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A cornucopia of giving
By LOUISE WREGE
HP Staff Writer

BENTON HARBOR — 
As many families celebrate 
Thanksgiving today with 
loved ones, in many ways 
it’s just another day at The 
Soup Kitchen in Benton 
Harbor, said Executive Di-
rector Merry Stover.

“We do make a little ef-
fort to make it a holiday 
meal,” she said.

Stover said most of the 
regulars still come to The 
Soup Kitchen on Thanks-
giving.

“For some people, it’s the 
only meal they get in the 
day.” 

She said that most years, 
volunteers from Lake 
Michigan College in Ben-
ton Township cook the tur-
keys in the college’s large 
oven, which can cook up to 
16 turkeys at one time. This 
year, she said, culinary stu-
dents took the meat off the 
bones before sending it to 
her organization.

“The Soup Kitchen 
works because everybody 
does a little bit,” she said.

Plenty of volunteers
Stover said fi nding vol-

unteers is not a problem on 
Thanksgiving Day. In fact, 
she said she has to turn 
people away.

“We usually get around 
200 people calling to help,” 
she said. “Some people 
work and want to help while 
they’re off. Some people 
think you’re really going to 
need the help on Thanks-
giving. Some people think 
they’re making a sacrifi ce.”

And she said some peo-
ple want to help on a holi-
day because they want to 
forget.

“One lady wants to help 
because her husband just 
died, and she wants to take 
her mind off of him,” she 
said.

Needs 
of the 
homeless 
never go 
away
By LOUISE WREGE
HP Staff Writer

BENTON HARBOR — 
Emergency Shelter Services 
provides more than tempo-
rary housing for homeless 
families, said 
Tr a c y - A n n 
Jennings, the 
new executive 
director.

She said the 
nonprofi t or-
g a n i z at i o n 
provides ser-
vices to help 
keep people 
from becom-
ing homeless in the fi rst place 
through The Connection.

“When residents come in, 
they are linked up with a case 
manager, who does assess-
ments, who is able to assist 
them, who is helping them 
set goals and then they work 
towards their goals,” she 
said.

Those goals often include 
fi nding a job or affordable 
housing or securing benefi ts 
through agencies they qualify 
for.

She said her agency works 
with several other organiza-
tions to keep people in their 
homes, including the Hous-
ing Resource Network.

Photos by Don Campbell / HP staff  

TOP: Frank Johnson, of Benton Harbor, enjoys a lunch with his son, Exavier Johnson, 5, Wednes-
day at the Soup Kitchen in Benton Harbor. ABOVE: Stephanie Kline, of St. Joseph, helps serve 
turkey dinners Tuesday during a community Thanksgiving Meal held at Overflow Church in 
Benton Harbor.

By TONY WITTKOWSKI
HP Staff Writer

As the saying goes, the 
early bird gets the worm. 
This evening many birds 
likely will be waiting out-
side some of  the larger 
area retail stores hunting 
for deals.

Many stores have been 
opening their doors earlier 
each year in anticipation 
of  Black Friday sales. 
While it had been custom-
ary to wait in long lines 
until stores allow people 
to fl ood in at midnight, 
many are choosing to in-
stead open on Thanksgiv-
ing Day.

Cindy Christians, man-
ager of  The Orchards Mall 
in Benton Township, said 
the mall be closed with the 

exception of  the mall’s an-
chor stores.

“Carson’s, J.C. Penney 
and Sears Hometown 
Store will be open on 
Thanksgiving,” Christians 
said. “It will be through 
their outside entrance be-
cause the mall will be 
closed. The mall was not 
closed last year, but the 
prior year it was. Last 

year, we tried it but there 
was not much traffi c on 
the inside because not ev-
erybody was open.”

The mall will open at 6 
a.m. on Friday, rather 
than its normal time of  10 
a.m. The mall will then 
close at its normal time on 
Friday at 9 p.m.

The Best Buy in Benton 
Township posted its hours 

on its website at the begin-
ning of  the week in ad-
vance for holiday shop-
pers.

Thanksgiving shoppers 
can access the electronic 
retailer today from 5 p.m. 
to 1 a.m., from 8 a.m.-10 
p.m. on Friday and 9 
a.m.-10 p.m. on Saturday. 

Don Campbell / HP staff  

Though Orchards Mall is closed today, J.C. Penney and the mall’s other anchor stores will open 
later today as the Christmas shopping season gears up. Many stores across Southwest Michi-
gan will be open this evening, or will open up early on Friday for Black Friday sales.

