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LANSING  — Berrien 
County Chief  Assistant 
Prosecutor Jennifer Smith 
has been appointed to be 
the next judge in the 2nd 
Circuit Court in Berrien 
County Trial Court.

Gov. Rick Snyder an-
nounced the appointment 
Tuesday. 

“Jennifer is known lo-
cally as an outstanding 

a t t o r n e y 
with a stel-
lar work 
ethic and 
she will be 
an excellent 
addition to 
the Berrien 
County Cir-
cuit Court bench,” Snyder 
said.

Having worked with the 
Berrien County Prosecu-
tor’s Offi ce for more than 
20 years, Smith started 

there in 1997 as an assis-
tant prosecuting attorney. 
Since 2013 she has served 
as the chief  assistant pros-
ecuting attorney manag-
ing a full trial docket and 
regularly litigating high-
profi le cases.

“The governor made a 
terrifi c choice,” Berrien 
County Prosecutor Mi-
chael Sepic said in a phone 
interview Tuesday night. 
“Jennifer has a wealth of 
trial experience. She has 

prosecuted every kind of 
case that comes to us. She 
knows the law, knows how 
to research and will no 
doubt be an excellent trial 
judge.”

Sepic said her appoint-
ment to the bench is cer-
tainly a loss for his offi ce.

“I have mixed feelings 
because we’ll lose her as 
a prosecuting attorney, 
but we’ll gain an excellent 
judge,” he said.

Smith, of  Stevensville, 

is a member of  the State 
Bar of  Michigan, the Ber-
rien County Bar Associa-
tion, and the Southwest 
Michigan Human Traf-
fi cking Task Force. She 
also serves on the Board 
of  Directors of  the South-
west Michigan Children’s 
Assessment Center and 
the Lakeshore Youth 
Baseball and Softball As-
sociation, and previously 
served as vice president 
on the Board of  Directors 

for Safe Shelter of  Berrien 
County.

A double graduate of 
Wayne State University, 
Smith earned her bach-
elor’s degree in 1993 and 
her law degree in 1996.

Smith fi lls the vacancy 
created by the  retirement 
of  Judge Scott Schofi eld. 
She must seek election in 
November 2020 for a full 
term.

Contact: jswidwa@TheHP.com, 
932-0359, Twitter: @HPSwidwa

By JULIE SWIDWA
HP Staff Writer
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David Lee, with the Berrien County Honor Guard, salutes during a September 11 Remembrance Ceremony Tuesday at Resiliency 
Plaza in downtown Benton Harbor.

Remembering 9/11

BENTON HARBOR 
— Unity was the theme 
Tuesday as more than 100 
people in Benton Harbor 
remembered those who 
died during the Sept. 11, 
2001, terrorist attacks.

Benton Harbor Mayor 
Marcus Muhammad said 
America was deeply divid-
ed in 2001.

“The country was at fi st-
icuffs, if  you will,” he said 
during the September 11 
Remembrance Ceremony, 
hosted by Berrien County 
Strong-Community in Ac-
tion at Resiliency Plaza, 
201 E. Wall St. “But that 

one event, that sacrifi ce 
brought everybody togeth-
er.” 

He said a nurse who was 
one of the fi rst respond-
ers on 9/11 told him that it 
took her years to overcome 
post-traumatic stress disor-

der  after the event, which 
killed almost 3,000 people 
in New York, Washington, 
D.C., and Pennsylvania.

“One of the things that 
she shared with me was 
that as people were run-
ning out, they were grab-

bing one another, helping 
each other,” he said. “No 
one was asking, ‘Are you a 
Christian, are you a Mus-
lim, are you a Hindu?’ Or 
any other kind of religious 
affi liation.”

He said differences were 
set aside in the effort to 
save lives.

“So let us refl ect and let 
us remember that we have 
to look beyond ideological, 
philosophical differences 
to see the humanity that 
lies within each and every 
person that is here today,” 
he said.

On display at Resiliency 
Plaza is a 500-pound steel 
beam obtained from the 
wreckage left behind after 
the World Trade Center in 
New York City was hit by 
two planes hijacked by ter-
rorists.

