working,
and they were back in business.
Now that Internet service on the
island is more reliable, many islanders say improving cell phone service
is the big hurdle.
But even those who reap the benefits of technology feel torn. They
worry that it infringes on one of the
very things they love about the island
— its blissful peacefulness.
It also used to be the joke that, by
St. Patrick’s Day, anyone who lived
here year round couldn’t stand the
sight of anyone else. In many ways,
communicating with the outside
world helps with that, but not always.
“Sometimes, I think it makes it
worse because they can communicate more and get on each others’
nerves even more,” Joe Moore says,
chuckling.
———
Muggs Bass knows about the
squabbles and the way a rumor can
take on a life of its own, computer or
no computer.
But she says nothing compares
with the support she’s gotten from
her tiny island community.
“We take care of each other,” she
says. “I can’t imagine living anyplace
else.”
When she got her latest diagnosis, islanders organized a “50/50
raffle” for her, where the winner is
supposed to take half the donations.
Instead, the winner gave his portion
to Bass. She received nearly $9,000
to help with flights to the mainland
and other expenses related to her
illness.
“You talk about emotional,” Bass
says, tearing up again.
She recalls sitting down after that
to pray and, as she might say, have a
chat with God.
“I thanked Him, and thanked
Him, and thanked Him. I was so
grateful that I was able to come back
and live here, and for holding me up
at this time in my life,” she says.
The support group and her new
friends on the mainland are part of
that. For her, technology — at least
her little slice of it — has allowed the
best of both worlds.
Online:
Beaver Island site and webcams: www.beaverisland.org

Weekend Doctor
By DR. THOMAS F. VAIL
Women have been wearing high-heeled shoes since the 1800s,
when shoes were made to match the outfit.
Today, women wear high heels to make their legs look longer
and their ankles thinner and, yes, sexy.
As a podiatrist, I see women every day complaining of pain in
their feet. Often, they attribute their pain to an exercise regimen or
athletic shoes.
After a thorough exam of their feet, I often
find the shoes they are using for athletic activities are not the problem. It’s the shoes they wear
to work every day!
It’s unrealistic for me to expect women not
to wear fashionable, trendy shoes, but you may
want to think twice about wearing them every
day. You could be causing more damage to your
feet than you know.
Wearing high heels changes the biomechanVail
ics of walking, and can have an impact on the
entire structure of the foot and the relationship
of the knee to the ankle, as well as your lower back.
It puts more pressure on your feet per square inch. This means
if you are overweight and wearing high heels, you will put a lot of
added pressure per square inch on your feet as you walk.
High-heeled shoes have been linked to many foot ailments like
bunions, hammer toes, neuromas, metatarsalgia, Achilles tendonitis, ingrown toenails, corns and calluses. It also affects the veins in
your legs by effecting the blood circulation.
If you wear a heel that is more than 1½ inches high every day,
your calf muscle will not effectively pump blood out of the leg.
You can try this at home. Feel how the calf contracts when you
walk in lower heels and then switch to high heels. The foot simply
moves forward in high heels without your calf contracting.
This can lead to the development of varicose veins.
So, what is a fashion-conscious woman to do? Try these simple
steps to minimize the damage to your feet from high-heeled shoes:
• Get your shoes fitted to your feet properly.
Most women wear shoes that are a half-size too small.
Measure your feet with a brannock device every time you go
shoe shopping to make sure your shoe size hasn’t changed. Even a
few extra pounds will cause your foot size to increase.
Remember that different shoe manufacturers will size differently. Don’t be a slave to your shoe-size number.
Always make sure the shoe is the correct width. The shoes will
not stretch that much when you “break it in.” Most of my patients
buy shoes that are too narrow.
• Buy shoes in the afternoon or at the end of the day.
Your feet swell throughout the day, so you will get a better, more
realistic fit if you buy in the afternoon.
• Buy leather shoes, not synthetics.
Leather is a natural material that conforms to your foot more
easily then synthetic materials.
• Wear heels that are no higher than three inches and
beware of the pointy-toed, high-heeled stiletto shoe. These
are a double-whammy.
Try to avoid the severe point and go for more of a taper or
square-toe box and a chunkier heel.
I’ve seen women who surgically alter their feet to accommodate
the severe taper of high heeled shoes.
Also, try to wear a consistent heel height as variations can cause
pain in your Achilles tendon. Chronic wear of high-heeled shoes
causes a shortening of the Achilles tendon. This shortening can lead
to tendonitis and heel pain. To combat this, stretch your Achilles
tendon and calf muscles at least every day if not twice a day.
• Wear your heels less than three hours a day.
Giving your feet a rest from the constriction of high heeled shoes
is important.
If your feet are swollen and painful after wearing your heels,
that’s an indication you’re wearing them too long.
This can cause severe problems including bunions and hammering of the toes. Bunions are bony growths at the base of the big toe.
Your large toe separates from your foot and can cause excruciating
pain when it gets into advanced stages.
The big toe will angle inward toward the other toes and the
bump can become swollen, inflamed, painful and unsightly.
Hammertoes will develop because the shoes will force the toes
to crumple up. This shortens the muscles inside and leaves them
permanently bent.
You may also experience the “pump bump.” This is where the
straps and the rigid backs of pump style shoes cause a bony enlargement on the heel.
It can also cause plantar (ball of foot) fasciitis, which, over time
as it develops can become extremely painful and require treatment
by your podiatrist including surgery.
If you have bunions or hammertoes, a silicone protective sleeve
can help alleviate the pain and rubbing in your shoes.
Hammertoes and bunions have to be corrected surgically to stop
the pain it causes when you wear shoes, especially heels.
• If you have constant knee pain, avoid heels all together.
One study showed a 26 percent increase in stress on the knee
joint in heels higher than two inches. Osteoarthritis in the knee has
been linked to chronic wearing of high heel shoes.
• If you have two different-sized feet, and most people do,
shoe stretchers can be used to stretch the toe box if one foot is
only a little bigger than the other.
Remember though, you can only stretch 100-percent leather.
If you have significantly different sized feet, some stores and
web sites will sell you two different sized shoes.
• If you have to wear heels and have a flexible flat foot, try
custom orthotics made especially for dress shoes.
They can distribute weight off the ball of the foot back to the
heel. This weight shift improves body alignment and balance
dramatically, reducing leg and lower back fatigue while reducing
pressure on the ball of the foot.
It also helps relieve forefoot pressure from painful metatarsal
heads, Morton’s neuroma and calluses.
• Always have a pair of comfortable casual or athletic
shoes handy at your desk or in the trunk of your car.
Change into these shoes if you are sitting at work for long
periods of time.
• Core strengthening exercises can help stabilize your feet
and decrease the stress from high heeled shoes.
Every woman should do core exercises at least three times a
week. They help with back pain, knee pain and foot pain caused by
instability.
It’s important to realize that your feet were never designed to
wear high heels.
Think before you wear the latest trend-setting style. A few aches
and pains are normal with high-heeled shoes. If you have pain that
lasts more than five days see your podiatrist. It could indicate you’re
damaging your feet.
If caught early, simple solutions are available at your podiatrist,
but if you delay treatment then more expensive surgical treatments
may be needed to correct the damage to your feet.
Vail is with Advanced Footcare Clinic, Findlay. Questions for
Blanchard Valley Health System doctors may be sent to weekend@thecourier.com, or to Weekend, The Courier, P.O. Box 609,
Findlay, OH 45839-0609.