How to avoid 
tax foreclosure

By JOHN MATUSZAK
HP Staff Writer

ST. JOSEPH — Berrien 
County Treasurer Bret Wit-
kowski wants residents fac-
ing foreclosure to know that 
there is a way to keep their 
homes and lower the 
amount they owe at the 
same time.

Michigan has a Tax Fore-
closure Avoidance Agree-
ment Program, which offers 
a lower interest rate for 
those who sign up for a pay-
ment plan for back taxes.

Berrien is one of only two 
counties in Michigan par-
ticipating, Witkowski said.

“Eight out of ten people I 
talk to don’t know about 
this,” Witkowski said of the 
new state law.

Residents who owe taxes 
on a homestead property 

are eligible, and they must 
pay off their 2015 back tax-
es and agree to a payment 
plan of no longer than fi ve 
years.

Those who can pay down 
10 percent of what they owe 
receive a 6 percent interest 
rate, compared to the 18 
percent set by the state.

Those who can’t make 
the down payment can still 
receive a 12 percent interest 
rate by agreeing to a pay-
ment plan.

For one resident Wit-
kowski is working with, the 
payment agreement reduced 
their total debt from $6,100 

BERRIEN COUNTYOn your 
mark, 
get set ...
Many stores will 
be open tonight 
for deal-seekers

County treasurer 
details little-known 
payment plan Eight out of ten people I 

talk to don’t know about 
this.

BRET WITKOWSKI
Berrien County treasurer

See FORECLOSURE, page A5See SHOPPING, page A5

There’s no shortage 
of  Thanksgiving 
Day volunteers at 
The Soup Kitchen

Some people work and 
want to help while they’re 
off. Some people think 
you’re really going to need 
the help on Thanksgiving. 
Some people think they’re 
making a sacrifice.

MERRY STOVER
The Soup Kitchen 
executive director

See THANKSGIVING, page A5 See HOMELESS, page A5

JENNINGS
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to $5,200.
Wayne is the other county 

using the program. Berrien 
is helping Calhoun County 
set up its program, Wit-
kowski said.

The treasurer said that 
other counties are relying on 
the higher interest payments 
to bolster their budgets.

“We’re the opposite,” he 
said. “We’re trying to keep 
people out of the system.”

That’s getting harder to 
do. This year Berrien Coun-
ty had 320 foreclosed prop-
erties available for sale. Next 
year Witkowski expects to 
see around 500 properties 
on the auction block.

Ten years ago, the county 
offered 88 foreclosed prop-
erties for sale.

There are 4,400 proper-
ties in Berrien County on 
which back taxes are 

owed, almost the size of 
St. Joseph, Witkowski 
said. Of  those, 2,000 are 
at risk of  being foreclosed 
if  the taxes aren’t paid 
within four months. Many 
of  those in trouble are se-
nior citizens.

Properties are foreclosed 
on when the owners are 
three years behind on tax 
payments.

Residents are often over-
whelmed by large tax bills, 
and are relieved to find out 
that they can arrange af-
fordable monthly payments, 
Witkowski said.

The treasurer’s office has 
270 property owners on 
payment plans. As of Nov. 
1, those owners owed $1.1 
million in taxes, with an av-
erage of $4,355 owed per 
property.

The average monthly pay-
ment was around $300, and 
92 percent had made the re-
quired payments, totalling 
more than $80,000 a month 

going to the county.
It’s better to keep people in 

their homes as tax-paying resi-
dents supporting their com-
munities than see them move 
out, leaving empty houses be-
hind, Witkowski reasoned.

And it costs the county to 
manage foreclosed lots. 
This year the county spent 
around $50,000 mowing va-
cant lots. Title searches 
alone cost the county 
$200,000.

The treasurer’s office will 
be sending out notices 
about delinquent taxes in 
mid-December.

In an additional effort to 
reach out to residents, be-
ginning in January Wit-
kowski will be conducting 
weekend hours at area li-
braries for people who want 
information on avoiding 
foreclosure.

The treasurer said he rec-
ognizes that it can be diffi-
cult for working people to 
visit his office in the admin-

istration building in St. Jo-
seph during normal week-
day hours.

The weekend hours will 
include two dates in Benton 
Harbor, which has a high 
percentage of foreclosed 
properties.

Contact: jmatuszak@TheHP.com, 
932-0360, Twitter: @HPMatuszak

FORECLOSURE
From page A1

Tickets are required for 
in-store Black Friday 
doorbuster shopping and 
will be handed out when 
people begin to line up 
today.

