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OAM offices in 
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medicine specialists and by an orthopaedic surgeon, when needed.  

Sports physicals available! 
Call now to make an appointment for 
your son or daughter to have the 
required sports physical to participate 
in their school sports programs.
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By Craig Beilfuss
LocalSportsJournal.com     

Four time state champion cross country 
runner Abby VanderKooi from Western Mi-
chgan Christian will continue her running ca-
reer at Grand Valley State University.

The WMC senior offi cially signed her 
letter of intent with the Lakers. Not only is 
VanderKooi a standout out on the course, but 
also in the classroom. VanderKooi had a GPA 
of 3.981 and she intends to pursue a degree in 
nursing at GVSU.

The four-year cross country and track and 
fi eld runner has won numerous champion-
ships in both sports.

Cross Country

Four-time Lakes 8 Conference Cham-
pion, undefeated at the conference level in 
4 years of cross country. Four-time GMAA 
Champion and what is believed to be a fi rst 
for a girls runner. Four-time MHSAA Re-
gional Champion, three times in Division 4 
and once in Division 3 Four-time MHSAA 
State Champion, three times in Division 4, 
once in Division 3.

Joined a select club of girls and won four 
outright state titles in cross country since the 
consolidation of individual and team races at 
Michigan International Speedway (MIS).

Current girls Division 3 course record 
holder at MIS, 3 of the top 10 times all-time 
in Division 4 (second, seventh and ninth). 
Currently ranked 10th for all-divisions with a 
time of 17:12.47 in the state fi nals. That time 
is the current record in Division 3. Two-time 
Footlocker/Eastbay Cross Country Cham-
pionship fi rst-team All-American with two 
third-place fi nishes (2018 & 2019). Currently 
holds the third-best all-time for Freshmen 
girls and the second-best time, all-time for 
sophomore girls on the historic Balboa Park 
course in San Diego, CA

Her sophomore mark of 16:55 is currently 
ninth all-time at Balboa and the fastest third 
place time ever, currently, on that course.

Footlocker/Eastbay Cross Country Re-
gional Champion (2019) on the historic 
course at University of Wisconsin - Parkside 
in Kenosha, WI.A two-time Gatorade Michi-
gan Girls Cross Country Athlete of the Year. 
(2018, 2020)Part of the 2021 Girls Cross 
Country Division 4 State Championship 
team for WMC, the fi rst state championship 
for WMC in any girls’ sport.

Track

Only two seasons, 2020 (10th grade) 
season cancelled by COVID-19, 2021 (11th 
grade) season shortened by a non-running 
injury.

Two-time Lakes 8 Conference Champion 
in the 1600.Lakes 8 Conference Champion in 
the 3200.Two-time MHSAA Division 3 Re-
gional Champion in the 3200.Two-time MH-
SAA Division 3 State Champion in the 3200.

Current GMAA record holder in the 3200 
with a time of 10:46.27. Her accomplish-
ments leave WMC coach Greg Gould shak-
ing his head.

“Abby has left her mark on the Muskeg-
on-area, Michigan, and even national, high 
school girls distance running scene over 
her career at Western Michigan Christian,” 
Gould said. “That is an incredible statement 
to make if you know anything about the his-
tory of this area, the state of Michigan, and 
the current state of girls’ high school distance 
running nationally.

“Abby has competed in an era of incred-
ible athletes, sometimes being one of the best 
in the country, but not necessarily even the 
best here in Michigan in any given moment” 
Gould said. “Her intensity and drive, whether 
in practice or in competition, make her a for-

midable competitor when she steps to start-
ing line.”

Gould has cherished the last four years 
of having such a standout athlete at the high 
school level.

“I would summarize the experience as 
incredibly rewarding, challenging and hum-
bling,” Gould said. “Often all at the same 
time, and that is the coaching experience I 
think all coaches have with their athletes and 
teams. For 4 years I got to experience it at a 
very high level of competition with Abby. It 
was very special to close out the high school 
cross country career of a great individual 
champion with our school’s fi rst girls state 
championship in any sport.”

“We are thrilled to have Abby joining our 
program. She brings a wealth of experience 
and potential,” said Grand Valley State Uni-
versity cross country coach Jerry Baltes. “We 
are looking forward to helping her progress 
her training and taking the next step in her 
racing.

“She has had a great foundation built by 
Coach Gould,” Baltes said. “We are confi -
dent she will be able to come in and pick up 
from there and be a contributor for our team 
in helping us accomplish similar results as 
we have in the past. 

“We are excited to see what Abby does to 
fi nish out her high school career this spring,” 
Baltes said.

WESTERN MICHIGAN CHRISTIAN’S 
ALL-AMERICAN RUNNER ABBY VANDERKOOI HEADED FOR GRAND VALLEY STATE UNIVERSITY



By Ron Pesch
LocalSportsJournal.com     

My latest acquisition from eBay is Jane 
Leavy’s biography, “The Big Fella” – a most 
fi tting book to read as we fi nally head toward 
Major League Baseball’s opening day. The 
subject of the book, of course, is George Her-
man ‘Babe’ Ruth. 

Amusingly, at least to me, the title of the 
book matches the nickname assigned to me 
by my kids some years ago. 

Of course, the parallels between the ca-
reers of us two “Big Fella’s” are slim. “The 
Babe” was a pitcher and outfi elder. I played 
the hot corner on a team sponsored by my 
employer in a co-ed summer softball league. 
“The Great Bambino” had a playing career 
that spanned 22 years. My playing career 
lasted one season. “The Home Run King” 
smashed 714 round-trippers during that span. 
Me? I racked up a couple of singles … per-
haps. “The King of Swing’s” jersey hangs in 
Cooperstown, mine hangs in my closet. My 
5-foot-7 frame falls about seven inches shy 
of “The Sultan of Swat’s” scaffold, while that 
“Big Fella” also had me by a pound or two.

Ruth, of course, is indelibly tied to the 
Yankees – a team I despise like any good 
Michigander. I’m, of course, a Tigers guy – 
with fond memories of falling asleep listen-
ing to AM radio broadcasts of games with Er-
nie Harwell and Paul Carey as a kid. Weekly 
broadcasts of “This Week in Baseball,” nar-
rated by Mel Allen, brought the game and its 
superstars to life. Being the only baseball fan 
in a household of fi ve kids and two adults, 
there were only occasional games broadcast 
on the single television attached to the TV 
antenna. WKZO – TV’s Channel 3 – was 
based in Kalamazoo and was home to Tiger 
baseball in West Michigan. Without that con-
nection, the signal was tough to pull in with 
just rabbit ears on a portable set.

Back then, the majority of the seasons 
were lived through neighborhood games, 
baseball cards, Kessler Baseball Fans Guides 
(a challenge for a kid to acquire), and news-
print accounts of Major League matchups. 
The glorious - and now extinct – “agate” 
page was packed with standings, schedules, 
box scores, statistics, and transactions, add-
ing timely knowledge to be shared.

Road trips with friends to Tiger Stadium, 
old Comiskey Park, Milwaukee County Sta-
dium, and Cleveland’s Municipal Stadium, 
still fl ood my memory bank and remain a 
regular source for laughter when gather-
ing with those guys. Visits to modern-day 
baseball cathedrals still serve as the building 

blocks of vacations with my sons.
But the last several years have been a true 

challenge for this Tiger fan. 
Between a COVID-19 shortened season 

in 2020, the addition of 7-inning doublehead-
ers and extra-inning “free-runners,” much to 
the disappointment of purists like me, and 
a 99-day lockout throwing the 2022 season 
into question, Major League Baseball has 
faced its recent setbacks.

Unfortunately, much of the challenge has 
come not from baseball, but the team itself.

I suffered through the 1990s and early 
2000s. Between 1990 and 2005, the Tigers 
fi nished, on average, 23.5 games back of the 
division leader. Only once did they end the 
year above third place in the division.  In 
2002, they fi nished in last place in the divi-
sion with an excruciating 55 wins against 
106 defeats. Unbelievably, it got worse a year 
later with an incredible 119 losses. At least 
they managed to climb out of the cellar in 
both 2004 and 2005, fi nishing fourth among 
fi ve teams.

So, while the postseasons didn’t end as 
hoped, the Jim Leyland years, spanning the 
years 2006 through 2013, were glorious in 
my eyes. The heroics of Curtis Granderson, 
Kenny Rogers, and Magglio Ordóñez in the 
2006 playoffs will always remain amongst 
my favorite baseball moments. For this guy, 
Leyland’s no-nonsense style was a delight.

The 2014 season returned a stellar line-
up, but a new skipper in Brad Ausmus. The 
three-game sweep by the Baltimore Orioles 

in that season’s American League Division 
Series brought forth for me a dreadful feeling 
that the end was near.

I began to explore options. And with a sa-
lute to Curt Flood, I became a “free agent” 
fan. There comes a point in time when a 
sports fan realizes he doesn’t have time for 
rebuilds and bad baseball.

