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“GRATIOT COUNTY’S LARGEST CIRCULATION NEWSPAPER”

Alma City Commission Approves
$88K For Police Department
Renovation Project
By Emma Selmon
Herald News Editor
A long-awaited renovation project at the Alma
Police Department is slated to begin in the coming
weeks.
The project will bring safety and security upgrades
to the department, including much-needed repairs
to address a pervasive water damage problem. Mt.
plete the work, with the Alma City Commission ap-
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Tuesday.
Konwinski, the contractor that recently built the
new Child Advocacy facility on State Street in Alma,
about $89 higher than JBS Contracting Inc., and
about $124 higher than Efaw Builders LLC. Three
over $152,100.
Mark Williams, director of public safety, told The
Herald that this renovation project has “been a long
time coming.” The department, which is housed in
built in 1975.
For about 17 years, the Alma Police Department
has been wanting to renovate their portion of the
building to address security and privacy concerns
with their current open-lobby format. But when a
leaking pipe caused prolonged and extensive water
damage throughout the department, the need for renovation became more pressing.
See RENOVATION on page 5

Breckenridge Woman Celebrates
102nd Birthday
The St. Patrick Church, built in 1898, became a cornerstone of the Irishtown community in northern Gratiot County. With its touches of old Ireland, the church was the second built by the Irish
immigrants who first settled here in the 1850s. (Herald photo - Meiners)

Celebrating St. Patrick’s in Irishtown
By William Meiners
Herald Staff Writer
f you find yourself driving east on a dirt road named for its separation of Gratiot and Isabella counties, you’ll likely feel something of the past, present and future all at once. In a
milelong stretch, passing farmlands to the south and about 10 homes, mostly to the north,
the bumpy ride takes you up a hill and a first sighting of a green steeple pointing to the
clouds. Beyond that, at least half a dozen windmills spin on the distant horizon. Each with three
giant limbs turning over in continuous summersaults.
The steeple and accompanying cross are part of St. Patrick’s Church, seemingly rising out of
the middle of nowhere amidst a paved parking lot with yellow-painted parking spaces. A red brick
exterior with hints of blueish green in its stained glass, this second church was built in 1898, replacing the original wood edifice erected 30 years earlier that still stands as the parish hall.
Behind St. Patrick’s is a cemetery filled with headstones bearing the Irish names of the families
who helped build the church — Connelly, Coughlin, Duffy, and so forth. Escaping the potato famine of their homeland, these Irish Catholics began arriving in this middle Michigan in the 1850s.
Though there was never an official “Irishtown,” the name stuck, the tightknit community grew.
See IRISHTOWN on page 5
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By Emma Selmon
Herald News Editor
A lifelong mid-Michigan resident turned 102 years
old last Tuesday.
Helen McClintic Giles was born
at her family’s farm on March 9,
1919. And last week — one century
and two years later — she was treated to a uniquely COVID-era birthday celebration.
Flanked by fire trucks and police
GILES
cars, her family drove by the yellow
house where “Grandma Giles” still lives for her own
personal birthday parade.
And for someone who’s had five children, 11 grandchildren, 22 great-grandchildren and 30 great-greatgrandchildren — most of whom are still living in the
mid-Michigan area — there were plenty of family
members to fill out a parade.
Giles told The Herald that the display was a big surprise.
“That was something else,” she said. “I was so surprised by that I didn’t settle down enough.
See GILES on page 16

