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Fruitport boondoggle: financial 
fiascoes plague township
News and commentary by Eric Wiggin

Cooper collects nothing
The love of money is a root of every evil, Paul wrote in the 

Bible. This oft-misquoted verse underscores the financial 
troubles of Fruitport Township over the past 20 years. Smoke, 
mirrors and finger-pointing have kept citizens confused re 
several issues. Consider: 

Some 20 years ago, then Township Supervisor Ed Engle 
chaired a board meeting packed with 200-plus visitors. Two-
thirds of this crowd was from out of town, on hand to press 
Engle’s board to open a harness track featuring pari-mutuel 
gambling. Of Fruitport citizens present, two-thirds opposed 
the track. Engle and his board caved in to outside pressure 
and voted to go ahead with Muskegon Race Course (MRC), in 
conjunction with Muskegon County and private interests.

The track is a ruin today, with grass growing in the 
acres of parking lots, the bleachers and lounge a heap of 
rubble, most of the paddocks gone. Property worth tens of 
millions of dollars has been ripped to shreds by the Little 
River Band of Ottawa Indians, who hope to build a gambling 
casino nearby.

After the track opened as a harness race track, several 
former MRC employees came to a Fruitport Township Board 
meeting to allege embezzling by money counters and jockey 
race-fixing at the track. The track subsequently failed.

After Cooper became supervisor, he put together a 
group of horsemen to reopen the track in 1999 as Great Lakes 
Downs, a thoroughbred facility. The track also beamed si-
mulcast racing shows into out-of-town and out-of-state loca-
tions, where bettors could wager on horses run in Fruitport. 
Cooper hired a township race track official, a retired horse 
trainer, to help police the track. Although given legal stand-
ing, Fruitport’s track overseer was systematically shut out of 
the places corrupt activities allegedly occurred. 

By season’s end, a furor had erupted over break monies. 
Michigan Racing (MRI), the owner of Great Lakes Downs, 
admitted in court that it was shorting Fruitport Township 
substantial amounts of breakage money –– that is, money 
paid back to the state and township as tax revenue for police, 
fire and other services. The 1999 thoroughbred season ended 
with MRI owing Fruitport taxpayers more than $100,000, 
Cooper then estimated.

The state’s entity in racing, the Michigan Racing Com-
mission, stonewalled attempts by township officials to collect 
these monies.

So Supervisor Cooper asked his board to sue, and they 
did.

From the outset, Connie Smith and Chuck Whitlow, 
both township trustees, opposed Cooper’s attempt to collect  
the owed break monies. But in 2000, Smith, formerly an aide 
to Ted Bringedahl, supervisor between Engle and Cooper, 
ran against Cooper and won –– largely because the major 
media, sore at Cooper for exposing the track corruption, sup-
ported Smith. For the next four years with Smith in office, 
the suit against MRI and the Michigan Racing Commission 
was dropped.

By 2004, when Cooper was reelected, some $1 million of 
taxpayer cash, he estimates, had been illegally retained by 
the owners of Great Lakes Downs. Cooper asked his board 
to reinstate the lawsuit, and they did.

In 2007, however, Great Lakes Downs shut down the po-
nies, with its owners, MRI, claiming they were losing money. 
Shortly thereafter, Michigan Racing filed for bankruptcy. 
MRI at this time were negotiating to settle out of court in 
the $200,000 to $300,000 range, much more than had been 
spent by the township on legal fees.

Cooper’s board balked at continuing the suit. Township 
attorney Ron Redick, in an open meeting, speculated that 
he could get a settlement of several hundred thousand dol-
lars, even with the track in bankruptcy court.  One reason is 
that it was established by the court that the parent company 
would be responsible for the debt established by the court 
if MRI was unable to pay it.  So last year, Cooper, because 
of concern that the township would be losing hundreds of 
thousands of dollars,  offered to pay the legal fees out of his 
own pocket to continue, and the board, in a divided vote, 
agreed to this.

Meanwhile, the Little River Band of Ottawa Indians 
petitioned to buy the track property, and they took options 
on property next door with plans for a casino guaranteed 
to make Fruitport boom. Cooper, stung twice by race track 
fiascoes, was cautious. In a public meeting held to discuss 
the issue for the casino, Cooper pled with voters and board 
members for more time to get all the ducks in a row before 
signing on with the Little River Band, which already owns 
a casino in Manistee.  Brian Werschem, who already had 
entered the primaries as a candidate, strongly supported 
the casino, claiming that it would bring “hundreds” of jobs 
to Fruitport. The casino proponents won, and Werschem 
subsequently was elected supervisor last fall.

Cooper again affirmed his desire to help Fruitport 

Township recoup lost track break money. Werschem’s board 
agreed to let him continue paying the attorney, though Wer-
schem himself opposed the measure.