A Lesson from Max Scherzer
My pending free agency began with 

Scherzer’s departure from the Tigers follow-
ing the 2014 season. It was sealed with the 
Justin Verlander trade to the Houston Astros 
seconds before the trade deadline at the end 
of August, 2017.

While I rooted for the Cleveland Indians 
– AL Central Division rivals – in the 2016 
World Series, it was nice to see the Chicago 
Cubs end their 106-year World Champion-
ship drought. I was happy to see Verlander 
get a World Series ring in 2017 and Scherzer 
get his in 2019 with the Washington Nation-
als.

My signing with another team took me 
just 90 miles away. No, I’m not in Lansing 
watching the Lugnuts. Rather, I landed across 
the lake in Milwaukee with the Brewers.

I’m now a member of the Brew Crew.
Thanks to the miracles of modern-day 

broadcasting, streaming services, and sub-
scriptions, I can follow along game-by-game 
as if I were a resident of Cream City. The 
intra-division battles in the NL Central be-
tween the Cubs, the St. Louis Cardinals, and 
the Brewers have been classic over the last 

I’M GETTING TOO OLD F�  RebuildsF�  Rebuilds

(L to R) Mark Sander, Jim Gillings, Jeff Sander, Ron Pesch, and Ray Shetterly at Tiger 
Stadium in 1988 for a game with the White Sox. Photo/Ron Pesch



few years. 
The Brewers’ pitching staff is among the 

best in baseball. Corbin Burnes stands as the 
reigning NL Cy Young winner, while team-
mate Brandon Woodruff fi nished fi fth in the 
voting for the award in 2021. This past sea-
son also saw Josh Hader win his third Na-
tional League top reliever award.

Last season’s May acquisition of Willy 
Adames provided an immediate spark to the 
club. My current favorite outfi elder, Lorenzo 
Cain, has the best smile in baseball, and his 
Golden Glove defense in center is a high-
light reel waiting to happen. And I love Mil-
waukee’s free agent signing of Andrew Mc-
Cutchen and Hunter Renfroe. Just imagine if 
Christian Yelich’s bat returns to form. Mix in 
a little entertainment in the form of 
game-day Sausage Races, and I’m a 
happy guy!

Don’t get me wrong, I still pay 
attention to Detroit. Miggy’s chase 
for 500 home runs and now, 3,000 
hits, has been exciting.  The Akil 
Baddoo story, of course, turned 
my head. The drafting of Spencer 
Torkelson and his debut in Motown 
intrigues me. Signing Javier Baez 
to shore up shortstop was wise (al-
though I still can’t wrap my head 
around $140 million contracts). The 
days-before-opening-day acquisi-
tion of Austin Meadows, at least on 
paper, is a shrewd move.

Still, the season will come down 
to Tiger pitching. The slow arrival 
of arms from the farm continues 
to offer hope. Can the staff and the 
bullpen stay healthy? While I hope 
I’m wrong, I still don’t see the Ti-
gers, despite, off-season moves, 
winning the division or becoming a 
wild card. No matter, come season’s 
end, AL Central teams are still no 
match for the AL East. 

Even though I have the high-
est hopes that the Tigers’ rebuild is 
close to completion, and that my re-
turn to the bandwagon arrives soon, 
I’m still following Scherzer’s lead. 

On July 30 – last year’s trade deadline – in 
the last year of his contract with Washington, 
he was sent to the West Coast version of the 
Yankees: the Dodgers. 

In December, he signed a record deal as 
a free agent with the New York Mets.  Three 
seasons, with an opt-out option after two. 

Who knows, he could be back in a Tigers 
uniform by then? Just like me.

According to longtime best friend, fellow 
rival and former head coach of the Clippers, 
Walt Gawkowski, one of Wrights greatest 
strengths is “his ability to build relationships 
with his players.” 

Gawkowski knows Wright well. They 
played on the same baseball team in the 
city league and the United Baseball League 

where they traveled every weekend. 
“ I guess that’s where the friendship be-

gan,” said Gawkowski. 
Gawkowski and Wright also coached 

against each other through the years when 
Gawkowski was coaching the North Mus-
kegon Norsemen. Many games have been re-
played in their conversations over the years. 
Gawkowski even stood up for Wright in his 
wedding.

A baseball “lifer” is what some people 
would call Coach Wright.

Some would think doing the same thing 
over and over, year after year would get old, 
maybe even boring, but not for this diehard 
coach. Wright looks forward to each new sea-
son with excitement.

“The thrill is still there,” he said. “I 
told the kids the fi rst day of the season, 
I’m as excited this year as I was my very 
fi rst year.” 

Wright doesn’t believe baseball is as 
popular as it used to be because there are 
so many more opportunities out there. 
But for Wright, it’s just as much a part 
of who he is as the very fi rst year he 
coached. 

“I didn’t even golf last summer due 
to baseball,” he said, “but I feel so for-
tunate.”

There is no break between the high 
school season and the Clippers home 
opener, however there are no games on 
Mondays so that’s the day he can catch 
up on other things.

“The baseball fi eld is a classroom 
without walls,” said Gawkowski. “And 
he (Wright) is extremely knowledgeable. 
He’s just the type of guy that loves to be 
at the fi eld. He is exceptional with the 
kids.”

As long as baseball still gives Wright 
that “Opening Day” thrill, he plans to 
keep on coaching. 

“I’m not one to just hold on to hold 
on,” he said. “Something inside will tell 
me it’s time. And then it will happen.”

Until then, he will lace up his cleats 
and take the fi eld for another season.

ALSO VISIT EOM LAUNDRY. Drop-off laundry and dry cleaning service available!

231.854.3165

YOUR LOCAL SOURCE FOR MONEY ORDERS | RUG DOCTOR | FAX/COPIES | BLUE RHINO PROPANE

75 WEST MICHIGAN, HESPERIA
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JAKE SZETELA is the owner/operator of Riparea 
Videography, a full service photography and videography 
company based in the Grand Rapids area that was founded 
in January of 2017. Jake is probably best known in the local 
sports world for his signature “hype films” that he shoots, edits 
and narrates for various local high schools. He coaches junior 
varsity volleyball at Potter’s House High School (Wyoming, 
MI) and also enjoys photographing all kinds of athletics at the 
high school, collegiate and professional level. He is in his first 
year sharing images with Local Sports Journal.
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FORMER OAKRIDGE STANDOUT PLAYER 
WRAPS UP HER JUNIOR BASKETBALL SEASON AT THE UNIVERSITY OF TOLEDO

By Greg Gielczyk
LocalSportsJournal.com     

As the starting point guard for the Toledo 
University women’s basketball team, junior 
point guard Sophia Wiard was out front quar-
terbacking the Rockets’ offense.

Her leadership this past season helped the 
Rockets capture the Mid-American Confer-
ence regular season title and a spot in the 
WNIT.

Wiard, a fi nance major and a graduate 
from Oakridge, averaged 12.6 points a game 
with 31 steals, 10 blocked shots and 99 as-
sists this season as the Division 1 Rockets 
compiled a 19-1 record in the MAC. The 
team set a league record for most conference 
wins in a season.

The Rockets’ season ended with a 73-71 
overtime loss to Middle Tennessee in the 
WNIT quarterfi nals in Toledo on Monday, 
March 28. Toledo fi nished 29-6 and tied a 
school record for wins in a season (2010-11, 
2012-13).

After playing before sparse crowds, ba-
sically just friends and family, last year be-
cause of the COVID pandemic, Wiard said it 
was quite a jump to have close to 5,000 fans 
for games this year.

“Last year we had fake noise,” said Wiard, 
the daughter of Joel and Renee Wiard. “They 
were literally playing background noise for 
us. It was like going to an open gym. At the 
Division 1 level, you’re looking forward to 
play in front of a big crowd.

“This year was just so much fun, play-
ing before big crowds again. We had a really 
good year.”

Wiard fi nished 16th in scoring and second 
in assists in the conference, while leading the 
league in assists-to-turnover ratio for the sec-
ond straight season.

Last year, as a sophomore, Wiard tied a 
school record with 42 points at Northern Illi-
nois and scored in double digits in 17 games. 
She also had 10-plus rebounds twice.

Toledo head coach Tricia Cullop, who 
completed her 13th year at the Rockets helm, 
says Wiard is a tremendous leader, and takes 
incredible care of the basketball.

“She’s played 40 minutes before where 
she’s had zero turnovers,” said Cullop, who 
has guided the Rockets to one MAC cham-
pionship and two MAC regular season titles.

“Just an unbelievable talent. Great IQ, 
tremendous teammate (and) wonderful lead-
er. She can do it all. She can score, she can 
handle (the ball), she can pass. A tremendous 
player.”

The Rockets have hung eight postseason 

banners in Cullop’s time stalking the coach’s 
box, including a 2011 postseason WNIT 
championship.

