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BY MARDI SUHS 
 CADILLAC NEWS

CADILLAC — John E. Lau-
rent, legendary for the role 
he played in bringing the 
rock band KISS to Cadil-
lac in 1975, passed away on 
Aug. 10 at his home in Ca-
dillac. He was 86.

No one was more sur-
prised at becoming a ’70s pop 
culture icon than Laurent, 
the Cadillac High School 
principal from 1969 to 1987.

His motive for agreeing 
to the visit was his desire 
to unite the student body. In 
the 1970s, cultural upheaval 
was dividing the students. 
In addition, CHS students 
attended in split sessions.

“You had literally two 
schools,” said Jim Neff, 
the retired teacher and as-
sistant football coach who 
started playing KISS music 
in the locker room and 
invited them to homecom-
ing. “Some went to school 
mornings, others in the 
afternoon. There was no 
lunch. It was a struggle get-
ting the kids pointed in the 
same direction.”

“I have been trying to 
bring the student body 
together for a couple of  

years,” Laurent said after 
the KISS visit. “And KISS 
did that in one day.”

Yet Laurent didn’t consid-
er the KISS event his great-
est achievement at CHS.

Veterans Day assembly
In a 2013 Cadillac News 

interview, Laurent was 
asked about his CHS ad-
ministrative career.

“I am the one who start-
ed the veterans assembly,” 
he said. “I suggested this to 
the senior class officers ... 
I told them it takes a lot of  
hard work to put together 
because it’s all done in 
silence ... and it hasn’t 
changed much over the 
years.”

The first assembly took 
place on Nov. 11, 1969.

“KISS was important,” 
said Tom Jobson, former 
vice principal. “It was a 
unique thing to approve 
in this community at the 
time. And it was a huge 
event that Dave Brines and 
Jim Neff  put together. And 
John was the driving force 
to push it through the ad-
ministration and the board 
of  education. But there is 
one thing even more impor-
tant than KISS — the Veter-
ans Day assembly. He was 
responsible for it and it is a 
tradition that continues.”

Jobson moved here in 
1971 and witnessed the 
third annual assembly.

SEE KISS, PAGE A2
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MDOT: Roundabout proposal at M-115, Mac Trail a ‘starting point’
BY CHRIS LAMPHERE 

 CADILLAC NEWS

CADILLAC — The mere 
mention of  a new round-
about elicits strong opin-
ions among many North-
ern Michigan residents.

A recent recommenda-

tion to install a round-
about at the intersection 
of  M-115 and Mackinaw 
Trail was met with a 
number of  comments, 
both positive and nega-
tive, on the Cadillac News 
Facebook page (see end of  
story).

Many of  the com-
menters inquired why 
officials were considering 
a roundabout when it was 
apparent (at least to them) 
that a traffic signal would 
be a better course of  ac-
tion.

The recommendation 

for a roundabout was 
made in a report outlining 
suggested improvements 
to the Cadillac West cor-
ridor area, which includes 
stretches of  M-115, M-55 
and Mackinaw Trail.

Officials with the Alli-
ance for Economic Suc-

cess, Networks Northwest 
and Beckett and Raeder 
created the report with 
input from the Michigan 
Department of  Transpor-
tation.

MDOT North Region 
Communications Repre-
sentative James Lake said 

it’s important to remem-
ber at this point that no 
plans have been finalized 
and the recommendation 
to build a new roundabout 
is simply a “starting point 
for conversations” about 
the topic.

SEE ROUNDABOUT, PAGE A2
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M-115

Near-drought conditions 
taking toll on farmers

ON PAGE A4

 Repairs at new jail  
on board’s agenda 

ON PAGE A3

THE INSIDE

Exceptionally dry weather 
affecting growth of hay, 
beginning to stunt corn

Contractor, architect will address 
issues during Wednesday  

commissioners meeting

 

 

Regulating 
traffic control
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In October of 2015, John 
Laurent helped celebrate the 
40th anniversary of the KISS 
Homecoming at Cadillac High 
School by posing with the KISS 
tribute band Mr. Speed. 

