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By Cathlie Mahoney

By this time last year, nearly 10
inches of snow had fallen in the
area. But winter’s promise didn't
hold, and the season’s ski business
went “downhill.”

Area Ski resort operators hope
they don’t have a repeat of last
winter’s weather.

Bob Wiersum, Middleville Ski
Area manager and co-owner,
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termed last season’s business “a
disaster.”

The 4-year-old ski area on Ir-
ving Road, east of Middleville, was
only open about 45 days out of the
usual four-month season.

If this winter also has warm
temperatures and heavy rains,
Wiersum said he “wouldn’t want
to think about” the consequences
for the struggling business.

“We were down 50 percent last
year. You don't adjust to those fig-
ures easily,” Wiersum said.

“It's been pretty rough for us.
The first couple of years, you ex-
pect some losses when getting es-
tablished. Then the year before
last, we had bitter cold and snow
storms that hit on weekends and
kept people home.

“Last year, we had some cold
weather but the thaws hit Thurs-

day nights to put you out of busi-
ness for the weekend.”

Making artificial snow is a ma-
jor expense for ski areas. But Mid-
dleville was hit harder than most,
Wiersum said, because water had
to be purchased from the city’s
water system.

“Qur water bill was $1,100 just
for the short time we were open,”
Wiersum said.

The Middleville Ski Area is
owned by 12 local businessmen.

“It came out of a Rotary meet-
ing to put Middleville on the map,”
sald Wiersum, 52, who is secre-
tary-treasurer of the corporation.
He also owns the Middle Villa Inn
on M-37.

Formerly known as Vescar, the
area was in operation for about 10
years before it was destroyed by
fire in 1969. It sat dormant for un-
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til the Middlevile businessmen re-
juvenated it.

“It's located on one of the high-
est hills in this part of the state and
looks over the whole valley. It's
was just too pretty to be left sit-
ting,” Wiersum said.

It has six ski slopes and a Palma
t-bar lift was installed last year.
There's room for expansion in the
area's 25 acres but Wiersum said
the business will have to turn a
profit before the corporation puts
more money into it.

But Wiersma said that the inves-
tors are encouraged because 50 of
last year’s 60 season members
have renewed for this year.

“We'll open as soon as we can,”
Wiersum sai

Lift fees at Middleville Ski area
are $6.50 weekdays from 4 to 10
p.m. and $7.50 weekends from 9
am.to8 p.m.

Ski areas in northern Kent
County also reported poor busi-
ness last year.

“We lost about a third of our
usual business because of the
weather,” said Dan Smith, man-
ager and co-owner of Pando Ski
Area, 8076 Belding Road NE.

“The Christmas and New Year's
holidays generally give us a quar-
ter of our total season’s business,
but it was very bad last year.”

The Cannonsburg Ski Area, 6800
Cannonsburg Road NE, four miles
east of the East Beltline, lost about
25 percent of its business last year
due to warm weather, reported
manager Steve Brown.

The hills had plenty of snow
base, thanks to snowmaking equip-
ment, but the lack of snow in the
city discouraged many would-be
skiiers, Brown said.

The cost of making artificial
snow plagued both resorts, their
managers report. Diesel fuel,
which spiraled in price, is used to
run the snow-making equipment.
Brown said Cannonsburg’s equip-
ment cost $140 an hour to run.

Cannonsburg and Pando plan to
open as soon as possible, but
weather is a big factor.

“We're hoping for a nice big
snowstorm soon to get things go-
ing,” Smith said.

Cannonsburg's hours will be
weekdays from 9:30 a.m. to 10
p.m.; and weekends and holidays
from 9 a.m. to 10 p.m. For snow
condition reports, call 874-6728.

Sundays after 5 p.m. will be
half-price for Cannonsburg
skifers: $4.50 for a lift ticket and $4
for equipment rentals.

Cannonsburg has 23 runs with
14 lifts: three chairs, two t-bars
and nine rope tows.

Pando is northeast of Grand
Rapids between Silver and
Bostwick lakes. Smith said he an-
ticipates opening after the first of
December.

Pando will be open weekdays
from 4 to 10 p.m., Saturdays from
10 a.m. to 10 p.m.. and Sundays
from 10 a.m. to 8 p.m.

Lift tickets are $5 on weekdays
and $6 on weekends; equipment
rentals are $7. For more informa-
tion, call 874-8343,

Pando has seven runs with one t-
bar and six rope tows. It also offers
cross-country skiing.
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