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LOCAL & STATE
Berrien Health Dept. buildings will be sold
By SCOTT AIKEN
HP Staff Writer

ST. JOSEPH — Berrien 
County is moving forward 
with plans to sell health de-
partment buildings that are 
soon to be vacated.

The department is con-
solidating its operations in 
an extensively renovated 
building on Napier Avenue 
in Benton Township.

Buildings now in use, in 
Benton Harbor and Benton 
Township, are to be sold.

The county is handling 

the sale of the main health 
department building at 769 
Pipestone St. in Benton 
Harbor.

Sealed proposals for the 
building, which is on a 6.89-
acre site and has 7,700 
square feet of space on each 
of two levels, will be accept-
ed until 3 p.m. Feb. 4 at the 
county administrator’s of-
fi ce, 701 Main St., St. Jo-
seph.

The proposals will be 
opened at a public meeting 
of the Board of Commis-
sioners at 8:30 a.m. Feb. 5. 

The board is to determine 
the selection process.

The property is appraised 
at $315,000. 

County offi cials have said 
they recognize the impor-
tance of the property to the 
surrounding neighborhood 
and the city as a whole, and 
for that reason will not eval-
uate proposals on price 
alone.

To be considered, propos-
als must have complete in-
formation, including the 
name and address of the ap-
plicant, the amount offered, 
down payment and amount 
to be paid at closing.

Also, applicants must 
state the number of full- and 
part-time jobs that would be 
created or relocated with the 
purchase, whether the orga-
nization is a non-profi t, and 
other information.

Four other properties are 
to be sold through a single 
real estate agent-broker.

The county is accepting 
sealed submissions of quali-
fi cations and proposals from 
agents until 3 p.m. Jan. 14. 
The selected agent would 
enter into a contract with 
the county to provide real 
state sale services.

The proposals are to 

opened during a county 
board meeting scheduled for 
8:30 a.m. Jan. 15.

The properties are a 5,505 
square foot offi ce building at 
756 Pipestone; an offi ce 
building at 785 Pipestone 
with 3,636 square feet of 
space that was originally a 
house; a commercial build-
ing at 2106 M-139 with 6,400 
square feet; and a vacant, 
58,254-square-foot lot that 
fronts on Starlite Drive.

The Pipestone properties 
are in Benton Harbor while 
the M-139 building and lot 
are in Benton Township.

Detailed descriptions of 

all the properties, along with 
requirements for purchasing 
the main health department 
building or being considered 
to act as broker for the other 
properties, are listed on the 
county website,        www.
berriencounty.org.

The health department is 
moving next year into a for-
mer auto dealership on 
county-owned property off  
Napier Avenue near the I-94 
interchange.

The building has been ex-
panded and extensively reno-
vated at a cost of about $3.2 
million. The moving date is 
expected to be in February.

BERRIEN COUNTY

Blindness is no barrier

By DEBRA HAIGHT
HP Correspondent

BERRIEN SPRINGS 
— Where others see limita-
tions and reasons to not 
even try, Berrien Springs 
resident Ray McAllister 
sees opportunities and 
possibilities. Blind for most 
of  his life, he hasn’t let that 
keep him from pursuing 
his dreams.

The dream that has con-
sumed him for much of  the 
past year has been to be-
come a doula. The word 
“doula” means “a woman 
who serves,” but in recent 
years it hasn’t been only 
women helping new moth-
ers before, during and after 
childbirth. A small number 
of  men are becoming dou-
las – or as some have called 
them, “dude-las.” 

“I’m likely the fi rst blind 
male doula anywhere,” he 
said. “I know I’m the fi rst 
blind male doula in Michi-
gan and the fi rst male dou-
la in Michigan.”

When asked about what 
a doula is and does, McAl-
lister said it’s about giving 
support to women before, 
during and after they give 
birth. A doula helps wom-
en and their partners plan 
for the birth and provides 
support through a variety 
of  means including mas-
sage and other ways to re-
lieve stress. 