According to the store’s 
manager, ticketing helps 
ensure the safety of  Best 
Buy customers and em-
ployees when the store 
opens its doors.

A ticket will grant cus-
tomers the ability to buy an 
item for a limited time for 
the doorbuster sale. The 
tickets will be handed out 
in a two-hour time frame 
on a first-come, first-served 
basis before Best Buy opens 
at 5 p.m. today.

While stores like Meijer 
and Walmart are open 24 
hours a day, Black Friday 
sales don’t start until 
specified times during 
Thursday and Friday.

For its doorbuster sale, 
the Target store at 960 
Fairplain Drive in Benton 
Township will open at 6 
p.m. today and remain 
open through 10 p.m. Fri-
day. The store hours on 
Saturday and Sunday are 
8 a.m. to 10 p.m.

Target store manager 
Ashley Turley said they 
consider this to be the 
best time for families to 
go shopping, as they also 
opened the same time on 
Thanksgiving a year ago.

“A ton of  guests came 
out to shop and took ad-
vantage of  our Black Fri-
day deals last year,” she 
said. “We hear from many 
guests that the 6 p.m. open 
time allowed them to en-
joy the tradition of  Black 
Friday without having to 
shop through the entire 
night.”

Doorbuster maps will 
be handed outside to cus-
tomers waiting in line. 
The digital version will be 
available on the Target 
app.

Turley said all store em-
ployees are scheduled to 
work at some time over 
Black Friday weekend. She 
also said they are there to 
help if a problem arises.

“Wait patiently and fol-
low the directions from the 
store teams to keep every-
one safe,” Turley said. “We 
will have plenty of team 
members around if  guests 
have questions or need 
help finding something.”

Numerous other stores 
around Southwest Michi-
gan will be open this eve-
ning and/or offering Black 
Friday deals.

Shopping downtown  
on Friday

Bargain hunters can 
also venture to downtown 
St. Joseph on Friday and 
Saturday.

Whitney Behnke, execu-
tive director of St. Joseph 
Today, said merchants will 
begin their extended holi-
day hours on Black Friday.

In addition to special 
sales, shoppers can also 
enjoy free, horse-drawn 
trolley rides from noon to 
3 p.m. on Friday. On 
Small Business Saturday, 
special giveaways and dis-
counts will be available.

Behnke said downtown 
St. Joseph is a good venue 
for people who seldom go 
shopping.

“You will easily find 
gifts for everyone on your 
holiday shopping list from 
our merchants, restau-
rants and entertainment 
venues,” Behnke said in 
an email. “Our shops are 
not overwhelming like 
malls or the big box stores. 
The owners and associ-
ates are very attentive to 
helping you find gifts 
within your budget.”

For a full list of  shops 
and Small Business Satur-
day specials, visit  
www.s t joe today. com/
shopsmall.

Contact: twittkowski@TheHP.com, 
932-0358, Twitter: @TonyWittkowski

SHOPPING
From page A1

Wednesday’s Soup 
Kitchen volunteers were 
from Our Lady Queen of 
Peace in Bridgman.

Vickie Toner of  St. Jo-
seph said she and her hus-
band, Kerry Toner, started 
volunteering once a month 
about a year ago after she 
retired.

“I just thought it was a 
genuine courtesy we could 
extend to people – a hot 
meal and a friendly hello,” 
she said.

Frank Johnson of  Ben-
ton Harbor said he is 
thankful for The Soup 
Kitchen. 

“It’s a place where you 
come, you know everybody 
and you get a nice hot 
meal,” he said.

On Wednesday, he was 
there with his 5-year-old 
son, Exavier Johnson. And 
he said they both would be 
back today for a meal.

“Benton Harbor has a 
lot of  homeless people (for 
being) so little,” he said. 
“These meals are very im-
portant.”

Celebrating early
Overflow Church in Ben-

ton Township celebrated 
the holiday Tuesday with 
its third annual Commu-
nity Thanksgiving Meal.

“This year, we’re already 
busting at the seams,” said 
Pastor J. Scott Samarco, 
youth and local outreach 
pastor, shortly before the 
food was served.

And they kept coming.
“Our heart behind this 

Thanksgiving event isn’t 
just to meet a need but to 
make new friends by shar-
ing a meal with all people,” 
said the Rev. Brian Ben-
nett, lead pastor. “We don’t 
just do this ‘for’ the com-
munity. We do it ‘with’ as 
an act of  love and hospi-
tality.”

