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Nearly four years ago, 
South Haven city offi cials 
acquired the condemned 
former S.E. Overton factory 
buildings and ordered their 
demolition with the hope of 
one day creating space for 
something that has become 
quite scarce in the city – af-
fordable housing.

This month the hopes and 

dreams of city staff and coun-
cil members from four years 
ago may become a reality.

At its meeting on Monday, 
Sept. 20, council members are 
scheduled to conduct a public 
hearing on whether to rezone 
the Overton site from Light 
Industrial to Multiple-Family 
Residential. Council will also 
consider selling the site to 
The Chicago-based Habitat 
Company to develop afford-
able housing units in three 
phases, and whether to grant 
Habitat Company a tax ex-
emption for the fi rst proposed 
rental phase of the housing 
project.

Looking for ways to ad-
dress the lack of affordable 

housing within the city has 
been among the city’s coun-
cil’s top goals for the past 
several years, with 2021 be-
ing no exception.

“This (seeking ways to at-
tract affordable housing de-
velopments) is priority No. 2 
for the city council this year,” 
Mayor Scott Smith said.

If the council decides to re-
zone the 6-acre Overton par-
cel at the corner of Indiana 
Avenue and Elkenburg Street, 
The Habitat Group plans to 
purchase the land and de-
velop it in three phases. The 
company would purchase 
the fi rst phase for $40,000, 
the second for $20,000 and 
the third for $40,000. Con-

struction on the fi rst phase is 
expected sometime in 2022 
or 2023. Construction on the 
fi nal phase must begin before 
January 2030, according to 
the proposed purchase agree-
ment.
■ The fi rst phase would 

involve construction of an 
L-shaped multi-family, apart-
ment building, consisting of 
58 one-, two- and three-bed-
room units, with a parking 
lot and other amenities, to 
be located near the corner 
of Elkenburg and Indiana. 
Seventeen of the apartments 
would be for people with 
incomes that are 40 percent 
of lower than the median in-
come (AMI) for Van Buren 

County; 36 units for people 
with incomes that are 40-60 
percent of the AMI; with the 
remaining fi ve units for peo-
ple with incomes from 60-
100 AMI.
■ The second phase would 

consist of 26 two-bedroom 
town homes that would be 
sold, not rented. Half of the 
units would be sold to house-
holds at 100 percent AMI or 
below, while the other half 
would be targeted to house-
holds earning $120 percent 
AMI or below. Owners 
would not be allowed to re-
sell their town home for more 
than $250,000 for at least 
25 years. They also would 
be prohibited from using the 

homes as short-term rentals.
■ Phase 3 would consist 

of two multi-unit apartment 
buildings consisting of 60 
one-, two- and three-bed-
room units with parking and 
other amenities. Seventeen 
units would be targeted for 
households with 0-40 per-
cent AMI levels; 38 for 40-60 
AMI levels; and fi ve units for 
households earning 60-100 
percent of AMI levels.

Some city residents have 
voiced concerns over creat-
ing more low-income apart-
ment complexes in the city.

“I think we’re missing the 
original ‘missing middle,’” 

Addressing the ‘missing middle’
Developer, SH officials 
get ready to build first 
phase of affordable 
housing complex
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For the past three decades 
Keith Bierhalter has rolled 
up his sleeves to donate 
blood to the American Red 
Cross.

Earlier this month during a 
blood drive at Bethel Baptist 
Church in South Haven, the 
fi refi ghter and paramedic 
reached a milestone by be-
coming one of the few peo-
ple to donate 100 pints of 
blood.

His accomplishment im-
pressed Nancy Baker, a 
nurse from South Haven. 
However, Bierhalter said in 
an interview afterward that 
he doesn’t want any acco-
lades for his accomplish-
ment.

“I just felt it was the right 
thing to do,” he said.

Adam Castle, executive 
director of the Southwest 
Michigan Chapter of the 
American Red Cross, said 
Bierhalter’s feat is some-
thing worth mentioning.

“A 100-pint donor is very 
unusual, and demonstrates 
an incredible amount of 
dedication and service,” 
Castle said. “Each donation 
can save up to three lives, so 
this individual could have 
saved as many as 300 lives 
just through blood dona-
tion.”

Bierhalter, who is now as-
sistant chief of South Haven 
Area Emergency Services, 

said he fi rst began donating 
blood in 1990 at the age of 
26.

“Both of my parents do-
nated blood so I started do-
nating blood,” he said.

As a longtime fi refi ghter 
and paramedic, Bierhalter 
knows fi rsthand how much 
blood donations are relied 
upon to help hospital pa-
tients, especially those in-
volved in serious accidents.

“You donate blood be-
cause there’s a great need for 
it,” he said. “Blood supplies 
are commonly low. The Red 
Cross is always advertising 
for people to donate.”