For his part, he uses 
items such as hot rocks, 
cold marble, aroma oils 
and bamboo sticks to mas-
sage the lower back and 
the large ball he calls “Ber-

tha the birth ball.” He 
stressed that a doula is not 
a midwife. They are there 
to provide support, not 
help women give birth.

“The difference between 
a doula and a midwife is 
like the difference between 
a fl ight attendant and a pi-
lot,” McAllister said. “The 
pilot takes the plane safely 
from one place to another, 
the fl ight attendant sees to 
the passengers’ comfort. 
The doula is there to give 
comfort and help the wom-
an feel better with things 
like massage, music and 
aromatherapy. The mid-
wife or doctor then can 
concentrate on getting the 
baby out.”

He said that male doulas 
still face an uphill battle to 
being accepted, as women 
feel funny about having 
another man in the birth 
room besides their hus-
band or signifi cant other. 
“A humble man can go and 
say he cares,” he said. 
“People shouldn’t try to 
legislate who can or can’t 
do it.”

McAllister said becom-
ing a doula was a natural 
progression after he re-
ceived his certifi cation last 
year as a massage thera-
pist. He has also used his 
massage skills to give free 
massages at the last two 
Ironman events in St. Jo-
seph, as well as other run-
ning events in the area. His 
Berrien Springs business is 
called Healing’s Rays Mas-
sage.

“I’ve been good at mas-
sage since I was 14,” he 
said. “I would massage the 
shoulder and neck of  my 
mother and stepdad. I 
went to massage school in 
2012 and got my degree a 
year later. In Asia, it’s ac-
tually blind people who 

have traditionally done 
massage.”

It also served to fulfi ll 
his aspiration to be a part 
of  the miracle of  birth, as 
well as making a difference 
for someone else. He has 
no children and his wife is 
past child-bearing age. He 
completed an online course 
from the Institute of  So-
matic Therapy earlier this 
year and just recently be-
came certifi ed as a massage 
doula.

So far McAllister has as-
sisted three women going 
through childbirth. “I 
couldn’t fi nd anyone to 
agree to have me as a dou-
la, and then I decided to 
reach out to those without 
much support at the home-
less shelter,” he said. “I’ve 
helped at three births in six 
weeks. I was there for as 
long as it took. One wom-
an’s labor was 16 hours.”

Typically during a birth 
he massages the legs, arms 
and back to relieve symp-
toms such as edema in the 
legs, low back pain and 
gestational carpal tunnel 
syndrome. He also helps 
women with foot pain by 
using refl exology tech-
niques.

McAllister says a recent 
study has credited a rise in 
the use of  doulas as a rea-
son for the decline in the 
number of  cesarean deliv-
eries. “Doulas help women 
cut through the stress so 
there’s less need for cesar-
eans,” he said. “Having 
that support and help can 
cut the pain, the stress and 
the length of  the labor.”

He sees being a massage 
therapist and a doula as 
important part of  his min-
istry, which he bases on a 
verse in the fourth chapter 
of  the gospel of  Matthew. 
“Jesus said to do preach-

ing, teaching and healing 
and I’ve done all three,” he 
said. “Healing is an impor-
tant part of  a good minis-
try.”

McAllister also holds a 
doctorate in biblical stud-
ies from Andrews Univer-
sity. He teaches online 
classes in biblical subjects 

within the university’s 
school of  distance learn-
ing.

As for the future, McAl-
lister hasn’t ruled out try-
ing other new experiences, 
such as skydiving and bun-
gee jumping. 

“I have no idea what else 
I will do,” he said. “I have 

thrown out the script. I 
thought I would get my 
doctorate and then teach 
and get tenure. ... I have no 
idea where or what I’m go-
ing to be doing in 10 years. 
I think not having a script 
is the neatest thing. Having 
everything all planned isn’t 
fun.”