irishtown continued from page 1
Church builders
Several publications have detailed the beginnings
of Irishtown, including The Herald, which on August
18, 1955, reported on settlers 100 years prior who
filed on land “made available to them under the Graduation Act.” The provisions of the act allowed them
to “obtain a deed to their land from the government
by residing on the property for eighteen months and
paying the sum of 50 cents per acre for its purchase.”
As families made homes in the rustic area they
soon discovered the treacherous trek of some 50
miles needed to receive the sacraments in the Catholic
church. The Herald reported, “Patrick Connelly, the
first child born in the parish, December 25, 1855, was
carried by his parents on a foot journey to Westphalia,
in March 1856, to be baptized.”
So, in just over a quarter of a century, the community invested in and built two churches. In a book
celebrating its centennial, St. Patrick Irishtown 18681968, Reverend Richard E. Cross, then the pastor,
paid homage to those pioneers. In order, he wrote,
“to keep green the memory of those who more than
a century ago came here on to this remote tract of
swamp and forest in the Michigan wilderness seeing
in its emptiness homes and children and a future. We
commemorate the literal century of the building of a
place of worship, but the roots of what we here make
memory of stretch back through many centuries.”
It’s been more than 50 years now since that centennial celebration. Through many baptisms, first communions, and confirmations, St. Patrick has stood the
test of time. The town, however, off the beaten path
and unable to maintain sustainable businesses, began
to fade away. Now Irishtown is little more than historical gem awaiting its rediscovery.
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Bygone historians
St. Patrick’s on County Line Road is considered an
“occasional-use church” these days. Deacon Todd Lovas and Father Fred Kawka, both from the St. Vincent
de Paul Parish of Shepherd, are available for those
special occasions, including weddings and funerals.
Kawka said an evening Mass the second Wednesday
of every month is still well-attended.
“They’re wonderful people who really love that
church,” said Kawka, noting the congregation’s eagerness to pull a potluck together for the parish hall.
“They look for almost any occasion to come back.”
Dorothy Mallory was among the parishioners who
loved St. Patrick’s and her Irishtown upbringing. After spending so much of her life there, she died in October 2019. The church organist for 70 years, she also
served as the choir director for most of that time. A
span of Ash Wednesdays at the keys, Lovas believes,
from the first in her teenage years to the final one the
Lent before her death.
Additionally, Mallory volunteered to teach religion
classes, wash altar linens, and maintain the St. Patrick
cemetery records for some 50 years. She had a hand
in the aforementioned publication that celebrated the
centennial of the church and enjoyed sharing the history of Irishtown with the Gratiot County Genealogical Society.
As you might suspect, Mallory is buried behind the
church, alongside her husband and many others who
made Irishtown a home and St. Patrick’s a place for
their faith. All worthy of a toast on this St. Paddy’s
Day.
Special thanks to the Clarke Historical Museum at Central Michigan University and the Gratiot County Historical
Society for supplying background for this article.

RENOVATION continued from page 1

In terms of security, the current setup of the Alma Police Department is “not up to par as far as modernday safety issues” are concerned, Director Mark Williams said. An open countertop is the only separation
between the visitors lobby and the officers workspace. (Herald photo)
The leaking pipe led to holes in
some walls throughout the department — including in the men’s
locker room, which has rendered
the shower unusable. Flooring and
walls in the department’s interview
room and booking area have been
damaged as well.
Williams said that as of last year,
the leaky pipe they identified has
been fixed, but he can’t say if the
leak issue “completely resolved”
inside the walls. But even if the leak
has stopped, the damage — and the
mold issues — persist.
Even beyond the water damage,
the whole department has been in
need of a renovation for some time,
Williams said. The internal offices
won’t be updated in this project,
although “they’re certainly due”:
Williams said that he wanted to get
the health and security issues taken
care of first.
So, in addition to addressing the
water damage, the renovation will
also change up the floor plan of the
police department.
In terms of security, the current setup of the Alma Police Department is “not up to par as far
as modern-day safety issues” are
concerned, Williams said. An open
countertop is the only separation
between the visitors lobby and the

officers workspace, which is an issue of security as well as privacy.
Currently, if officers are discussing a sensitive case, or if people
are waiting in the lobby for someone being interviewed, they “have
to be really careful of what’s being
said, because there’s no enclosure,
there’s no privacy there,” Williams
said. And due to the nature of their
job, they “have to be really mindful” of issues like that.
A wall will be put up where the
counter is now, so that the officers
have a more secure and private
workspace. The room will have
a conference table and will be
equipped for briefings, Williams
said.
With this new workspace taking
up the current office manager spot,
a little less than half of the current
lobby will be made into an enclosed
office for that position. That room
will feature a reception window that
opens to the lobby.
With these changes, there “won’t
be any opportunity for someone to
come into the workstation area…
where the officers are,” Williams
said.
And in addition to the security
upgrades, the newly separated spaces will be more COVID-friendly as
well.