By LOUISE WREGE
HP Staff Writer

Speakers say that 
diversity makes 
America stronger

Murder trial underway in Berrien
BENTON HARBOR 

— Testimony got under-
way Tuesday in the trial 
of a Benton Harbor man 
accused of shooting and 
killing another man over a 
bottle of Xanax. 

Willie Hassel, 21, is 

charged with 
murder and 
several other 
counts in 
the April 7, 
2017, shoot-
ing death of 
John Cony-
ers, 30, in the 
parking lot of the Salvation 
Army. Conyers, originally 

from Tampa, had been liv-
ing and working in Benton 
Harbor for several months 
and had been staying at the 
men’s shelter on Michigan 
Avenue. It is alleged that a 
woman drove Hassel and 
another man to the Sal-
vation Army as they dis-
cussed getting some pills 
from a man there. 

“They set up a buy, but 
they didn’t intend to buy 
anything. The defendant 
had a gun in his pants,” 
Berrien Assistant Prosecu-
tor and Chief Trial Attor-
ney Steve Pierangeli, told 
the jury in his opening 
statement in Judge Arthur 

By JULIE SWIDWA
HP Staff Writer

Jennifer Smith appointed as judge in Berrien Co.

SMITH

HASSEL

Lisa Gorman and Bryan Tutton, center, attend a September 11 
Remembrance Ceremony Tuesday at Resiliency Plaza in down-
town Benton Harbor.

See 9/11, page A6

Hitting the 
ground running

BENTON HARBOR 
— Benton Harbor schools 
started the school year with 
a new telephone system, 
new faces and a new atti-
tude, Superintendent/CEO 
Bob Herrera said Tuesday.

“I would like to thank our 
staff for their patience and 
their persistence and their 
efforts as we started the 
school year off,” said Her-
rera, who took over leading 
the district July 17. “There’s 
a lot of new changes. If you 
add all the new changes that 
we began in the district, all 
the new hires, all the new 
faces, and then the typical, 
traditional challenges you 
face as you start the school 
year, I couldn’t have asked 
more from any staff that 
I’ve worked with.”

He said he was grateful 
for all of the positive atti-
tudes.

“You’ve really shown, 
already early on, that you 
have what it takes to move 
the district forward,” he 
said.

After the meeting, he 
said the district started the 
school year with 15 to 20 
open staff positions due 
to  several late  resignations, 
which was higher than ex-
pected. A few weeks ago, 
he said there were only six 
open positions in the dis-
trict.

“We had last-minute res-
ignations and apparently, 
that’s been part of the his-
tory of the district,” he said. 

He said he’s not certain 
how many of those posi-
tions are classroom teachers 
and how many are support 
staff. He said the district 
is working with Western 
Michigan University to 
provide the district with 
some substitute teachers.

“We’ll be giving out a 
lot of information on that 
in the very near future,” he 
said. 

He said he doesn’t blame 
teachers for leaving if  they 
can get better-paying jobs 
elsewhere.

“I bring that back to our 
inability to offer a salary 
structure that will retain ex-
perienced teachers,” he said. 
“That’s the problem. When 

you have a teacher who can 
immediately move into an-
other district and receive a 
$7,000 to $10,000 pay in-
crease, they really need to 
consider that.”

During the meeting, the 
district’s new technology di-
rector,  Josh VerHelst,  said 
replacing the telephone sys-
tem over the summer with a 
voice-over-IP system from 
Mitel brought the district 
up to modern standards.

“It runs on the same sys-
tem that the computers do,” 
he said. “You can do wire-
less. You can do E-911. It 
really opens up a lot more 
options for us.”

In addition, he said a new 
wireless controller system 
has increased the speed and 
capacity to support more 
computers in the district. 
This made it possible to 
open the district’s fi rst on-
line school – Dream Inno-
vate Academy.  He said it’s 
a hybrid model that offers 
a mixture of live classroom 
education, online classes 
and computer labs for test-
ing.

“We’re going to be com-
peting in the market with 
some of the other online 
academies where we of-
fer you a membership and 
partnership with Benton 
Harbor as well as the abil-
ity to work from home,” he 
said.