How a Marine Corps veteran made KISStory

Deaths

 84 | 62     77 | 58

Two-day forecast
 Wednesday  Thursday

Rain, storms on way

 
The Legend of  the Laurent: Former principal leaves lasting legacy
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“Awe, that’s what I felt,” 
he said. “To have all of  
our students dressed up in 
solemn respect, the pure si-
lence ... this was impressive 
because it portrayed the dig-
nity that the students had 
without knowing anyone 
who served, honoring their 
memory and the things they 
did for this country.”

“You always hear about 
John and KISS, but the Vet-
erans Day assembly is his 
best achievement,” agreed 
Neff. “During that whole era 
of  political unrest, he got 
the entire student body to 
buy into it. It was interest-
ing to watch the freshman 
come in, not knowing what 
was going on. And when 
they were seniors taking the 
responsibility to run that 
whole event by themselves 
and proud to be involved.”

“I was surprised when I 
came here to see the kids all 
dressed up, lining the gym 
with flashlight candles,” 
said former CAPS Super-
intendent Fred Carroll. “It 
was very impressive to see 
kids conduct themselves 
that way. And they gained a 
lot of  respect for the United 
States, for the veterans and 
civil servants.”

Honoring our veterans 
was important for Laurent, 
a Marine Corps veteran 
who retired as a lieutenant 
colonel. in the reserves. His 
eight surviving brothers 
(Leland was killed in a car 
crash in 1930) all served 
in the armed forces from 
World War II through Ko-
rea. His brother, Doug, was 
killed in action in Korea in 
1952.

“All of  my brothers that 
came back rarely would say 

anything about their experi-
ences,” Laurent said. “But 
my brother, Jim, told me 
about the German counter-
attack in the Battle of  the 
Bulge, they were behind 
the German lines for eight 
days.”

The Legend of the 
Laurent

As the 2013 interview 
continued, he delayed men-
tion of  his KISS legacy for 
another memory, the “Leg-
end of  the Laurent.” Yes, 
he and his seven brothers 
were popular with the la-
dies.

“We were all good at 
sports, all good athletes, and 
we all were kind of  devils,” 
he said. “When we were 
young, we didn’t have a dad 
and we ran pretty free. All 
the girls wanted a Laurent.”

Laurent childhood
Jack Dillon grew up 

across the street from the 
Laurent family and is still 
best friends with John’s 
surviving brother Richard, 
84. And just last week, Dil-
lon greeted John and his 
wife Joyce at a Cadillac 
High School class reunion.

“I just shook hands with 
him at the reunion,” Dillon 
said. “I’ve known him all 
my life. There were nine 
boys and one girl in that 
family and nobody lived to 
be 50 years of  age.”

Laurent’s longevity was 
always a source of  surprise 
for him.

“Nobody lived to be old in 
our family,” Laurent once 
said. “They just didn’t live 
very long.”

After his father died in 
1935, his mom ran the fam-

ily dry cleaning business. 
The sons that didn’t leave 
for college later took over.

“Back then, you did what 
you had to do,” Dillon said. 
“The family didn’t lack for 
anything, and we all had a 
wonderful time growing up 
in Cadillac.”

Lincoln School
“I think his biggest ac-

complishment was Lincoln 
School,” said Dillon. “He 
turned that school around. 
When Fred Carroll was the 
superintendent and before 
John retired, Carroll told 
him he could pick his next 
school. Laurent picked 
Lincoln. And at that time, 
Lincoln had a reputation 
and people called it ‘stinkin 
Lincoln.’”

“John went into Lincoln 
and he talked to the kids 
and called it ‘thinking Lin-
coln,’” Carroll said. “So the 
kids had the idea that they 
were smart. He was very 
good about making that 
change.”

“I was a teacher at Lin-
coln and worked for him 
for nine years,” said Bob 
Swiger, whose wife, Kathy 
Ziska, is Laurent’s niece. 
“He wanted to build Lin-
coln up, and boy did he ever. 
He had spelling and math 
bees with other schools, he 
started a choir and a school 
song, he distributed news-
letters all around town. 
The guy was phenomenal. 
He promoted it. And you 
wouldn’t believe, when we 
got a school of  choice, par-
ents wanted to send their 
kids to Lincoln. He was a 
super guy and he will be 
greatly missed. The out-
pouring on social (media) 
has been incredible.”

