Up in Michigan

Connecting the Stars
We’d lie with our backs pressed against the cool
wood, listen to the water roll beneath us and stare
at the unending sea of stars above us.
BY EMILY HOPCIAN

A coastal town in England, a college campus on a hill in Ohio, the
woods of Big Sur, California, a drive
on the outskirts of town in Jackson,
Wyoming—no matter where I am, the
night sky takes me back to Northern
Michigan. The stars are familiar friends,

friends I grew to know and love during
summer nights spent on my grandparents’ dock on Crystal Lake.
I used to think the night sky took
me back Up North because the stars
shone the best and brightest there. But
a recent rafting, hiking and camping trip
in the Grand Canyon taught me there are
many spectacular places with incredible
views of the night sky. I’ve realized
every place carries its own weight, its
own memories. Everywhere it’s different,
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yet everywhere it’s the same. And while
I’ve seen the night sky in multiple states
and countries, my relationship with and
love for the stars is rooted in time spent
in Northern Michigan. As I’ve grown
and traveled, I’ve started to see it’s not
necessarily about the stars, but rather,
it’s about the memories tied to spending
time with the night sky in a place that
will forever be special to me.
It’s about time spent with family and
friends. When I was younger, my sister,
cousins, mom, uncle and I would walk
down to the dock at my grandparents’
cottage at night. We’d lie with our backs
pressed against the cool wood, listen to
the water roll beneath us and stare at the
unending sea of stars above us. I don’t
remember us saying much, but I do

remember my mom and uncle pointing
out the Milky Way, the North Star and
the Big Dipper.
The stars remind me of time spent
with my grandparents, too, from bonfires on Lake Michigan to afternoons
hearing stories about my grandmother’s
childhood on Crystal Lake at the resort
her grandparents bought in 1917.
They remind me of hot dogs, s’mores
and my cousin’s guitar after a full day
of tubing and waterskiing. Even daytime
memories are wrapped into the night
sky. I think of the quiet of Northern
Michigan, hikes on dirt trails, the sway
of the trees, the whisper of the leaves
and the way the sun peeks through
those leaves and gently dances on the
ground. I think of winding roads, the4

Traverse, Northern Michigan’s Magazine | JUNE ’16

41

Up in Michigan
sand on my feet hours after I’ve left the
beach and the heat that radiates from
my skin past sunset on a summer day.
Countless Northern Michigan
moments are wrapped in the stars, the
ones I see everywhere I go. I can travel
miles and always see the same stars, but
there’s something to Northern Michigan
that makes those of us who know it
well feel as though we’re “in” on the
best secret.

My heart was happy.
I was home.
In 2013, I moved across the country
to Berkeley, California, a city overflowing with people, light and noise.
Like Michigan, California has a great,
albeit salty, body of water to the west,
and while the sun sets over that water
every evening, just as it does over Lake
Michigan, the night takes on a different
look here. Even with the sun gone, the
sky is bright, bright with city lights, ball
park lights, house lights, street lights,
restaurant lights, billboard lights. Lights
on lights on lights. But no starlight.
The stars I’ve seen countless times in
Northern Michigan aren’t seen here;
they can’t be seen here. Out here, they’re
drowning beneath a hundred thousand
human lights.
These days, I often crave the dark and
quiet ruralness of Northern Michigan
and the clear night sky that shines so
brightly there. The more I search for
the stars in the San Francisco Bay Area,
the more I want my home state and its
beautiful, plentiful stars. It’s true, distance makes the heart grow fonder. Even
in California’s best places, the Golden
State can’t live up to Northern Michigan’s
wide open spaces, dark nights, clean,
fresh air and radiant stars.
Last September, I flew home to
Frankfort. It was approaching midnight
as our plane descended into Traverse
City. From my window seat, I peered
outside. The ground was dark with just
a few scattered lights, but the sky was
canvassed in the perfect mess of stars,
the ones you only see in Northern Michigan. My heart was happy. I was home.
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Emily Hopcian writes from Berkeley, California.
e.hopcian@gmail.com.
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