The district’s new CFO, 
Todd Mora, said he will be 
able to give a better report 
once the staffi ng numbers 
are fi nalized. He said the 
district was able to reduce 
its transportation costs by 
almost $100,000 a year by 
cutting two regular routes 
from the bus schedule.

Herrera approved several 
items during the meeting, 
including the purchase of:
• eSpark Math Learning 

for kindergarten through 
third grades for $29,150.
• Edgenuity, an online 

digital library for sixth 
through 12th grades, for 
$30,000.

Herrera gave authoriza-
tion for the Benton Harbor 
High School Band to per-
form Sept. 22 at Indiana’s 
Circle City Classic in India-
napolis.

He also  approved pay-
ing Fisher Construction 
$15,400  to fi x the chimney 
for the boiler at Arts & 
Communications Acad-
emy on Napier Avenue. The 
chimney has a large crack 

By LOUISE WREGE
HP Staff Writer

Herrera says 
things falling into 
place for BHAS

See TRIAL, page A6 See BHAS, page A6
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DO YOU REMEMBER?

TODAY IN HISTORY

25 years ago – 1993

A Canadian company is 
working to revive the long-dor-
mant passenger ship business 
on the Great Lakes.

Christopher Wright, presi-
dent of  Mariport Group, a 
shipping and port consulting 
fi rm based in Burlington, On-
tario, said the time is ripe to 
revive an industry that once 
brought thousands of  visitors 
into lakeside communities each 
summer.

Mariport is meeting with 
cruise ship companies which 
operate in the Caribbean Sea 
to try to arrange a schedule 
of  stops at Chicago, Sault Ste. 
Marie, Detroit and other Great 
Lakes ports in 1995.

35 years ago – 1983
It appears it isn’t going to 

take Jerry Barchett very long to 
rebuild the football program in 

Eau Claire.
In his fi rst game at the Eau 

Claire helm, Barchett’s Beavers 
manhandled hapless Whitmore 
Lake 58-6, Saturday, to the de-
light of  Beaver fans.

The 58 points scored by the 
Beavers was the most by an 
Eau Claire team since they de-
feated Lawton, 65-0, in 1971.

50 years ago – 1968
The dean of  southwestern 

Michigan bandmasters starts 
his 30th season tomorrow night 
by directing the Benton Harbor 
marching band at the Tiger-
Battle Creek football game on 
Filstrup Field.

Bernie Kuschel has led the 
Tiger band for 21 years in a 
musical conducting career that 
began at Paw Paw High School.

Tomorrow’s performance 
will be dedicated to the Twin 
Cities area United Community 
fund campaign.

Today is Wednesday, Sept. 12, 
the 255th day of 2018. There are 
110 days left in the year.

Highlight in History:
On Sept. 12, 1942, during 

World War II, a German U-boat 
off West Africa torpedoed the 
RMS Laconia, which was car-
rying Italian prisoners of war, 
British soldiers and civilians; 
it’s estimated more than 1,600 
people died while some 1,100 
survived after the ship sank. 
The German crew, joined by 
other U-boats, began rescue op-
erations. (On September 16, the 
rescue effort came to an abrupt 

halt when the Germans were at-
tacked by a U.S. Army bomber; 
as a result, U-boat commanders 
were ordered to no longer rescue 
civilian survivors of submarine 
attacks.)

On this date:
In 1958, the U.S. Supreme 

Court, in Cooper v. Aaron, 
unanimously ruled that Arkan-
sas offi cials who were resisting 
public school desegregation 
orders could not disregard the 
high court’s rulings.

In 1959, the Soviet Union 
launched its Luna 2 space probe, 
which made a crash landing on 
the moon. The TV Western series 
“Bonanza” premiered on NBC.

By THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

St. Joseph Mayor Mike 
Garey said that we should 
think of America as that 
steel beam.

“Steel is made up of sever-
al different components,” he 
said. “There’s iron. There’s 
oxygen. There’s carbon. Just 
as we as a country are made 
up of several different com-
ponents – many races, many 
faiths, many identities. That’s 
what makes us strong.”

He said iron by itself is 
very brittle until the other 
elements are added.