“[We’ll] still have it be userfriendly and as open to the community as possible, but still have those
safety features in mind,” Williams
said.
Konwinski plans to begin work
on the project within the next two
weeks, and they anticipate the renovation to take four to five weeks to
complete, Williams said.
Because no work is being done
to the internal offices of the department, the administrators and staff
will be able to continue to work in
their offices through the renovation,
except for a few days when asbestos
removal will take place. The office
administrator will be able to work
from home, and the officers will
simply spend more time in their vehicles.
The lobby itself will be closed
during the renovation, but the department will still be working to
assist the public. Those in need
of assistance can still call 911 for
emergencies, and for other needs,
they can call the Gratiot County
Central Dispatch’s non-emergency
line at 989-875-7505.
The department can be reached
for non-emergency issues through
Facebook or other social media,
or by “simply flagging an officer
down,” Williams said.
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Left, St. Joseph, wearing the Irish green, and the baby Jesus greet
entering parishioners at St. Patrick’s. Right, Several of the stainedglass windows of the church honor the memory of the families who
first came to Irishtown.

competition continued from page 3

Brendan Kelley, executive director the Chamber of Commerce, said that
the idea for an arts corridor from the Gratiot County Players building down
to the Chamber building “[ties] in to a lot of the arts development that is
happening in downtown Alma to begin with.”
“It’s only a one-third stretch mile of Superior, but it just has all these great
opportunities to engage with the arts,” he said.
On the west side of the Chamber building, the plan is to install a statuary
project that is a nod to the quilt squares that adorn Gratiot County barns and
buildings. The green space on the east side of the building will be transformed into an outdoor meeting space.
And on the other end of the corridor, the alley between the Alma Community Arts Center and the Gratiot County Players — where an artist has
already been commissioned to paint a mural this year — will become an
outdoor events space.
Kelley said that this plan will “really put some capstone markers on either
side” of Alma’s naturally-occurring arts corridor, and will “cement it as a
major, strong part of the downtown district.”
Schooley said that this placemaking project fits in well with the vision
for Alma that the city has been working towards with initiatives like Alma
Aspires.
“It does fit within the scope of the things we’ve been talking about, and
I think that it’s nice to see us validate the ideas that we have about creating community space, about creating things that are community driven,” he
said.
This project has been in the works for a long time. This is actually the
second year that Alma submitted the plan to the “Put Your Town on the
Map” competition and was selected as a finalist: they were set to make their
in-person presentation for last year’s event when the onset of COVID-19
put the program on pause.
When the Consumers Energy Foundation announced that they would resume the competition in 2021, Alma resubmitted their proposal.
For Schooley, it’s exciting to see Alma chosen as a finalist once again.
“They had a lot more submissions this time than they did last year, so it’s
nice to still be among the top 10 to do that,” Schooley said. “So we’re anxious to get our presentation together and see what we could come up with.”
The sort of placemaking outlined in this project has been a goal of Alma’s
long before COVID-19, but the pandemic has “accelerated” these discussions, Schooley said. With still a long ways to go before people can gather
in a pre-pandemic “normal” way, it has become even more important for
communities to make space for people to stay engaged with their neighbors,
but stay comfortable as they gather.
Kelley pointed out that in larger cities that have that have invested in arts
corridors in their downtowns, businesses and residency in those areas has
flourished. But the COVID-19 pandemic has shown the need for this sort of
investment in a new light for many people.
“Now more than ever, I think people realize the need for outdoor spaces
and see them as resources to develop events for downtown communities, or
communities in general,” Kelley said. “I think that this plan and this pitch
really shows how rural communities especially can take advantage of those
resources.”
And while the project may be called an “arts corridor,” beautification is
only part of the goal: it’s about “creating spaces that can be utilized” by the
community.
“We’ll create these beautiful spaces that will enhance the downtown experience and hope to bring people downtown, but also, we hope that the
events and the activities that happen in those spaces will also double those
efforts,” he said.
Schooley and Kelley said that whether Alma wins first, second or third
place, they have a plan on how to use the grant money they receive to make
this project become a reality. But even if Alma comes away empty-handed,
community organizations will continue to work together to create community spaces in downtown Alma.
Kelley said that he is grateful to Consumers Energy for the opportunity to
compete for these funds. Between this grant project and the support they’ve
given to different initiatives throughout the pandemic, the company has
been “tremendous” to work with.
“They’ve been a great partner and advocate for the Chamber, and I’m just
incredibly appreciative of this opportunity to once again work with them to
do good for Gratiot County,” he said.