Cullop has compiled a 255-140 overall 
record during her time guiding the Midnight 
Blue and Gold, including a 134-72 ledger in 
the conference. The 255 wins is the most in 
program history.

Wiard has clearly upheld that tradition of 
excellence for the Rockets.

“(Sophia) is not only an incredible play-
er, but her teammates absolutely love her,” 
Cullop said. “They follow her lead, because 
she gives her heart and soul to them.

“What I also love about her is that she’s 
extremely coachable, but in the offseason she 
works her tail off. She’s busy around (her) 
home working with a personal trainer, and 
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trying to get better.
“And she just loves the game, and plays 

with great joy. I’ve thoroughly enjoyed 
coaching her. I’m so glad she’s our point 
guard.

“I not only like to have great players, but 
strong character kids. She comes from a great 
family. She’s a straight A student. She’s just 
a wonderful kid, a wonderful person and a 
wonderful human being.”

Toledo started two juniors including Wi-
ard, a freshman and two sophomores and 
they’ll all be coming back next year.

“We learned a lot this year,” Wiard said. 
“I think the fact we’ve been together so long 
helped this year. 

My sophomore year we started two fresh-
men and three sophomores. We fi nished 12-
12 that year.

“I think we just kept staying the course, 
grinding, and then obviously coach Cullop 
brought in some really good recruits from the 

transfer portal, and they all accepted the pro-
cess. We were working hard all summer.

“Off the court we were always doing stuff 
together, too. We’re not forced to do anything 
together, but those are my 16 sisters. I don’t 
have many friends outside of them. I would 
much rather hang out with them.”

After playing 15 minutes a game behind 
a point guard who is now playing overseas, 
Wiard learned her lessons and gradually set-
tled into the college game.

The 5-foot-9 point guard started all 24 
games last year, averaging 13.7 points (sec-
ond on the team), 5.3 rebounds and 4.3 as-
sists (fi rst on the team) a game.

It took time, though.
“Division 1 basketball is a whole different 

world,” Wiard said. “I defi nitely learned a lot, 
even during my freshman year learning from 
the senior.

“My sophomore year I played about 39 
minutes a game, and that brought a lot of ex-

perience underneath my belt, too. This year, 
everybody I started with is so good, and ev-
erybody off the bench is so good.

“It makes me look pretty good, too. I’m 
passing the ball, and they’re sinking shots. I 
have to give them kudos, too. They’re giving 
me a lot of assists.

“Point guard is a lot of responsibility, but 
I love it. I enjoy it.”

As Cullop said, Wiard works hard in the 
summer working with her personal trainer 
on her skill development and, obviously, ball 
handling.

But, she believes basketball IQ is most 
important of all, and that comes with age and 
experience.

“My freshman year, my head was under 
water and I was just trying to fi nd my way 
through,” Wiard added. “Once you start to 
learn the game a little bit more, I think that’s 
one of the most vital parts for a point guard.

“Especially at the Division 1 level. The 
game is starting to slow down a little bit, I’m 
starting to understand and see things better. 
Even my sophomore year it was like ‘Okay, 
what do I have to do just to survive.’”

She’s done more than survive in her role 
as point guard. She’s thriving running the 
show.

Cullop says that Wiard loves facilitating 
on the break. “She’s wonderful at running our 
offense, and making sure that people get the 
ball at the right times,” Cullop added. “She’ll 
run through the wall for you.

“Unfortunately, she got hurt in our Mar-
quette game. She got hit pretty hard. She had 
blood coming out of her mouth, her teeth 
were shoved up in her gums.

“After the game she had to get six stitches 
in her lip, and she was begging to go back in 
the game. That says who she is. She will do 
anything for her teammates, no matter how 
she feels.”

Cullop added that Wiard is the heart and 
soul of the team. Best of all, she’ll be back 
for another season.

Wiard and Cullop hope that next year 
the Rockets can earn that elusive bid to the 
NCAA’s.
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4 Norse Stars Finally Shine
 After bitter losses in the state semifinals in 2018 and 
 2019, the North Muskegon girls soccer team took no 
 prisoners en route to a D4 state championship.
8 Cinderella Story
 The Spring Lake girls soccer team started the 
 season 1-1-1 with an absent coach. By the end, the
 Lakers were Division 2 state finalists.
10 Stunner
 The powerful Holton softball team was ready to make
 a bid for its first state title, but then a big lead 
 evaporated in the Division 4 state semifinals.
12 Rocket Rebound
 The Reeths-Puffer baseball team stumbled out of the
 gate with a 1-4 record, then went on a long winning
 streak and won a district championship.
14 Another Family Conquest
 Four cousins from Hart High School continued their 
 family domination of running events by winning the 
 3200-meter relay state championship.
16 State Track Champs
 A photo page look at the area athletes who won 
 their events at the state track finals.
18 State Champions in Straight Sets! 
 North Muskegon's Greta Goszkowicz and Marilyn
 Gaston plowed their way to a state doubles tennis 
 title.
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5TH ANNUAL GOLF OUTING 
MAY 27, 2022 FRIDAY, OAKRIDGE GOLF COURSE
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PRIZES AND AWARDS
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By Kristi Lynn
LocalSportsJournal.com     

After coaching more than 1,100 games 
in his career, Shelby baseball coach Brian 
Wright still has a passion for America’s fa-
vorite pastime. 

He has coached and played for a total of 
41 years and has no plans to retire from the 
game.

“I don’t want to do anything else right 
now,” Wright said. “I don’t want to give it 
up just yet.”

His passion runs deep for the sport. Not 
only does he coach the high school baseball 
team, but Wright has been the assistant coach 
for the Muskegon Clippers baseball club for 
6 years. The Clippers are in the Great Lakes 
Summer Collegiate League that plays its 
home games at historic Marsh Field in Mus-
kegon. That season begins in June.

Wright has been teaching in the classroom 
at Shelby for 38 years, the last fi ve as the 
physical education teacher for grades K-5. 

The 1976 graduate started his career with 
the Ravenna Bulldogs where he played for 
4 years. Following high school, Wright con-
tinued his baseball career for another 4 years 
with the Grand Valley State University Lak-
ers. After graduating, he moved to Shelby for 
an elementary teaching position and never 
left.

“I feel blessed to be at the same school for 
all these years,” said Wright. He gives credit 
to great assistant coaches Mike and Dick 
Pranger, Les Gowell, Scott Lund and Brian 
Plummer as well as Kevin Klein, who has 
been with Wright for 20 plus years. 

“I have had wonderful assistant coaches 
and great support from both parents and stu-
dents,” Wright said.

With so many extra-curricular activities 

available to students these days, fi elding a 
baseball team could be a real challenge, but 
Wright believes he does it the right way. 

“I still believe kids want to be coached 
hard and praised to get better,” he said. “We 
teach the fundamentals and treat the kids like 
family.”

More than likely that attitude is key to his 
longevity.

There are always high and lows in any 
career. In 2010, the Shelby Tigers broke the 
school record for victories with 34, and home 
runs, with 23. The team fi nished 33-4 that 
year. 

However, Wright said the 2003 team was 
probably the highlight of his coaching ca-
reer. The Tigers won their fi rst 25 games and 
ranked No. 1 throughout the year. They were 
crowned West Michigan Conference champi-
ons with a 14-0 record, but the dream season 
ended earlier than expected. Shelby lost to 
Morley Stanwood in the regional semifi nals 
5-1. It was the only year the Tigers have been 
undefeated. Wright says that was a “magical” 
year for him. Morley Stanwood went on to 
the state fi nals, where it lost to Blissfi eld, 3-1.

Sports are a big part of life for the Wright 
family. Wright, and his wife, Kelly, have 
been married 29 years and have three chil-
dren – a son and two daughters. Wright had 
the privilege of coaching his son for 4 years 
on the varsity baseball team, including the 
“magical” year they made a run for the state 
championship. He was also able to coach his 
daughter on the basketball court 1 season. 

Wright played basketball, baseball and 
football while attending Ravenna High 
School.

 “I couldn’t have done it without the sup-
port of my wife,” said Wright. 

His family is another source of great sup-
port for his passion.

After 41 years of coaching most people 
would lose that spark and enthusiasm, but not 
Wright. His passion for the game seems to 
grow more with each season. 

According to longtime best friend, fellow 
rival and former head coach of the Clippers, 
Walt Gawkowski, one of Wrights greatest 
strengths is “his ability to build relationships 

FOR SHELBY BASEBALL COACH BRIAN WRIGHT
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with his players.” 
Gawkowski knows Wright well. They 

played on the same baseball team in the 
city league and the United Baseball League 
where they traveled every weekend. 

“ I guess that’s where the friendship be-
gan,” said Gawkowski. 

Gawkowski and Wright also coached 
against each other through the years when 
Gawkowski was coaching the North Mus-
kegon Norsemen. Many games have been re-
played in their conversations over the years. 
Gawkowski even stood up for Wright in his 
wedding.