KISStory
KISS fans began posting 

condolences for John Lau-
rent when they discovered 
the news of  his death over 
the weekend.

“With heavy hearts, we 
must share that John Lau-
rent passed away yesterday,” 
posted Neff  on the KissCa-
dillac website. “John was 
the Cadillac High School 
principal in 1975 when KISS 
came to Cadillac. He was in-
strumental in the decision 
making that led to the visit 
and became a legendary fig-
ure in the continuing story 
over the years.”

“I am responsible for 
bringing KISS to Cadillac,” 
Laurent said in the 2013 
interview. “It was the most 
hectic week at CHS. I didn’t 
even know who KISS was 
when Jim Neff  asked me 

about it ... I got permission 
from Superintendent Bill 
Smith. Jim had gone to their 
concerts and made contact 
with KISS. It turned out 
to be a wonderful week ... 
I was expecting the worst 
and hoping for the best. It 
turned out to be a wonderful 
week. And two of  the four 
KISS members were school 
teachers.”

No one involved could 
have known that the KISS 
Cadillac visit would make 
music history.

“I’ve been surprised every 
step along the way,” Neff  
said. “The three key people 
were Dave Brines, Bill 
Smith, and John Laurent. If  
he had said no, we wouldn’t 
have been able to do this. 
Looking back, I was a young 
teacher and for John, a 
rough-tough Marine, to get 

on board, to say this looks 
like a lot of  fun, I’m still 
amazed.”

On Monday morning, 
Neff  talked to Laurent’s son, 
Dave, who mentioned that 
his dad was talking about 
the KISS story “right up un-
til the end.”

“The story continues,” 
Neff  said. “And it affects 
people all over the world. 
John is an integral part of  
that whole story.”

“I am forever grateful for 
people like John Laurent,” 
posted former student Dave 
Anderson on social media. 
“Thank you for loving 
kids. Our lives are forever 
changed because of  friends 
like you.”

Quotes from John Lau-
rent were taken from a 2013 
Cadillac News interview.
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There are a number of  
factors, or “warrants,” 
that have to be taken 
into consideration when 
determining whether an 
intersection would be 
best served with a traf-
fic signal, roundabout or 
some other form of  traffic 
control.

Warrants include the 
following: vehicle vol-
umes for both legs of  an 
intersection; a need to 
provide gaps in traffic for 
cross traffic; pedestrian 
volumes; school cross-
ings; regulation of  traffic 
between other signals; 
crashes; and delays.

In the case of  the in-
tersection at M-115 and 
Mackinaw Trail, Lake said 
there weren’t enough war-
rants to justify a signal.

“We have looked at that 
intersection in the past, 
but it has not met our 
minimum standards for a 
traffic signal,” Lake said 
in an email to the Cadillac 
News. “Properly placed, 
signals can help (prevent) 
certain kinds of  crashes 
and improve traffic flow. 
Improperly placed, sig-
nals often perform just 
the opposite, increasing 
congestion and delay and 
increasing the potential 
for crashes.”

Lake said one of  the 
reasons a light might not 
work as well at the inter-
section is because most 
the traffic is coming from 
M-115.

The relatively sparse 
amount of  traffic com-
ing from Mackinaw Trail 
makes the intersection 
more suitable for a round-
about, which is feasible at 
the location because of  its 
large size.

“Signals are not safety 
devices, per se, but are 
traffic flow regulators,” 
Lake said. “They do not 
solve all problems. Driv-
ers still make poor deci-
sions at them, such as 
disobeying red lights or 
not paying attention as 
lights change, resulting in 
crashes and delay.”

Lake said each intersec-
tion is unique, which is 
why they have to assess 
them on an individual ba-
sis to determine the safest 
and most effective form of  
traffic control.

In places where round-
abouts have been in-
stalled, Lake said there 
is a marked reduction in 
crashes resulting in seri-
ous injury and death.

Case in point is the in-
tersection of  M-115 and 
M-42, near Mesick, where 
a roundabout was built 
several years ago.

In the years prior to 
its construction, 2009-
13, there were two fatal 
crashes and six serious 
injury crashes at the in-
tersection, Lake said. In 
addition, there were 14 mi-
nor injury crashes and 33 
property damage crashes.