Debra Haight / HP Correspondent

Ray McAllister of Berrien Springs recently received certification as a doula, someone who 
soothes, assists and comforts during childbirth. McAllister also teaches online biblical subjects 
for Andrews University. Here he displays a birthing ball and bamboo stick, some tools of the trade 
for doulas.

FIRST Robotics to unveil 2015 competition on Jan. 3
By HP STAFF

BENTON TOWNSHIP — This 
year’s robotics challenge will be re-
vealed to teams of local high schools 
students Jan. 3 at Lake Michigan 
College in Benton Township during a 
live broadcast to teams across the na-
tion.

FIRST (For Inspiration and Rec-
ognition of Science and Technology) 
is an international nonprofi t organi-
zation that encourages young people 
to develop an interest in math, science 
and technology through its robotics 
program. The students learn from 
professional engineers and qualify for 
almost $14.8 million in college schol-
arships.

Teams will be able to see a partial 
play fi eld at the kickoff event. The 
2015 game rules and objectives will be 
announced, and the teams will receive 
their kits of parts so they can begin 
designing and building their robots 
for competition. 

Students will design and assemble 
robots over a six-week period. Com-
pleted robots will later be judged in 
competitions at the regional, state 
and global level.

Jan. 3 speakers include Bob Harri-
son, president of Lake Michigan Col-
lege, and U.S. Rep. Fred Upton.

The program will begin at 9:30 a.m. 
with an introduction of the program, 

teams and sponsors at LMC’s Grand 
Upton Hall.

At 10:30 a.m., there will be a live 
feed from the FRC (FIRST Robotics 
Competition) headquarters via 
NASA satellite.

The partial play fi eld will be re-
vealed at 11:30 a.m. in the Dance 

Drama Room.
Teams will be able to collect their 

kits of parts at 11:45 a.m.
A resources workshop will be at 

noon, with teams working on their 
strategies from 1-3 p.m.

Twenty-six teams from eight area 
high schools are expected to attend.

Berrien Springs man 
makes strides into 
traditional female 
role as a doula 

Bids for main building accepted until Feb. 4

HP file photo

Jermonia Burrell, left, and Robbie Overton, work on the Benton Harbor High School 
team’s robot last March during the 2014 FIRST Robotics District Competition at St. 
Joseph High School. The local kickoff for this year’s competition will be Jan. 3 at Lake 
Michigan College.

Sign bearing Psalm 19:1 
removed from public park

G E O R G E T O W N 
TOWNSHIP (AP) — Some 
residents in western Michi-
gan’s Ottawa County want a 
sign bearing the Bible’s 
Psalm 19:1 restored to a 
public park where it had 
been posted for decades.

County Parks and Recre-
ation Director John Scholtz 
said he had staff take down 
the sign from Hager Park 
after a Georgetown Town-
ship resident complained it 
promoted a particular reli-
gious view using public re-
sources, MLive.com report-
ed.

Current policy prohibits 
signs that are not used for 
information, Scholtz said.

“We add and remove 
signs, buildings and struc-
tures from the parks on a 
routine basis,” said Scholtz. 
“In this case, I consulted the 
parks commission and then 
decided to have the sign re-
moved in order to reduce 
potential confl icts in the 
park.”

The sign had been in 
Hager Park since the late 

1960s or early 1970s. It was 
placed there by the county 
road commission.

If Ottawa County allowed 
it to be returned, other reli-
gious expressions might 
have to be allowed, Scholtz 
added.

He asked a county lawyer 
to review the issue and make 
a recommendation. The 
opinion is expected to be 
ready by Jan. 13 when coun-
ty commissioners discuss 
the sign issue.

County offi cials said they 
are not sure who authorized 
placing the sign in the park 
decades ago. They said they 
also don’t know why Psalm 
19:1 was chosen.

“I don’t know what the 
board will decide, but I 
think we need to have the 
discussion,” said County 
Commissioner Dennis Van-
Dam, of Georgetown Town-
ship.

One man, Aaron Cooley-
Themm, said he has collect-
ed about 800 signatures on a 
petition supporting the 
sign’s return.