“That’s what we are as 
a country and that is our 
strength and the only weak-
ness that we would have is 
if we start pulling out those 
elements,” he said. “... If we 
start dividing ourselves, we 
turn into iron. We become 
more rigid and more fragile.”

State Sen. John Proos said 
the tragedy caused many 
people to reevaluate their 
lives.

“We became a prayerful 
nation again,” he said. “We 
became interested in the fl ag 
again. We became interested 
in locking arms as men and 
women. As individuals of 
many different faiths.”

Berrien County Trial 
Court Judge Gary Bruce 
said that everyone remem-
bers the overwhelming sad-
ness during that fateful day. 

“But I remember at the 
same time, there was another 
feeling that we all had. That 
was unity,” he said. “We were 
united not only as Ameri-
cans, but as human beings.”

Now, 17 years after the at-
tack, he said the nation fi nds 
itself once again divided.

“Truly, if we take the time 
to think about it, we have 
way more in common than 
we have differences,” he said. 
“So as we take this time to 
remember 9/11, let’s also take 
the time to reunite, to rededi-

cate ourselves to the cause of 
peace and to start with our 
own lives in our own homes 
in our own communities.”

U.S. Rep. Fred Upton said 
a lot has been done to make 
America safer since 9/11, 
including upgrades to the 
nation’s emergency commu-
nication system.

“We have to be lucky every 
day,” he said. “They have to 
be lucky just once, and they 
were.”

The American Red Cross 
of Southwest Michigan ob-
tained the artifact in 2010, 
with the  nonprofi t World 
Trade Firmitas unveiling the 
plaza to display the 5-by-2-

foot section of steel beam on 
Sept. 11, 2015.

Michael Hoyh of  Berrien 
County Strong-Community 
in Action, who  hosted  the 
event, said events like this 
are important to bring the 
Twin Cities together. 

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

Photos by Don Campbell / HP staff

Fire trucks and the American flag provide a backdrop for a September 11 Remembrance Cer-
emony Tuesday at Resiliency Plaza in downtown Benton Harbor.

LEFT: Rep. Fred Upton recalls being in Washington, D.C., during the 2001 terrorist attacks, Tuesday 
during a September 11 Remembrance Ceremony at Resiliency Plaza in downtown Benton Harbor.
RIGHT: Benton Harbor Mayor Marcus Muhammad speaks during a September 11 Remembrance 
Ceremony Tuesday at Resiliency Plaza in downtown Benton Harbor.
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Cotter’s courtroom. 
Pierangeli said the wom-

an who had driven the men 
to the Salvation Army was 
unaware of what they were 
planning and had nothing 
to do with it. He said she 
and other witnesses will tes-
tify as to what they saw that 
day.

Hassel’s lawyer, Jason 
Engram, told the jury in 
his opening statement, “It’s 
a good thing that open-
ing statements are not evi-
dence.” He said witnesses 
will try to point the fi nger 
at Hassel but “If he decides 

to testify, he’ll tell you he 
doesn’t know Mr. Conyers, 
that he wasn’t there, and 
that it wasn’t him.”

Engram said a statement 
made to police by Hassel, 
which Pierangeli intends to 
put into evidence, was made 
because police told him he 
would never get a fair trial 
if he didn’t come clean.

“My client was so infl u-
enced by that statement he 
felt ‘I might as well tell you 
what you want to hear,’” 
Engram told the jury.

Troy Cameron of Ben-
ton Harbor testifi ed he was 
in his car in the Salvation 
Army parking lot on April 
7, 2017, when he saw three 
men fi ghting. He said he 

was not paying much at-
tention, but then he heard 
gunshots. He said he looked 
over, and about fi ve seconds 
later the rear door of a blue 
Jeep slammed shut and the 
Jeep, with three people in 
it, took off. Cameron then 
went up to Conyers, who 
was lying on the ground, 
and called 911. 

In an interview with po-
lice, Hassel fi rst denied be-
ing anywhere near the scene 
outside the Salvation Army 
on April 7, saying he was at 
his mother’s house watch-
ing TV all day. Later in the 
interview, he changed his 
story and said he and an-
other man met Conyers in 
the Salvation Army park-

ing lot with a plan to rob 
him of some pills. He said 
as Conyers fought with the 
other man, he (Hassel) fi red 
a warning shot. He said he 
accidently fi red another 
shot as he was getting into 
a vehicle.