The need for blood is con-
stant, Castle said.

However, it’s become 
more urgent during the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

“We are continuing to set 
up blood drives and encour-
age donors to come out,” 
Castle said. “Many dedicat-
ed donors continued to come 
out and donate through the 
pandemic, but we have been 
challenged to meet hospital 
demand as of late.”

People can donate blood at 
two-month intervals and Bi-
erhalter strives to meet that 
goal, even if he has to travel 
outside of South Haven to 
do so.

“I’ve gone to Bloomingda-
le, Coloma, Paw Paw, Ban-
gor,” he said. “If there’s not 
one here in South Haven, I 
just make those ones.”

The pandemic has changed 
some of the protocols that 
donors must follow. For in-
stance, they must now make 
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Most older adults are quite 
content to sit back and enjoy 
eating dessert rather than 
making it.

Not Ray Bartels. After his 
wife, Fern, died in 2012, 
Bartels donned an apron 
and began trying his hand at 
baking. He became so good 
at making and donating des-
serts – pies in particular – 
that Peace Lutheran Church 
compiled his favorite ones 
into a cook book and donat-
ed proceeds from the sales to 
the church’s senior ministry 
programs.

But, this past Sunday, Sept. 
12, instead of baking for oth-
ers, Bartels sat down to en-
joy desserts made by church 
members as part of his 100th 
birthday celebration.

Jeannie Gerling, a member 

of Peace Lutheran Church, 
along with fellow member 
Erin Hill-VanHorn organized 
the gathering at the church, 
06321 Blue Star Hwy.

“I’ve known pastor Bartels 
since I was 15,” Gerling said.

In addition to helping orga-
nize the celebration, Gerling, 
along with parishioner Nan-
cy Ashbrook. used Bartels 
recipes to make a peach and 
pecan apple pie for the re-
tired pastor to sample during 
Sunday’s big day, while oth-
er church members made 
desserts and more than 100 
dozen cookies to donate to 
American military troops 
serving overseas.

“I hope they’re good,” Ger-
ling said about the desserts 
made from Bartels’ prized 
recipes.

Bartels appeared to enjoy 
the homemade goods.

As he sampled pie and 
birthday cake at the cele-
bration, Bartels also got to 
enjoy listening to and watch-
ing video-taped accolades 
from family members, long-

time friends, and Lutheran 
church leaders; talking with 
well-wishers in attendance at 
the party, and receiving doz-
ens of congratulatory cards 
from well-wishers.

“It will take me two days to 
go through them,” he said.

Bartels served as pastor of 
Peace Lutheran Church for 
27 years before his retire-
ment in 1988. Born Sept. 6, 
1921 in Homer, Neb., Bartels 
was one of eight boys. He 
preached in churches in Ne-
braska and Colorado before 
landing in Michigan along 
with his wife, Fern, and chil-
dren.

His son, David, recalled 
growing up at the parsonage 
in South Haven at what then 
was called First English Lu-
theran Church. “Our life re-
volved around the parsonage, 
church and school,” David 
said. “There was no church 
secretary. The phone rang in 
the church and the parson-
age.”

Ray’s daughter, Nancy, also 
talked at the birthday cele-

bration about growing up in 
a preacher’s home.

“You’ve given us a lot of 
memories,” she told her dad. 
“We know you’ll give us 
more.”

Bartels’ interest in baking 
didn’t really take off until af-
ter his wife, Fern. But his ap-
titude for baking began year 
ago when his mother taught 
him how to do so. Her bak-
ing hints and advice started 
to come back to him as he 
began making pies for lun-
cheons at Senior Services of 
Van Buren’s activity center 
in South Haven.

“After my wife, Fern died, 
my son Randy suggested I go 
to the senior lunches at Peace 
Lutheran,” he was quoted 
as saying in a Herald-Palla-
dium article after his cook 
book was published in 2018 
by Peace Lutheran Church. 
“I took a pecan pie the fi rst 
time. A lady there asked me 
how I knew how to make 
pies. I told her. She told me, 

Centenarian keeps his finger in the pie
Retired pastor’s baking 
skills honored at 
birthday celebration
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Peace Lutheran Church member Jeannie Gerling, left, helps Ray Bartels cut a specially decorated birthday cake in honor of his 100th 
birthday, Sunday, Sept. 12 at the church. The homemade pies to the left were made by church members who used Bartels’ pie recipes 
to prepare the desserts.

100 pints and counting
South Haven 
blood donor 
reaches milestone
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Keith Bierhalter, assistant chief of South Haven Area Emergency 
Services, reached a milestone this month by becoming one of 
the few people to donate 100 pints of blood to the American 
Red Cross.
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