A baseball “lifer” is what some people 
would call Coach Wright.

Some would think doing the same thing 
over and over, year after year would get old, 
maybe even boring, but not for this diehard 
coach. Wright looks forward to each new sea-
son with excitement.

“The thrill is still there,” he said. “I told 
the kids the fi rst day of the season, I’m as ex-
cited this year as I was my very fi rst year.” 

Wright doesn’t believe baseball is as 
popular as it used to be because there are so 
many more opportunities out there. But for 

Wright, it’s just as much a part of who he is 
as the very fi rst year he coached. 

“I didn’t even golf last summer due to 
baseball,” he said, “but I feel so fortunate.”

There is no break between the high school 
season and the Clippers home opener, how-
ever there are no games on Mondays so that’s 
the day he can catch up on other things.

“The baseball fi eld is a classroom without 
walls,” said Gawkowski. “And he (Wright) is 
extremely knowledgeable. He’s just the type 
of guy that loves to be at the fi eld. He is ex-
ceptional with the kids.”

As long as baseball still gives Wright that 
“Opening Day” thrill, he plans to keep on 
coaching. 

“I’m not one to just hold on to hold on,” 
he said. “Something inside will tell me it’s 
time. And then it will happen.”

Until then, he will lace up his cleats and 
take the fi eld for another season.Photo/Leo Valdez

Photo/Jason Goorman
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By Craig Beilfuss
LocalSportsJournal.com     

The Michigan Wolverines football team 
fi nished spring camp with their annual Blue 
and Maize spring football game on Saturday 
afternoon in Ann Arbor.

North Muskegon’s Noah Stewart, an of-
fensive lineman, played the fourth quarter in 
a game won by the Blue Team, 20-12. The 
game was played before a turnout estimat-
ed at 12,000. Stewart was a member of the 
Maize team.

Stewart (6-7, 274) is a walk-on at Michi-
gan who is majoring in Economics with a mi-
nor in Business. At the same time, he is work-
ing to earn more playing time for the reigning 
Big Ten champions.

Michigan is coming off a 2021 season in 
which they fi nished with a 12-2 overall re-
cord. They fi nished with a 9-1 record in the 
East Division of the Big Ten Conference 
along with winning the Big Ten champion-
ship game over Iowa 42-3. The Wolverines 
lost in the national semifi nals to Georgia in 
the Orange Bowl. Michigan fi nished third in 
the fi nal Associated Press poll.

“Winning the Big Ten was a great experi-
ence as well as making it to the college foot-
ball playoff,” Stewart said. “But, our coaches 
and captains have stressed the point that, 
that’s now the standard and we cannot be 
looking in the rearview mirror at our accom-
plishments. Instead we need to be looking at 
what we can do to improve on that.

“Team 142 is in the books; it’s now time 
for 143,” Stewart said.

Stewart discussed his playing days at 
North Muskegon along with head NM coach 
Larry Witham, how he came to making the 
decision to go to Michigan, his mentors and 
what it is like to walk out of the tunnel on a 
Saturday afternoon in the Big House.

“I played 3 years at the varsity level at 
North Muskegon,” Stewart said. “Over those 
years, I made some of my best friends, most 
of whom I am still in close contact with and 
will continue to be in contact with hopefully 
for the rest of my life.

Stewart graduated from North Muskegon 
in 2020. In his 3 years he was the First-Team 
Offensive and Defensive lineman in the West 
Michigan Conference. He also made the 
MLive All-Area team. 

Coming out of high school, Stewart was a 
3-star prospect, the 57th best prospect in the 
state of Michigan and the 204th-ranked of-
fensive lineman in the nation.

One of Stewart’s biggest supporters was 
on hand from North Muskegon, Norseman 

coach Larry Witham.
“As far as his days at NM are concerned, 

he came onto the scene as a freshman with 
a very thin and gangly frame,” Witham said. 
“It came down to either playing tennis or 
football as a freshman, and thank God for us 
that he chose to play football.

“He had a very nice campaign on the 
jayvees that year, with another 20 freshmen 
on the JVs that year as well,” Witham said. 
“Because of that, Noah was brought up to the 
varsity as a sophomore in 2017.

“Noah really began to fi ll into his body 
as a sophomore,” Witham said. “Although he 
never cracked the lineup during his sopho-
more year, he did see time on the fi eld and 
gained signifi cant experience that would pay 
dividends for the remainder of his career.”

During his junior year, Stewart became a 
two-way starter at offensive tackle and de-
fensive end. His hard work helped to develop 
a body to match his 6-7 frame. He added 
weight and strength as well and that attracted 
the attention of coaches.

“It’s hard not to notice a kid that towers 
over virtually everyone in the league,” With-
am said.

Stewart was quick to compliment Witham 
for help along the way.

“I credit a lot of my accomplishments to 
Coach Witham,” Stewart said.

“After my sophomore season ended, we 
had our annual football awards banquet,” 
he said “When it was my turn to accept my 
varsity letter, I can still recall Coach Witham 
saying ‘this is a kid that in the future will be 
playing on Saturdays.’

“At that time, I was a 6-7, 200-pound gan-
gly offensive lineman and was on nobody’s 
radar, though that statement gave me confi -
dence that it was possible,” Stewart said.

“His biggest and most impactful season 
came in his senior year,” Witham said.

Stewart put in the offseason work and 
reached 245 pounds. And, he was fast for his 
size, running the 40-yard dash in 4.9 seconds. 
The NM coaching staff even toyed with the 
idea of playing him at tight end.

Instead, Stewart opted to play left tackle.
“He blossomed into one of the best offen-

sive linemen not just in the conference, but in 
the area as well,” Witham said. 

The interest in Stewart began to blossom 
from teams in the Midwest and East. That 
included in-state schools Eastern, Western 
and Central Michigan universities and Divi-
sion 2 schools such as Michigan Tech and 
South Dakota State. But once Michigan saw 
his fi lm and offered Noah a preferred walk-
on opportunity, Noah’s childhood dream be-

came reality - to play in the Big House for the 
University of Michigan.”

Now that spring camp at Michigan has 
come to a close, Stewart is making plans for 
the coming months.

“Summers are where I, as a developmen-
tal player, make my biggest jumps,” Stewart 
said. “The month of May is our discretion-
ary month so no mandatory football events 

FORMER NORTH MUSKEGON GRADUATE NOAH STEWART  FORMER NORTH MUSKEGON GRADUATE NOAH STEWART  
GETS PLAY ING T IME IN  MICH IGAN WOLVERINES’  SPR ING FOOTBALL  GAME

Michigan offensive lineman Noah Stewart 
following Michigan’s spring football 

game on Saturday, April 2 Photo/Leo Valdez



can take place, however they do give us an 
optional lifting schedule for us to take home 
so that when June comes around and we all 
go back on campus, we can hit the ground 
running.” 

Summer strength and conditioning be-
gin in early June and that continues until fall 
camp starts on Aug. 6. There will be just a 
few days off during that tie. The sole priority 
is becoming bigger, fast and stronger. It’s a 
regimen that goes 6 days a week.

“For me, the biggest thing is to just put on 
more weight,” Stewart said. “I’ve gone from 
245 to 285, but I still will need a good 15 
pounds to be able to compete for more play-
ing time.”

Stewart has experienced the diffi culty of 
being the best player on  his high school team 
to competing for playing time at the win-
ningest program in the nation’s history.

“It was something that nothing could pre-
pare me for,” Stewart said. “At North Mus-
kegon, I was the biggest and strongest guy 
on my team, but I still remember during our 
freshman orientation when we all got on 
campus in June. Seeing the size of the other 
guys and thinking ‘how the hell am I gonna 

compete with these guys.’”
Stewart’s fi rst roommates were three 

players from very large and successful pri-
vate schools that played national schedules.

“Here I was from a small public school 
where we had 27 guys on our roster and our 
furthest game was two and half hours away,” 
Stewart said.

Mike and Kerri Stewart, Noah’s parents, 
were on hand for Saturday’s spring game. 
Mike Stewart himself was a college football 
player at Michigan Tech and was Noah’s big-
gest mentor growing up.

“My biggest mentor would be my father,” 
Stewart said. “I’ve always looked up to him 
for advice and used his life as sort of a tem-
plate to see how to become successful.

“He played college football at MIchigan 
Tech and is a big reason why I fi rst wanted to 
play football in college,” Stewart said “I still 
remember when I would go to my grandpar-
ents’ house and look through old newspaper 
clips of him from high school as well as this 
manilla envelope that was fi lled with letters 
and all sorts of mail that recruits get.”

Stewart offered some insight to those who 
might be chasing college athletics at any lev-
el, but especially at a Division 1 school.