Hassel is charged with 
open murder, in which a 
jury can consider fi rst- or 
second-degree murder; fi rst-
degree felony murder; car-
rying a concealed weapon, 
a pistol; weapons felony 
fi rearm; armed robbery 
and conspiracy to commit 
armed robbery.

The trial is expected to 
last through Friday.

Contact: jswidwa@TheHP.com, 932-
0359, Twitter: @HPSwidwa

TRIAL
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and is not expected to last 
through another winter, 
according to the district’s 
new COO, Troy Boone.

School board trustees 
in June approved hiring 
Herrera and signed a co-
operative agreement with 
the state, giving him most 
of the school board’s au-
thority, with the trustees 
assuming an advisory role. 
Herrera reports to the 
state’s School Reform Of-
fi ce.

School board meeting
School board trustees 

held their regular meeting 
before Herrera’s meeting, 
where they talked about 
their role as an advisory 
board.

Board President Marletta 
Seats said she was confused 
because Herrera has been 
making decisions without 
seeking their advice.

“The question is, we do 

have a cooperative agree-
ment, and an item in the co-
operative agreement allows 
the board to be able to ad-
vise the CEO,” Seats said. 
“My question is, how do 
we advise when decisions 
are already made. And how 
do we serve in the capacity 
that the cooperative agree-
ment allows us to if we’re 
not being allowed to weigh 
in in a timely fashion?”

Herrera said he’s been 
waiting for guidance from 
state offi cials on what their 
intent was for the advisory 
board. He said it still needs 
to be worked out how often 
the advisory committee will 
meet.

Seats said she doesn’t 
believe that the intent of 
the agreement is being fol-
lowed.

“It looks like something 
has changed in the agree-
ment and that we don’t 
have a clear understanding 
of our role as an advisory 
board,” she said.

Contact: lwrege@TheHP.com, 932-
0361, Twitter: @HPWrege
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Elizabeth Smart 
kidnapper to be 
released from prison

SALT LAKE CITY 
— A woman convicted 
of helping a former street 
preacher kidnap Elizabeth 
Smart in 2002 will be freed 
from prison more than fi ve 
years earlier than expected, 
a surprise decision that 
Smart called “incompre-
hensible” on Tuesday.

Wanda Barzee, 72, will be 
released Sept. 19 after the 
Utah Board of Pardons and 
Parole determined it had 
miscalculated the time she 
previously served in federal 
custody, board spokesman 
Greg Johnson said.

Barzee pleaded guilty 
to kidnapping Smart and 
helping keep her captive for 
nine months before then-
teenager was found and 
rescued.

Smart, now 30, said in 
a statement she was “sur-
prised and disappointed” 
to learn that Barzee will be 
freed next week. She said 
she’s exploring her options 
and plans to speak publicly 
in the coming days.

“It is incomprehensible 
how someone who has not 
cooperated with her mental 
health evaluations or risk 
assessments and someone 
who did not show up to 

her own parole hearing can 
be released into our com-
munity,” Smart said.

The board said previ-
ously that Barzee would be 
released in January 2024 
after it denied her an early 
parole following a hearing 
that she chose not to at-
tend. At that June hearing, 
the board said that Barzee 
had refused to take a psy-
chological exam.

At the same hearing, her 
attorney questioned the 
calculation of her release 
date, which led the Utah 
board to look into it. Law-
yer Scott Williams said 
Tuesday he appreciates that 
the board reviewed it and 
agreed with his assessment.

Williams said he’s not 
concerned about Barzee 
being a danger to the com-
munity, but declined to say 
why he believes that. Wil-
liams has said Barzee has 
been diagnosed with sev-
eral mental illnesses.

Smart said in an Insta-
gram post after the hearing 
that she’s not a vindictive 
person but was worried 
about Barzee’s release after 
learning she was still carry-
ing a manuscript containing 
revelations that accomplice 
Brian David Mitchell said 
he received from God tell-
ing him to kidnap Smart.

By BRADY MCCOMBS 
Associated Press