So, at the September 14 Fruitport Township board meet-
ing, Supervisor Werschem announced that the township had 
received a check for $10,000 from MRI, in an out-of-court 
settlement agreed on by his board and attorney Redick and 
without Cooper’s knowledge. Cooper, present at the meeting, 
was exasperated. “You’ve broken” our agreement, he told 
Werschem. “I would never have agreed to pay the cost” if 
I had been told “you were going to stop the suit just before 
going to court.”

Werschem countered that “you can’t beat money out of 
a dead horse.” He said that the suit had cost the township 
more than $95,000 in legal fees. “We’re not going to discuss 
this with you [Cooper]. “It’s over,” Werschem said.

So on September 15, Great Lakes Downs property, which 
Werschem expected the Little River Band to utilize, lay in 
ruins. Two men, –– one cutting up girders with a torch, 
–– were the only signs of life in a complex said to be worth 
$20 to $30 million. Motel keepers in Norton Shores and 
Fruitport Township are still looking for the flock of patrons 
Werschem believed the racing property and a shining new 
casino would generate.

Werschem, on September 14, ticked off a list of Fruit-
port’s recent financial woes to his board. The township, he 
said, owes more than $40,000 in settlement of tax tribunals. 
State revenue sharing has been drastically cut because of the 
recession. The water fund had an operating loss of $199,000 
during the past fiscal year, most of it caused by a jump in 
water prices from the Muskegon Heights filtration plant.

And, said Werschem, “we owe $54,000 in storm dam-
age.” He quickly stated that “the best use of that $10,000 (the 
MRI track settlement) is to pay for storm damage.”

“Is that a motion?” asked Trustee Chuck Whitlow.
Werschem affirmed that it was.
But, worried Trustee Dave Markgraf, Cooper could “sue 

the township, and we’d wind up paying more than $10,000 
in legal fees.”

Township Clerk Carol Hulka also objected, saying that 
Cooper “did it for the community,” and that Redick’s cur-
rent legal bill for $9,959 should be paid by the township. 
Treasurer Rose Dillon agreed. Dillon also felt that Redick, 
whom she’d heard tell the board that he expected to garner 
$275,000 to $300,000 from MRI, had not done his job. She 
felt the township was in a position to get Redick to take less 
for his services.

Whitlow called for a vote. Those who favored the 
township’s keeping all of the paltry settlement check were 
trustees Whitlow, Marg Nash and Ron Becklin, along with 
Supervisor Brian Werschem. Opposed were Rose Dillon, 
Carol Hulka, and Trustee Dave Markgraf.

Water woes
Meanwhile, Fruitport householders will pay the town-

ship about $1 more monthly for water, and the price is 
expected to continue to rise. For several years, the City of 
Muskegon Heights has commingled water district funds 
with the city’s other revenues, Fruitport and Norton Shores 
council members say. Though Heights officials claim a defi-
cit of $343,000 in water plant operating expenses, Fruitport 
and Norton Shores, which buy their water from the Heights 
plant, have sued.

Fruitport DPW Supervisor Matt Farrar told FAN that 
a private firm is auditing the City of Muskegon Heights’ 
books. A four-day bench trial is scheduled for February, 2010, 
before Muskegon County Circuit Judge James M. Graves in 
an attempt to resolve the fiasco.

Renewable Energy
Michigan, like most of the nation, has experienced 

increased forest cover in recent years, as farms have been 
abandoned due to greater productivity from hybrid crops 
and better fertilizers. With gas, electric and oil prices soar-
ing, many citizens in semi-rural areas have been installing 
outdoor wood-fired boilers for cheaper heat from renewable 
wood, especially when an owner has a few acres where he 
can harvest his own firewood.

This has caught the attention of other citizens in West 
Michigan. Township Supervisor Werschem says he’s been 
swamped with phone calls complaining about a neighbor’s 
outdoor wood furnace.

So Fruitport’s Public Works Committee has drafted an 
outdoor wood furnace ordinance. You may place a wood 
furnace on a minimum of three acres, provided it’s at least 
175 feet from your neighbor’s nearest “structure.” Asked at 
the August 24 board meeting if that meant buildings other 
than occupied houses, Werschem said this meant all build-
ings. He explained that someone might wish to work in his 
garage or pole barn without being bothered by a neighbor’s 
wood smoke.

The new ordinance will have its second and final read-
ing at the September 28 meeting.

Commentary:
The water pumping and filtration plant serving Fruitport, 

Norton Shores and Muskegon Heights belongs to the City of 
Muskegon Heights. It is actually within the City of Norton Shores, 
on Lake Michigan, where it was built in the late 1930’s. 