“One thing I would say to kids who have 
a dream of playing D1 is to simply work hard 
and go 100 percent at everything you do, 
with sports and school,” Stewart said. “Don’t 
ever be discouraged by those who doubt you. 
No matter how athletic or big you are, deter-
mination is the biggest thing an athlete can 
have. As the saying goes, it’s not the size of 
the dog in the fi ght, but the fi ght in the dog.”

Witham offered plenty of praise for his 
former star player.

“Not only would Michigan provide ex-
cellence on the football fi eld, but also in the 
classroom as well,” Witham said. “Noah is 
an excellent student, earning a 3.8 GPA from 
his high school days to U-M.”

Recently, Stewart declared his major and 
Witham knows what to expect.

“Knowing Noah the way I do, he will 
work very hard to be one of the fi nest econo-
mists in his fi eld,” Witham said. “We are all 

very proud of Noah, and we know that Noah 
is very proud of North Muskegon. He has a 
very bright future ahead of him, both on and 
off the fi eld.”

 Watching him play today (Saturday) dur-
ing the Spring Game, with the winged hel-
met on the top of his head, one is reminded 
that hard work and perseverance can pay big 
dividends for a tall, thin boy from tiny North 
Muskegon, with big dreams and big goals,” 
Witham said. “Now, Noah Stewart is achiev-
ing his dreams and goals, one class and one 
play at a time, on one of the biggest stages of 
them all.”

Now Stewart is realizing the dream of 
running out of the tunnel at Michigan Sta-
dium and leaping up to touch the M Club 
banner

“I will never forget the fi rst time leaving 
the locker room and seeing the crowd as I got 
closer to the end of the tunnel,” Stewart said.

Michigan will open the 2022 regular 
season on Sept. 3 at home against Colorado 
State. The Wolverines will play four consec-
utive home games to get the season under-
way and a total of eight home games in 2022.

Noah Stewart with his parents Mike 
and Kerri Stewart Photo/Leo Valdez

 Noah Stewart with his father Mike (left) 
and North Muskegon head football coach 

Larry Witham (right) Photo/Leo Valdez
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The Mason County Sports Hall of Fame 
(MCSHOF) has released the names of the 
Class of 2022 inductees and has given a brief 
introduction of their accomplishments. “It is 
extremely diffi cult, out of so many deserv-
ing athletes, to choose only six to be honored 
each year,” commented Vic Burwell, presi-
dent of the Mason County Sports Hall of 
Fame. “We have a couple hundred names on 
our list of athletes who have been nominated 
to the Hall and all seem deserving,” Burwell 
went on to explain.

The selection process takes several 
months as the board of directors spends 
signifi cant time researching, reviewing and 
discussing qualifi ed candidates before the 
efforts culminate in a selection night when 
those chosen for induction must receive a 2/3 
vote of the directors.

The Class of 2022 includes a wrestling 
state champion who also excelled at the state 
and world level in fastpitch softball, where he 
received all-american honors; an all-around 
athlete from Free Soil who played in the 50’s 
and was twice named fi rst team all-state in 
basketball and was a track state champion; 
an athlete who competed in four Iditarod dog 
sled races, braving the icy terrain in a race 
that takes the brave men and women who at-
tempt it, with their sled dog team, across the 
great state of Alaska; a coach with 302 wins 
in softball and a .728 win percentage and is a 
fastpitch softball all-american; a track stand-
out who threw javelin, discuss and shot put at 
Ferris State University, was a state champion 
in shot put with a state record in 1979, and 
a member of a softball state runner-up team; 
and a fi rst team all-state high school basket-
ball star who went on to play four years of 
basketball at Northwood College. The Hall 
will induct Bob Cameron; Lyford Young; 
Al Hardman; Christy Christmas; Jill (Treml) 
Stickney; and Mike Evans as the Class of 
2022.

“The MCSHOF Is proud to induct these 
outstanding athletes into their new home of 
honor and recognition.  he MCSHOF Class 
of 2022 certainly brings a level of athletic 
achievement that merits their enshrinement 
into this hall of honor.  e will be inducting 
individuals from Ludington, Mason County 
Central, Mason County Eastern, and Free Soil 
High Schools, and another who is a longtime 
resident of Mason County.  his Class of 2022 
has experienced a degree of success in sports 
that ranks equal to those inducted previously 
in our hall of legacy.  he MCSHOF Board of 
Directors congratulates these athletes and 
looks forward to celebrating the enshrine-
ment festivities on June 25, 2022; at noon for 

the unveiling of the plaques at Historic White 
Pine Village and the banquet at 6:00 pm at 
Lincoln Hills Golf and Country Club,” said 
Burwell.

Bob Cameron, of Scottville, graduated in 
1979 from Mason County Central. His senior 
year he was undefeated at 167 pounds and 
went on to claim the state championship in 
wrestling as he assisted his team in claiming 
the state runner-up title that year. Cameron 
went to Western Michigan University in-
tending to wrestle, but WMU dropped their 
wrestling program. Bob also participated in 
track and cross country in high school, earn-
ing three varsity letters in each. He ran a 4:30 
mile his senior year. 

Cameron was also a standout fastpitch 
softball player after high school. He played 
on an ASA Class B State Championship team 

in 1988 and in the National Tournament in 
Las Cruses, New Mexico that same year. 
He also was a member of an ASA Class A 
State Championship team and played in Na-
tionals in Sacremento, California. Cameron 
also played on two ISC State Championship 
teams and in the World Tourney in Victoria, 
British Columbia and in Sioux City, Iowa. 
These honors occurred while playing for 
Schoenherr Investments or Floracraft, both 
high caliber teams from Mason County.

Later, Cameron played with Kelder 
Poured Walls and that team won the NAFA 
National Championship in Mankato, Min-
nestoa and Cameron was selected as an All-
American. 

Lyford Young played basketball and ran 
track at Free Soil high school, graduating 
with the Class of 1955. Lyford was a fi rst 

CLASS OF 2022 ANNOUNCED! 
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team All-WMD Conference selection in 
1953, 1954 and 1955. His team won the Dis-
trict Championship in 1954 and 1955. In the 
1954-55 season, Young scored 420 points, av-
eraging 19.1 points per game. Young went on 
to score 975 points in his high school career. 
In both 1954 and 1955 Young was selected to 
the All-State fi rst team. Young played basket-
ball in 1955-56 at Adrian College.

Lyford Young also excelled in track at 
Free Soil. He earned four varsity letters  n 
track and was WMD champion in 1953 in the 
100 yard dash, the 220 yard dash, and was 
fi rst at the CMU Relays in the Sprint Medley 
Relay. In 1954 he was again WMD cham-
pion in the 220 yard dash and in the shot put 
and the Medley Relay. Lyford Young passed 
away in January 2016 at the age of 79.

Alvin “Al” Hardman loved adventure and 
when he was in his 50’s, he competed in his 
fi rst of four Iditarod sled dog races, one of 
the most grueling sports events in the world. 
The Iditarod is 1,151 miles long. Hardman’s 
best  inish was in 2002 when he was 21st. His 
last Iditarod was run in 2004 when he was 
in his early 60’s. Hardman competed in races 
across the United States, fi nishing fourth in 
“Race to the Sky” in Montana in 2011 and 
10th in the “Can Am” in Maine in 2012, at 
the age of 69.

Hardman built a successful construction 
company in Ludington, Hardman Construc-
tion, and was generous in giving back to his 
community.  e demonstrated and cultivated 
great leadership at the company. Hardman 
had a love for the outdoors and enjoyed hunt-
ing, fi shing and loved the adventure of a good 
whitewater rafting run. Hardman passed 
away in March 2021, at the age of 78.

Christy Christmas, of Ludington, gradu-
ated in 1979 from Mason County Central. 
Christmas coached softball at Mason County 
Central where the team accumulated 302 
wins during her tenure. She had seven West 
Michigan Conference titles, six district titles, 
three regional titles, and twice took her team 
to the state semi-fi nals, each time losing 
by one run to the eventual state champion. 
Christmas was a six time District Coach of 

the Year and three-time Regional Coach of 
the Year. She was selected to coach in the 
Muskegon Community College and Michi-
gan High School Softball Coaches Associa-
tion All-Star softball games and was selected 
All-Area Softball Coach by the Muskegon 
Chronicle. Christmas also coached volleyball 
at Mason County Central where her teams 
were ranked as high as eighth in the state 
coaches poll.

As a sophomore, Christmas was a starter 
on the 1976 MHSAA Class C State Runner-
up basketball team. She played softball, bas-
ketball and volleyball at Grand Rapids Bap-
tist College, now Cornerstone University, 
where she was an All-Conference selection 
and MVP. She scored 1,109 points in bas-
ketball and is a member of the Cornerstone 
University Athletic Hall of Fame.

Playing ASA fast-pitch softball, Christ-
mas played on state championship teams 
with Scottville Scotties and Metalworks. The 
Metalworks team competed in three National 
ASA tournaments with a runner-up fi nish in 
College Station, Texas, where Christmas was 
selected as All-American, second team.

