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COPPERDOG
Dedicated volunteers help 
make sled dog race great

On a late-winter’s eve, the 
streets of Calumet will 
come alive with spectators 

from near and far who’ll join in a 
festival-like atmosphere to celebrate 
and cheer on racers and their teams at 
the start of the 2022 Copperdog 150.

This will be the 13th year for 
Michigan’s northernmost sled dog 
competition, which will be held 
Friday to Sunday, March 4 to 6. The 

starting line celebration begins early 
Friday evening with the intermittent 
release of teams beginning at 7 p.m.

This year’s competition is 
expected to host some 50 sled dog 
teams primarily from the Midwest, 
but several teams will travel from 
states including Oregon, Montana, 
Washington, Wyoming, one from 
Maryland and another from Ontario, 
Canada.

By Joseph Zyble

sporting life

    The 13th running of the Copperdog 150 races will be held the weekend 
of Friday, March 4, to Sunday, March 6. (Brock It, Inc. photo)
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The Copperdog offers three options 
for racers to compete in: the premier 
150 race (approximately 122 miles), 
the  Copperdog 80 (72 miles), and the 
Copperdog 25 (about 14 miles). 

Kelly Probst, assistant race director, 
said organizers are expecting a more 
typical year than last year’s event, which 
was held before COVID vaccines were 
made widely available.

“Just like everything else, COVID 
was a huge issue for Copperdog. We 
vacillated for weeks on should we or 
should we not do the race. Almost all of 
the other races were canceled,” she said. 

Recognizing that sled dog racing is a 
socially distant sport by nature, the board 
of directors for the Copperdog elected to 
move forward with last year’s race minus 
the community celebration aspect.

“We worked hard with our local health 
department and followed all the rules set 
by the CDC (Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention) and pulled off an event 
that was legendary. It was simple and 
fun. The racers were thrilled to be able to 
race. For most, it was their only race of 
the season,” Probst said.

This year will see a more traditional 
starting line celebration as hundreds 
of people are expected to gather 
downtown. There will be music, 
bonfires, food and beverage vendors, 
and more. Tons of snow will be hauled 
in and packed down on Fifth Street to 
convert into part of a one-mile “snow 
road” for mushers to get a fast start.

“It is awesome. People are four rows 
deep along the length of Fifth Street. 
They line the fence to be close to the 

teams as they head out. It is extremely 
high energy, electric,” Probst said.

In addition, many of the downtown 
businesses remain open during the 
starting celebration for shopping, dining 
and so forth. Once the last sled dog team 
is out of the gate, a fireworks display 
will light up the skies above Calumet.

As mushers begin the 150 course 
Friday evening, they’ll travel east to 
Gay, then will follow snowmobile 
trails back west to Eagle Harbor. Day 
two sends the mushers along a trail that 
winds its way up to Copper Harbor. On 
Sunday, the final leg of the race takes 
the teams back to Eagle Harbor in the 
final dash to the finish line. 

The shorter Copperdog 80 is 
held Saturday and Sunday, and the 
Copperdog 25 is a “sprint race” that is 
held in Copper Harbor on Saturday. 

Prizes for the winners include an 
$18,000 purse for the winner of the 
Copperdog 150; $6,000 for the winner 
of the Copperdog 80; and $2,000 for the 
Copperdog 25 winner.

Geri Minard is a 22-year, veteran sled 
dog racer who has competed in more than 
50 races in her career and has traveled 
for events in Wisconsin, Minnesota 
and Maine. The Newberry resident has 
competed in each of the three events 
offered at the Copperdog, and will race in 
the sprint competition this year.

One special aspect of the Copperdog 
for Minard is the spectacular, rugged 
beauty of the trek through the Copper 
Country.

“The trail system has gone over 
Brockway Mountain in the past. It’s a 

Volunteer dog handlers keep the dogs steady near the starting line during 
the 2019 Copperdog 150. (Photo by Brock It, Inc.)
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pretty awesome experience to view 
Lake Superior on a dog team from 
atop the mountain,” she said.