In the years following 
construction, 2013-present, 
there have been no fatal 
crashes and only one seri-
ous injury crash, which 
involved a motorcyclist 
who passed through the 
middle of  the roundabout 
and crashed into the ditch. 
Lake said there were only 
four minor injury crashes 
in that time, and 25 prop-
erty damage crashes.

“Sometimes with round-
abouts, we see an increase 
in overall numbers of  
crashes, but they are usu-
ally property-damage-only 
crashes,” Lake said. “In 
this instance, we’ve seen 
a marked decrease of  all 
types of  crashes.”

Other problem intersec-
tions are also being looked 
at, although not necessar-
ily for a roundabout.

“Our staff  has been 
looking at the intersection 
of  Boon Road/Mitchell 
in Cadillac, and are cur-
rently studying it for 
the possibility of  adding 
protected left-turn green 
arrows to the signals to 

reduce conflicts between 
turning and through traf-
fic,” Lake said.

 
Roundabout or traffic 

signal?  
Debate heats up online
 Cadillac resident Sher-

ry Ward:
I think (a roundabout 

is) a great idea actually. 
I wouldn’t have said that 
before they put the one on 
115 and 37 in mesick but 
that one gets a ton of  traf-
fic and works great!

 Lake City resident Ja-
mie Stearns:

People don’t know how 
to use the roundabout now 
and it’s been there several 
years. Why would you 
think creating a third one 
would improve things? 
Drawing people down 
mac-trail ... Yeah probably 
not going to happen. Put-
ting a roundabout is only 
going to back traffic up 
causing other issues. Best 
bet would be to just put a 
blinking light or stop light 
there.

 Cadillac resident Tina 
Richardson:

There is no more traffic 
there than on 115/37 in 
Mesick and that solved the 
problem there. Same traf-
fic, same type of  intersec-
tion. SOMETHING needs 
done and a light would 
slow traffic far too much.

 Area resident Jen 
Neely:

I believe a traffic light 
at that intersection would 
make things much better 
and more importantly, saf-
er. There is a ton of  sum-
mer traffic, the proximity 
of  people entering and 
exiting the 131 highway, 
the school traffic during 
the school year as the B&B 
gas station is a transfer 
hub for busses. Also, the 
traffic light could be timed 
to stop traffic on 115 when 
there are three or more 
cars stopped on Mackinaw 
Trail.

 Area resident Tom 
Kiser IV:

In the mornings and late 
afternoons there is a lot 
of  traffic at that intersec-
tion. The light they would 
put in would probably 
be like the one south of  
town. Very short for north 
south, but long for people 
turning onto mitchell 
from mack trail. Not only 
that, but schools would 
have to redo routes with 
a stop light. Pine River, 
Cadillac, and tri county all 
use that intersection. If  
the roundabout was done 
the right way it would be 
much better than a stop 
light.

 Manton resident Carol 
Olson Blazejak:

I would take a stop light 

over a roundabout. Hate 
those things plus they’re 
dangerous.

 Cadillac resident Lisa 
Schwach:

Go with the roundabout. 
Great idea. Traffic will 
continue through instead 
of  a stop. The light at 115 
and 55 is a nightmare on 
busy weekends. Traffic 
is always backed up. As 
someone who lives on 
115 and sees it everyday, 
roundabout is my vote.

 Area resident Jean Ma-
rie Venema:

Absolutely not! Round-
abouts are nightmares for 
large trucks and campers 
and buses. They make 
them too small!! I would 
hate to see farm machin-
ery have to use them!!

 Marion resident Art 
Vanderhoef:

Roundabout is a great 
way to go. Works very 
well in other high traf-
fic situations; no reason 
it wouldn’t work there. 
That’s a horrible inter-
section come Thursday 
through Sunday. Up the 
road further at Ellen’s cor-
ner it works great, too.

 Cadillac resident Steve 
DeBolt:

Roundabouts cause more 
accidents because incon-
siderate people don’t know 
what “yield” means.

clamphere@cadillacnews.com | 775-NEWS (6397)

 Roundabout:  Debate on how to regulate traffic control continues

 KISS:  Laurent didn’t consider the KISS event his greatest achievement at CHS
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John Laurent was a natural athlete and was highly competitive. He loved to play golf and bridge.