Jill (Treml) Stickney, of Custer, played 
basketball and softball and ran track at Ma-
son County Eastern. In 1979, her senior year, 
Stickney was a state champion in shot put, 
setting a new state record that year with a 
throw of 41’ 7 3/8” (12.68 meters). She also 
placed fi fth in the discus with a throw of 107’ 
2” and was the Mason County track cham-
pion in shot put and discus. The 1979 track 
team was the state runner-up.  tickney also 
took second place in shot put at the state meet 
and fourth in 1977 and second in 1976, all in 
shot put.

Stickney also excelled in softball, fi rst as 
a member of the 1977 state runner-up soft-
ball team at MCE, when she pitched and 
played center fi eld and then as a member of 
the ASA state champion Scottville Scotties 
team, where she played left fi eld and received 
numerous honors for her outstanding defen-
sive and offensive play. Stickney was also a 
WMD All-Conference selection in 1978 and 
1979.

Along with throwing shot put and dis-
cus, Stickney began throwing javelin while a 
member of the track team at Ferris State Uni-
versity. Upon graduation from Ferris, Stick-
ney held numerous college records at Ferris. 
Her best throw in shot put was 41’ 6”, still the 
fi fth best throw in FSU history.

Jill (Treml) Stickney also coached soft-
ball at Mason County Central, from 1983-
1994. She also had a teaching career in spe-
cial education and was assistant principal at 
the high school for a couple years.

Mike Evans graduated from Ludington 
High School in 1963. He played basketball 
and baseball for the Orioles and in 1963, was 
a Free Press all-state fi rst team selection. He 
averaged over 18 points per game in 1963 
and was chosen to Wood TV’s West Michi-
gan All Star Team. In both 1962 and 1963, 
Evans was selected to the North Central Con-
ference fi rst team.

Evans was considered to be on the cutting 
edge for guards in the state with his amazing 
ability to do two things on the hard court that 
made him stand out amongst point guards 
of his time.  ne, his ability to see the entire 
court and to snap a “no look” pass to a cutting 
teammate for a classic assist  record, to bring 
the ball up the court, and pull up for a mid 
range “jump shot” that other point guards in 
the state, at that time, could not accomplish.   
coach of an opposing team once stated, “Ev-
ans was just smooth.”

Evans went on to play four years of var-
sity basketball at Northwood College, start-
ing three of those years. The Mason County 
Sports Hall of Fame, located in Ludington, 
Michigan, is a 501(c)3 nonprofi t organiza-
tion dedicated to preserving, honoring and 
enshrining those who have made outstand-
ing contributions to sports in Mason County. 
The Hall of Fame is housed at Historic White 
Pine Village, as is the newly renovated, inter-
active Beyond the Game: The Value of Sports 
exhibit. This exhibit is dedicated to educat-
ing individuals about the life lessons learned 
through sport and the positive life-long im-
pact sports has on those who compete. 

      Photo/Ferris State Athletics
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I have been married to my high school sweetheart for over 
12 years and we have two awesome kids ages 6 and 8. I have 
been shooting sports photography for Grant and surrounding 
schools since 2013. I absolutely love my job! I love the energy 
of being on the field or the court. I love meeting the families 
in my community and cheering on the amazing athletes that 
I have the privilege of photographing. Aside from game 
photography and formal team portraits, I have recently been 
experimenting with the green screen, creating custom artistic 
portraits for local athletes.  

When I am not out shooting, 
I enjoy spending time with my 
family and friends, riding horses, 
exercising, eating great food 
and reading sci-fi and personal 
development books. I believe 
that life is short and we should 
wring everything we can out 
of it. Go on the trip. Accept the 
invitation. Eat the cake. Get 
outside. Experience life. And do 
it all with the ones you love!

Brittlynn VanSingel
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Fishing Club Offers New Opportunities 
F O R  F U N  A N D  C O M P E T I T I O N

By Kristi Lynn
LocalSportsJournal.com     

There are plenty of opportunities for stu-
dents in school to enjoy the benefi ts and com-
petition of being on a “team.” 

The Fruitport Fishing Club has found a 
way to appeal to avid outdoor lovers and bass 
anglers alike. The all-inclusive team even has 
a few young ladies on the team.

There are no cleats, knee pads, a helmet 
or even a ball to participate in a team sport. 
And, if you enjoy the outdoors and fi shing, 
you’ll be right at home with the Fruitport 
Fishing Club.

“You don’t have to compete in a league 
sport,” coach Brad Vallie said. “There are 
many opportunities outside of the MHSAA 
type of structured sports.” Many colleges 
even offer fi shing scholarships, including 
Drury University (Missouri), Campbellsville 
University (Kentucky) and Bethel University 
(Tennessee). Michigan State University and 
Central Michigan University also have fi sh-
ing clubs.

The Fruitport club was born in 2019. Val-
lie brought the idea of the club to the Fru-
itport Board of Education and it was enthu-
siastically received. It didn’t hurt when they 
learned that the new edition wasn’t going to 
cost the school a single cent to operate.

The team gets no funding from the school 
and it stays afl oat with generous donations. 
The clubs’ three major sponsors are the Fru-
itport Conservation Club, The Storage Group 
of Fruitport and Westwind Construction. 
Although the club jerseys have many more 
sponsors such as Johnson’s Great Outdoors 
of Montague, VanDyk Mortgage and Dicks 
Sporting Goods.

The sponsors cover tournament fees, 
member fees and jerseys for the team an-
glers. Each student is responsible for their 
own equipment costs.

“A fi shing team is like an equestrian 
team,” Vallie said. “A boat is equivalent to 
one of those horses.” 

Each team consists of two anglers and a 
boat captain, which must be an adult. And 
obviously, they need a “horse.” A boat do-
nated and operated by generous family mem-
bers and friends is crucial for the program’s 
success.

The fi rst year the club participated they 
had only three teams and competed in the 
high school division only. Today, the grow-
ing club sports 15 teams. There are four high 

school teams and 11 middle school teams.
“I’ve been fi shing bass tournaments my  

whole life,” Vallie said. “But I was lucky. I 
had someone to teach me. My dad took me 
and taught me how to fi sh and hunt.”

Not every student has a person in their life 
that has the time, passion or equipment. The 
club plays a huge part in their lives when an 
angler wants to pursue their passion.

Most of the students that join the club 
have a “passion for the outdoors,” said Val-
lie. “Those are the ones that raise their hands 
to join.”

Fishing is all inclusive. The club has fe-
male anglers competing with and against the 

Collin Jolman and Jacob Policka with a 
winning limit of smallmouth weighing 22.25 

from Burt & Mullett lakes May 2021 
Photo/Fruitport Bass Fishing Team

Evan Ludlow and Cade Calkins with 2 of 
their 3 bass limit on day 2 at BASS HS 

National Championship on Lake Chickam-
auga in Dayton Tenn 

Photo/Fruitport Bass Fishing Team
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male anglers. Two young ladies participated 
last year in the high school division - Mack-
enzie Taylor and Olivia Ward - and in the 
middle school division Claire Ludlow com-
peted.

Fruitport isn’t exclusive to fi elding a fi sh-
ing club. There are several local schools in 
the area that offer this unique fi shing experi-
ence. Whitehall, Spring Lake, Reeths-Puffer 
and Grand Haven all have fi shing clubs. Fre-
mont and North Muskegon are both working 
on starting clubs in the near future.

“It’s a lot of work behind the scenes,” said 
Vallie whose club has a 501C3 status.”It’s 
not really that much different than any travel 
sport.” Much time is spent traveling across 
the country and participating in a sport they 
love. Vallie says that 90 percent of the help 
the club receives is from family members.

There are no practices, only tournaments. 
Tournaments take place every Thursday eve-
ning as well as weekends. Thursday events 
are 3½  hours and weekends are 8 hours. 
Thursday nights are open to both middle and 
high school teams.

The bass fi shing club can participate in 
any of the 24 tournaments held over the sea-
son, which runs from the end of May until 
Labor Day.

The tournaments are catch and immediate 
release. Fish are caught, weighed, measured 

and photographed. Points are assigned and 
tallied for tourney results

To qualify for the National Tournament, 
anglers need to qualify through Michigan 
Bass Nation or National Bass. They can 
qualify either by points or by winning a state 
championship, or through a national bass 
event. The Fruitport club uses Bass Nation as 
their platform to qualify.

Several tournaments are sponsored by 
Sports Persons Ministry International (SPI), 

which offers three tournaments per season.
Four Fruitport teams competed in the 

Nationals last year. Cade Calkins and Evan 
Ludlow qualifi ed by winning the 2020 state 
championship. Jacob Policka and Collin 
Jolman qualifi ed by being runners-up in the 
same tournament. Brayden Vallie qualifi ed 
by taking sixth place at Saginaw Bay (na-
tional qualifi er). Evan Simonis and Hunter 
Ross also qualifi ed at Saginaw Bay. 