Tom Bauer, a resident of Tapiola 
in Houghton County, got into the 
sport to give his very active dogs 
exercise. He enjoyed the activity 
and his first competitive race was the 
very first UP200 held in Marquette in 
1990. Since then he has raced all of 
the U.P. races, including each of the 
Copperdog races multiple times, and 
has competed in events in Minnesota, 
Wisconsin and Ontario.

“As I got into racing, and adding 
more and more dogs, up to a 10-dog 
team, it was more fun because you 
could go farther and longer. Did some 
camping with the dogs.”

Bauer, who owns Otter River Sled 
Dog Training Center and Wilderness 
Adventure, said the Copperdog is 
special, not only because of the close 
proximity for him, but also because 
it is truly a community effort and 
a labor of love. “It’s run by a lot of 
people who have become my friends 
and family,” Bauer said. 

He’s one of many people who 
support the Copperdog in a variety 
of ways. For his part, Bauer was 

among those who recently provided 
sled dog rides as part of a fundraiser 
for the Copperdog. In late February 
he’ll operate a dog team for training 
Copperdog volunteer crews about 
how to keep sled teams and others 
safe at road crossings during the race.

Minard was also impressed by 
the  enthusiasm and dedication of 
volunteers and board members.

“They’re a group of very passionate 
people who take great pride in putting 
on a premier sled dog race. A number 
of these people have become very 
good friends of my husband and I,” 
she said. 

 The Copperdog 150 events could 
not happen without the collaboration 
of communities throughout the 
Keweenaw Peninsula. Probst said 
volunteers are mainly local, but some 
also travel from Wisconsin, lower 
Michigan and even further to help out. 

“It is 100 percent powered by 
volunteers, from the board of directors 
and race leaders, all the way down to 
the dog handlers,” Probst said. “It 
takes approximately 600 volunteers to 
pull off a race. The board works year 
round, but race weekend would not 
happen without all the volunteers who 

sign up to help,” she said.
Volunteers are needed for a variety 

of tasks: parking, road crossings, 
timing, dog handling, trail crew, and 
more. A volunteer dashboard can be 
found on the organizations website, 
copperdog150.com, where anyone 
can sign up for available positions.

“Every year we meet our volunteer 
expectations,” Probst added. “It’s 
humbling. We love our volunteers.”

The Copperdog 150 is a lot of work 
but it also helps out the local economy 
and gives people something to look 
forward to in the later part of winter. 
Probst got involved as a volunteer 
dog handler in 2010. She held several 
volunteer positions over the years, 
eventually joining the board, and 
last year was invited by her brother, 
Race Director John Bryant, to be the 
assistant race director.

“We are the first brother-sister race 
director team for Copperdog. It is a 
family affair,” she said, noting that 
her husband is on the timing crew and 
her kids help assist with dog handling 
at the finish line in Eagle Harbor.

There seems to be no shortage of interest 
in the sled dog sport. Bauer’s business lent 
support to a fledgling sled dog club at 

Michigan Tech several years ago and it has 
grown steadily. He is also busy teaching 
the sport and has 63 dogs, the number 
needed so they can all get proper rest when 
not training with customers.

Bauer would likely continue to 
keep a sled dog team even if there 
were no competitions.
 “There’s nothing more satisfying 
and contemplative than running down 
a trail in winter with 10 dogs in front 
of you away from the noise,” he said. 
“It’s just a peaceful time.”

Minard also makes sled dogs a 
priority: “I love the physical activity, the 
outdoors and dogs. Dog mushing is the 
perfect blend of all three,” she said. “It’s 
an incredible experience to be on the 
runners of a team of dogs where there is 
mutual trust between you and your four-
legged best friends. The dogs are our 
family and I wouldn’t trade our lifestyle 
for anything in the world.”

For more information visit www.
copperdog150.com or go to the organ-
ization’s Facebook page.
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