But what business does a city or county have owning a water 
plant, or any other utility, for that matter? Sell the plant to a pri-
vate, for-profit industry. This would put all three communities on 
an equal footing. The in-ground pipes and water towers, of course, 
should remain the property of each community, as now.• 

News & Commentary 
by Eric Wiggin

Pulling My Boots Off

Work place is the wrong place for 
sexual politics
(from the American Family Association)

“ENDA (The Employment Non-Discrimination Act of 
2009) (H.R. 2981, H.R. 3017 and S.1584) has been changed from 
the “gay-only” version the House passed in 2007 to include 
language banning job discrimination based on “gender iden-
tity” as well as sexual orientation –– complete with special 
protections for the transgendered. It would mean your child’s 
teacher, if he were a male but “felt” like a female, could go 
into the women’s bathroom.

“ENDA is aimed at providing heightened protections 
for a particular sexual behavior –– homosexuality. It would 
grant special consideration on the basis of “sexual orienta-
tion” that would not be extended to other employees in the 
workplace.

“ENDA violates employers’ and employees’ Consti-
tutional freedoms of religion, speech and association. The 
proposed legislation would prohibit employers from taking 
their deeply held beliefs into account when making person-
nel decisions. This would pose an unprecedented intrusion 
by the federal government into people’s lives.

“ENDA would approvingly bring private behavior  con-
sidered immoral by many into the public square. By declaring 
that all sexual preferences are equally valid, ENDA would 
change national policy supporting marriage and family.

“The Human Rights Campaign (HRC) claims that ENDA 
does not apply to religious organizations, but the 2007 version 
of the law only provided a religious exemption for religious 
positions that were involved in actual teaching or proclama-
tion of doctrine.

“Such a limited exemption, some pro-family legal ex-
perts argue, would mean that a Christian school that was 
hiring a secretary, janitor or football coach, would not be 
allowed to reject a homosexual who applied for the slot.

“Christian concerns about ENDA are not paranoia. As 
with the case of hate crime laws, when ENDA-style measures 
have been passed in other places around the world, religious 
institutions quickly come under pressure.

“ENDA is just one of many ways that gay activists are 
manipulating law and policy to force Americans to endorse 
their lifestyle and to muzzle and punish those who dis-
agree.•”

Letter from abroad stirs thoughts 
of American soldiers everywhere
by Harry and Heidi Wojahn

About two weeks ago, my mother received a letter in the 
mail regarding her father. The letter is as follows:

“Dear Ma’am,
“I found your address on internet white pages, and I 

hope you are the daughter of the former Pfc soldier, Ray-
mond Vanderwal, of Spring Lake, Ottawa County, Michigan, 
wounded in action at Bomporto (North Italy) on April 22, 
1945. He was with Battery C, 616th Field Artillery Battalion 
(Pack), 10th Mountain Division.

“I am 48 and I am interested in Military History. I live 
in Bomporto, a small town located 14 km north of Modena 
in the Po Valley, Italy. With the purpose of reconstructing 
the war events that took place in my country during World 
War II, I would be interested to come into contact with former 
American soldiers (of relatives) who were fighting over the 
Po Valley, in particular in the province of Modena.

“During the night 21/22 April, 1945, the Battery C col-
umn was ambushed by the Germans at Bomporto. In the 
fire fight, a two-and-a-half ton truck and a 105 mm Howitzer 
were destroyed by enemy action and some American soldiers 
wounded. Pfc Paul Griswold, with his Browning automatic 
rifle, established a firing position ahead of the trapped con-
voy. For his heroic action, Pfc Griswold was awarded the 
Silver Star for his gallantry and the Purple Heart for the 
wounds that were inflicted by the Germans.

“If you are the daughter of the Pfc that I am in search 
of, I would be grateful if you would send me a photo of him 
(photocopy or printable scan copy) of the war period, with 
Army uniform and some biographical notes. My intention 
is to publish the information and photos through computer 
slide projections in the schools (“scuole medie” students 11 
to 14 years old) and perhaps to publish a small booklet about 
World War II in my province. On the local history books, 
only the names of the partisans and civilians that died in the 
aerial bombing appear. The names of the American soldiers 
remain unknown. If you are not the daughter of the man I 
am searching, please forgive me for the trouble.

“My gratitude to American soldiers: many of them lost 
their lives for the liberation of my country and the return 
of Democracy.

“Well, I hope of having disturbed too much, I thank you 
again for your kind availability.

“While waiting for your welcome reply, I wish you all 
the best and remain. 

    “Sincerely
    “Carlo Mondani”
As my wife and I read this letter, our hearts couldn’t 

help but feel that our ancestors really made big changes in 
the lives of the people from all those other countries where 
they served, not only to protect our rights and freedom, but 
to help bring those other countries back from the brink of 
destruction. I do not know where we would all be today if it 
had not been for all of our soldiers fighting here and abroad, 
but I can only imagine that it might not have turned out so 
well for our planet.•