There were 309 boats in the tournament. 
Policka and Jolman placed 93rd, Brayden 
Vallie was 131st, Calkins and Ludlow were 
178th and Simonis and Ross fi nished 288th.

“There are so many life lessons to learn,” 
Vallie said. “You learn how to budget money 
for one because many students work and pay 
for their own equipment. You have to learn to 
get along as a team. You’re in a boat for eight 
hours at a time and it’s not a big area. On a 
soccer fi eld you can get away from someone 
on that big fi eld, but not in a bass boat. Life 
on the water develops life skills. It’s just a 
classroom without walls or windows.

“What I really want the students to learn 
is that there’s more to life than the everyday 
grind,” Vallie said. 

As the saying goes, “a bad day of fi shing 
is still better than a good day at work.”

Brayden Vallie & Jacob Policka with 18lbs of Saginaw Bay 
Smallmouth and a 6th place fi nish in June 2021 national BASS event 

Photo/Fruitport Bass Fishing Team

Evan Ludlow & Cade Calkins, Jacob Policka & Collin Jolman winning back to 
back School of the Year Award in SPI tournament trail May 2021

Photo/Fruitport Bass Fishing Team
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By Craig Beilfuss
LocalSportsJournal.com     

Former Muskegon Big Red star Cameron 
Martinez is looking for big things as the Ohio 
State Buckeyes prepare for the upcoming 
2022 college football season.

“Win a national championship,” said 
Martinez, a safety on defense. “That is fi rst 
and foremost... help and provide for this team 
in any way that I can.”

That is an annual goal for the Buckeyes, 
a traditional power in the world of college 
football.

On Saturday, April 16, Martinez and his 
teammates showcased their talents in the 
LIFEsports Ohio State spring football game. 
It was the Gray defense taking on the Scarlet 
offense in a scrimmage that attracted an esti-
mated 50,000 Buckeye fans. It was one of the 
biggest turnouts for any spring game in the 
country, according to the NCAA.

The noon game started under partly 
cloudy skies, but by the end of the fi rst quar-
ter, the sun peeked out and temperatures ap-
proached 60 degrees.

Ohio State honored the memory of former 
Buckeye quarterback Dwayne Haskins, who 
was killed in an auto accident on April 9 by 
wearing a “DH” decal on their helmets. Prior 
to the national anthem there was a moment of 
silence and a video tribute to honor Haskins 
took place just before halftime.

Martinez, a 5-10, 190-pound safety, is a 
junior, however, a sophomore academically. 
The former Big Red played in only one game 
in 2020 against Indiana and ultimately red-
shirted that season as a true freshman.

Martinez was a four-star prospect who 
was rated as the nation’s No. 14 athlete by 
247Sports.com during his senior season at 
Muskegon. He earned Ohio State University 
Scholar-Athlete status during the 2020 sea-
son.

Martinez, who is majoring in psychology, 
recorded 23 tackles during the 2021 season, 
including 14 unassisted and nine assisted 
tackles. He also had one interception that he 
returned 61 yards for a touchdown against 
Tulsa on September 18. He played in 12 of 
13 games. He did not see any playing time in 
the season opener against Minnesota.

Ohio State fi nished the 2021-22 season 
with a wild come-from-behind Rose Bowl 
win over Utah, 48-45, to go along with an 
11-2 overall record a fi nal No. 5 ranking in 
the coaches’ poll.

“It was a really good way to fi nish off the 
season last year winning the Rose Bowl,” 
Martinez said “It was defi nitely really good 

following the way we fi nished the regular 
season. It helps to carry some of that mo-
mentum into this season. We know that we 
fell short of what we really wanted to do last 
season, so we have kind of been using that as 
motivation during this off-season going into 
this upcoming season.”

Ohio State faces a diffi cult schedule as 
they open the 2022 season at home against 
Notre Dame and end with their annual rivalry 
game against Michigan. Mixed in between 
are road games at Michigan State and Penn 
State and home games against Wisconsin and 
Iowa.

“It’s defi nitely a tough schedule all the 
way around, from top to bottom,” Martinez 
said. “You defi nitely have to bring it every 
day. We’ve got really good coaches that are 
preparing us for the upcoming season and I 
feel we’ll be ready to go.”

Now comes the task of looking forward to 
the upcoming season and what Martinez sees 
as his role with the Buckeyes.

“I think it was a really good year for me 
(last year) just being able to get out there 
and play, make some tackles and get some 

playing time during really what was my fi rst 
year,” Martinez said. “This year I hope is go-
ing to be better. I think I’ve worked hard to 
step up my game in a lot of different ways, so 
I feel really good going into the new season.”

Martinez lives in Columbus during the 
off-season participating in summer workouts 
and rarely gets back to Muskegon.

“I am pretty much here all year,” said 
Martinez. “I do get just a little bit of time off 
to kind of reset and go back home before get-
ting back here to get going and ready for fall 
camp and next season.

The quiet and calm Martinez began his 
high school career at Muskegon Catholic 
Central, where he played both quarterback 
and in the secondary for the Crusaders.

Martinez transferred to Muskegon High 
School and thrived under the direction of 
Muskegon head football coach Shane Fair-
fi eld and his high-fl ying offense.

During his senior season, Martinez threw 
for 1,258 yards and rushed for 2,124 yards. 
He accounted for 47 touchdowns.

As a starting quarterback, Martinez fi n-
ished his Big Red career with a 26-2 record. 
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FORMER BIG RED CAMERON MARTINEZ 
VYING FOR KEY PLAYING TIME ON DEFENSE FOR OHIO STATE BUCKEYES

Ohio State safety Cameron Martinez in action during the Buckeyes annual spring football 
game on Saturday, April 16. Photo courtesy of Leo Valdez



The Buckeye safety is also in the Muskegon 
football record books for single-game re-
cords for rushing yards (352), touchdowns 
(six) and the single-season rushing record 
(2,526 as a junior in 2018).

During his 52-game high school career, 
Martinez fi nished with 6,954 rushing yards, 
which is 11th most on the Michigan High 
School Athletic Association’s all-time list 
and second most among quarterbacks.

Martinez guided Muskegon to three state 
championship games, including one title. 
Martinez won three different awards as the 
Michigan Player of the Year, including the 
title of Mr. Football. He was also the state’s 
Gatorade Player of the Year, Mlive.com 
Player of the Year and Associated Press Di-
vision 3-4 Player of the Year. He became the 
fi rst player to win Mlive.com Player of the 
year award twice.

Martinez went from being the top player 
in Michigan to fi ghting daily to earn a spot 
on the Buckeyes’ depth chart. It’s an ongoing 
task when you’re vying for playing time on 
one of the nation’s premier college teams.

“You know, I really think Muskegon has 

prepared me for who I am today,” said Marti-
nez. “Muskegon, both the coaches and play-
ers over there in West Michigan, made me a 
better person. It has prepared me to become 
a better football player. I am competing and 

playing against the best of the best every day. 
It has taught me that I have to be patient and 
I knew that coming in in order to get more 
playing time. I am really excited about this 
year and I’m really ready to get going.”

Martinez knows what it will take to get 
more playing time in key situations.

“I just have to keep doing what I am do-
ing and I don’t think people will be surprised 
when they see me out there this year,” said 
Martinez.

The Buckeyes struggled on defense in 
2021 season. Martinez and the Buckeyes 
know they’ll have to improve this coming 
fall. The Buckeyes brought in Jim Knowles 
from Oklahoma State as the defensive coor-
dinator in January.

“We have a really good defensive coach 
and he is phenomenal,” Martinez said. “He 
will put us in a position to win and do good 
things. He’ll have us prepared. We know that 
we struggled on defense last year and our 
goals were cut short. This year we’ll be ready 
and prepared.

Ohio State will open the season Sep-
tember 3 at home against Notre Dame. The 
Buckeyes start the season with fi ve home 
games and will play 8 home games in all. 

      Photo/Ferris State Athletics

Pictured from le�  to right are: Keith Guy (step-father), Kiesha Guy (mother), 
Cameron Martinez and Keiarra Guy (step-sister). Photo is courtesy of Leo Valdez

Cameron Martinez (#10) and his Ohio State team-mates took time to pay tribute to former 
Buckeye quarterback Dwayne Haskins prior to hal� ime during the the spring game.