Bennett’s wife, Cindy 
Bennett, said about 40 
people broke bread togeth-
er the first year. That num-
ber grew to 300 by the sec-
ond year. On Tuesday, she 
estimated there were 400 

people sharing the meal 
together who were served 
by more than 80 volun-
teers.

“It’s wonderful seeing 
people use all their gifts for 
the Kingdom,” she said.

Helping the homeless
Overflow Church pro-

vided transportation so al-
most 30 clients from an 
emergency shelter run by 
Emergency Shelter Servic-
es in Benton Harbor could 
attend, said Executive Di-
rector Tracy-Ann Jen-
nings.

“Yesterday was very im-
portant to me as far as try-
ing to get a chance to con-
nect with some of  the 
shelter residents,” said Jen-
nings, who took over as 
executive director Oct. 5. 
“When you think of 
Thanksgiving, you think 
of  a time of  reflection, a 
time of  thanks and a time 
of  connecting. ... I can 
think of  no better way to 
bond and connect with in-
dividuals than over a good 
meal.”

Cindy Bennett said an 
anonymous donor paid for 
a heated tent to be rented 
to seat 75 more people.

“For some of  these fami-
lies, this is their only 
Thanksgiving meal togeth-

er because mom or dad 
have to work on Thanks-
giving,” she said.

She said volunteers 
cooked 30 turkeys and 
more than 60 side dishes.

Learning to serve
Among the volunteers 

were almost 30 middle and 
high school students from 
Overflow Student Minis-
tries serving the food sit-
down style, Samarco said.

“It’s important for them 
to understand what it means 
to serve,” he said. “It’s an 
opportunity to see God’s 
heart at work.”

Live music was provided 
by Alison Brook, Laura 
Whitten and Mark Cox, he 
said.

Samarco said church of-
ficials may need to look for 
a new venue with a larger 
kitchen for next year’s Com-
munity Thanksgiving Meal, 
which will be Nov. 22, 
2016.

“This is a huge blessing in 
the community to meet 
some needs and build some 
relationships,” he said. 

He said Overflow Church 
wants to be known as the 
most loving church in the 
area.

“We believe as we focus 
on that, people can experi-
ence love through outreach 
and shared stories so they 
can experience God’s love,” 
he said.

Contact: lwrege@TheHP.com, 932-
0361, Twitter: @HPWrege

“We’re one of numerous 
community partners that 
works towards ending home-
lessness in Berrien County,” 
she said.

Jennings said homeless-
ness doesn’t always mean 
people sleeping in cardboard 
boxes in an alley.

“We call it sofa surfing – 
families that are transient. 
They don’t have a stable 
home – a permanent ad-
dress,” she said. “There are 

individuals, too, that sleep in 
their cars.”

She said there are even 
some “tent cities” in Berrien 
County.

“Anybody given a perfect 
storm of circumstances can 
find themselves either home-
less or facing homelessness,” 

she said.
The Connection is cur-

rently on Colfax Avenue but 
is moving in January to the 
front of Six Degrees Resale 
Store, 205 W. Main St., Ben-
ton Harbor.

Contact: lwrege@TheHP.com, 932-
0361, Twitter: @HPWrege

THANKSGIVING
From page A1

HOMELESS
From page A1
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Hundreds of people gather for a community Thanksgiving meal Tuesday at Overflow Church in 
Benton Harbor.

Volunteers Ilse Klinkhamer, left, and Vickie Toner serve lunch 
Wednesday at the Soup Kitchen in downtown Benton Harbor.

Public Invited On Friday

December 4th, 2015

www.DANK13.org

Homemade German Potato Salad

Live German American Music
7 to 10 p.m.

D.A.N.K.
At The

$

Doors open 5:30pm | Dinner 6 to 8 p.m.

Save the Date for next Month
Friday, February 5th, 2016
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Happy Thanksgiving
Thanksgiving is a time to refl ect on the things for which we’re truly grateful. At Edward 
Jones, we’re thankful to serve our clients and our community. During this holiday sea-
son and every day, we wish you all the very best.

www.edwardjones.com

Paul Przewozniak
Financial Advisor
3069 W John Beers Rd. 
Stevensville, MI 49127
269.429.9859

On Thursday November 26, 2015.
Newspaper Services, Customer 

Service Department will be 
operating on Holiday hours 

of 7:00 AM - 10:00 AM. 
Classifi ed deadlines for November 26th & 27th 

will be on Tuesday November 24th.