Photo courtesy of Leo Valdez
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Custer
Mason County Eastern 
High School

Ferrysburg
Leppink’s Food Center

Fremont
Fremont High School
Subway
Bill’s Shop & Save

Fruitport
Fruitport High School
Orchard Markets
Shelby State Bank
Subway
Suzi’s Village Inn
Burger Crest

Grant
Grant High School
Subway
Gene’s Family Market

Grand Haven
Grand Haven High 

School
Subway
Great Harvest Bread 
Company

Hart
J & H Oil
Hansen Foods
Hart High School
That Place Restaurant
Subway

Hesperia
Ed’s Orchard Market
Shelby State Bank
EZ Mart
Hesperia House
Hesperia Public 
Schools
Subway

Holton
Holton Foods
Craig’s Holton 
Hardware
Holton High School
Holton Stop & Go

Kent City
Subway
Kent City High School

Ludington
Ludington High School
Bill’s Shop-N-Save
Old Hamlin Restaurant

Scottville
Squires Chiropractic
Mason County Central 
High School
North Country Cafe

Muskegon
Muskegon High School
Muskegon Catholic 
Central High School
Oakridge High School
Orchard View High 
School
Reeths-Puffer High 
School
Sports Clips  
(On Harvey & Henry)
Lakeside Cafe

Booyahs
Jacks Corner Store
Jack’s Gas
E & A Grocery
Marathon (Apple Avw)
Subway (Apple 
Ave., Sherman Blvd., 
Western Ave., Grand 
Haven Road, Henry 
Street)

Muskegon Heights
Muskegon Heights 
High School

Montague
Montague High School
Montague Foods

Newaygo
Gene’s Orchard Market 
(Croton)
Newaygo High School
Leppink’s Food Center
Newaygo Fitness  
Center
Subway

North Muskegon
Harding’s Supermarket
Adventures EZ Mart
Subway
North Muskegon High 
School

Norton Shores
Pic-N-Pac
Mona Shores High 
School

Pentwater
Pentwater High School
Pentwater 
Convenience Center

Ravenna
Wesco
Speedway
Ravenna High School
Ravenna Round Table 
Restaurant

Shelby
Deb’s Lakeside Cafe
Shelby Bakery

Hometown Pharmacy
Cherry Hill 
Supermarket
Shelby High School

Spring Lake
Orchard Markets
Subway
Spring Lake High 
School

Twin Lake
J & H Oil
Jack’s Quick Mart

Walkerville
Kwik Mart
Lake-Osceola State 
Bank
Walkerville High 
School

Whitehall
Whitehall High School
Subway
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FORMER MONA SHORES STANDOUT JACOB WAHLBERGFORMER MONA SHORES STANDOUT JACOB WAHLBERG
FOCUSING ON EARNING MORE PLAY ING T IME FOR PURDUE

By Craig Beilfuss
LocalSportsJournal.com     

Former Mona Shores standout Jacob 
Wahlberg is looking forward to the 2022 
football season with the Purdue Boilermak-
ers.

After a memorable 2021 in which the 
Boilermakers won nine of their 13 games, 
you can understand Wahlberg’s excitement.

Wahlberg, along with his teammates 
completed their 2022 spring camp with the 
return of their spring game. It was the fi rst 
spring game since 2019.

The 6-4, 235-lb. Walhberg, now a junior, 
is part of a veteran linebacker crew and also 
plays on special teams. 

During the 2021-22 season Wahlberg saw 
playing time in 10 games and fi nished the 
season with six tackles and one interception.

The last time Purdue won nine games 
was back in 2003 when they fi nished with 
an identical record of 9-4. Two of those vic-
tories were over previously unbeaten No. 2 
Iowa (October 16) and No. 3 Michigan State 
(November 6). Those results gave the Boil-
ermakers two wins over Top 5 teams for the 
fi rst time since 1960.

Purdue fi nished 6-3 in Big Ten play, the 
most conference wins in a season since 2003 
when the team went 6-2. They fi nished tied 
for second in the Big Ten West and capped 
off the season with a thrilling 48-45 overtime 
victory over Tennessee in the TransPerfect 
Music City Bowl.

“The 2021 season was one that I will nev-
er forget. Being able to put up a 9-4 season 
and win the Music City Bowl was an incredi-
ble experience,” Wahlberg said. “It was great 
to be able to play at some cool places, such 
as Wrigley Field. I was able to make a lot of 
progress as a linebacker and football player.” 

Wahlberg, a linebacker, has some lofty 
goals for the upcoming football season.

“Some personal goals would be to be a 
big contributor on defense, take my game to 
the next level, and establish myself as a dom-
inate linebacker in 2022,” Wahlberg said. 
“It’ll take continuing to stick to the process 
and continuing to familiarize with the play-
book.” 

During the 2021-2022 season, the Purdue 
defense held four opponents to fewer than 
10 points, the fi rst time it had been achieved 
since 1978, when six opponents were held to 
single digit totals. Wahlberg hopes to play a 
key role in that type of defense this fall.

Wahlberg, a scholarship player, is ma-
joring in selling and Sales Management at 
Purdue. He doesn’t see too much of his old 
stomping grounds in Muskegon. He will 
spend all summer working out in West La-
fayette preparing for the approaching season.

“We are here at Purdue training all sum-
mer long,” Wahlberg said. “We have a very 
good strength and conditioning program that 
we do in May, June and July to get us ready 
for the season.”

Wahlberg had adjustments to make going 
from a big-time player for Mona Shores to 
going to Purdue and not being in a starting 
role. That new role can be diffi cult.

“It’s always tough at fi rst being the guy 
somewhere, then going somewhere and real-
izing you’re the young buck,” Wahlberg said. 
“It’s important to realize the process of what 
it takes to develop your mind and body in this 
conference. You just have keep working and 
know your times coming.”

First-year Purdue linebackers coach Da-
vid Elson doesn’t think Wahlberg’s time is 
too far away to play a major role on the Boil-
ermaker’s defense. So far, he likes what he 
sees.

Purdue linebacker and former Mona 
Shores standout Jacob Wahlberg

Photo/Leo Valdez



“He’s really made a lot of progress this 
spring and gave us some confi dence both on 
defense and on special teams,” said Elson. 
“Time will tell how much playing time Ja-
cob gets. We have two veteran linebackers, 
but you never know when injuries will come 
up. Jacob has proven to be very capable and 
he just needs to continue to improve before 
we open preseason camp. He has some good 
personal goals and he wants to be a big con-
tributor this year and I think his goals are at-
tainable.”

Elson, who served as the head coach at 
Western Kentucky for seven seasons (2003-
09), joined the Boilermaker staff as a quality 
control coach in August 2021 after spending 
2020 as the defensive coordinator and inside 
linebackers coach at Marion University in In-
dianapolis. 

Prior to his lone season at Marion, Elson 
spent three years (2017-19) at Ball State as 
the Cardinals’ defensive coordinator. BSU 
led the Mid-American Conference in inter-
ceptions (15) and turnovers gained (24) dur-
ing his fi nal season in Muncie. Both stats 
cracked the top 15 nationally.

Elson has served as the defensive coordi-
nator at a number of stops during his coach-
ing career, including: Western Illinois, South-
ern Illinois, New Mexico State and WKU. He 
has experience in the Big Ten Conference, 
spending one season as defensive quality 

control at Indiana.
With Elson calling the 

defense throughout the 2002 
season, Western Kentucky 
captured the Football Cham-
pionship Subdivision Na-
tional Championship. Two 
years later, he was a fi nalist 
for the 2004 Eddie Robinson 
National Coach of the Year 
Award as the Hilltoppers’ 
head coach.

Walhberg knows how 
he became prepared for this 
high level of college football 
in the Big Ten.

“Mona Shores football 
has prepared me for the 

workload that playing at this level entails,” 
Wahlberg said. “Playing for Shores made 
the high school to college transition easier. I 
made the choice to go to Purdue because of 
the coaching staff, it felt like a good fi t, and 

the education.”
Wahlberg was quick to rattle off a few 

names of mentors who have guided him on 
his journey of playing on the big stage in the 
Big Ten Conference on Saturday afternoons.

“My biggest mentors growing up through 
football are my dad, Coach Koziak, Coach 
Check and Coach James,” he said. “Those 
men have groomed me into the man and foot-
ball player I am today.” 

Wahlberg offered some advice for young-
er players looking to make it to the big time

“I’d say outwork everyone around you 
every single day,” Walhberg said. “It’s easy 
to work hard one day and do something dif-
ferent the next. What’s hard is to wake up and 
do it again and again and again. You have to 
fall in love with your work and understand 
that nothing happens overnight.” 

Purdue will open the 2022 season on na-
tional TV (FOX) on September 1 as it hosts 
Penn State in an early Big Ten Conference 
match-up at Ross-Ade Stadium.

Jacob Wahlberg with Purdue linebacker’s 
coach David Elson Photo/Leo Valdez

Jacob Wahlberg with his parents Eric and Karen Wahlberg
 and his younger brother Sam

Photo/Leo Valdez
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Exceptional Care for Athletes of All Ages

Our team of sports medicine experts work to keep athletes safe. Our licensed athletic 
trainers specialize in injury prevention, rehabilitation, concussion programing and 
return to play. They collaborate with coaches, physicians, parents and the athlete to 
get them back in the game.

For more information, visit MercyHealth.com/sports-medicine

Sports  
Medicine

Be game ready.


