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THE NORTH ISLAND Christmas Walk features thousands of Christmas lights and hundreds of decorations for the 13th
year in the row. A family strolls through the display on Sunday to get into the Christmas spirit. The walk is illuminated
nightly 6-9 p.m. with extra activities on Fridays, Saturdays and Sundays.

STAFF REPORT

If you need to get into the spirit
of the holidays, take a walk through
Wilmington’s North Island Park.

That’s where the Wilmington
Lions Club have strung thousands of
lights and set up hundreds of
Christmas characters along a path
that loops through the park. The

lights are turned on nightly (weather
permitting) at 6 p.m. through Dec. 31.

It was a festive atmosphere
Sunday with youngsters marveling at
displays including Disney characters,
whimsical animals, elves, ginger
bread houses, Santa’s workshop,
mechanical Santa and much more.

“There are so many lights we’ve
lost count,” quipped Lion Mary

Belter. “We’ve been adding more
lights every year since we first started
the walk in 2011, and we’ve switched
many to LEDs to conserve electricity.”

The Lions are hoping for favor-
able weather on Saturday when extra
activities will include trackless train
rides from 6 p.m. to 8 p.m., smores by

Walk makes for a Christmas tradition

BY CYNTHIA RAGAIN
VOLUNTEER COORDINATOR CHRISTIAN HELP ASSOCIATION

Every year at this time, Christian Help
Association is busy planning this year's distribu-
tion. My quick trips into the store, bank, or the post
office always include being stopped by someone
with a CHA question.

I am glad to answer and encourage people to
give of their time and donations. I always look for-
ward to food packing night to see so many faces
and warm hearts thinking about others for a few
hours.  Christian Help Association continues to
help the struggling families of Wilmington that
need a bright spot this season. 

Gift Tag Trees are set up at many businesses.
Please select a tag (or two or three), purchase a gift
for the child and leave the unwrapped gift at any
tree location. Another easy way to help is to place
cash donations inside the Chamber of Commerce
Elf boxes.

Look near checkout counters for these bright
colorful boxes and deposit your change, a few dol-
lars, or a check. All proceeds will be used to cover
CHA expenses to supply food and Christmas gifts to
approximately 300 families in the Wilmington area. 

All donations of non-perishable food,
unwrapped toys, new winter clothing and mone-
tary donations can be dropped off at Kuzma Care
Cottage, 625 S. Main Street, Wilmington.  Please
join us on Friday Dec. 13 at 5:30 at St. Rose School
for packing of groceries. 

“No one is more cherished in this world than
someone who lightens the burden of others” --J.
Addison. 

We ask you to consider a gift to those most vul-
nerable. Your support matters more than you might
ever know and your gift will allow us to continue to
bring the Christian Help Association mission with
Purpose, Privacy & Dignity to each person we serve. 

Thank you so much for your support. Please
know we are incredibly grateful for you. Thank you
for being a part of this mission and supporting the
people we serve.

Grab a tag, but
hurry, to spread 
holiday cheer

BY ROSE PANIERI
STAFF WRITER

Wilmington’s TIF
District at Ridgeport will
change again to accomo-
date another mega ware-
house on South
Kavanaugh Road.

City Aldermen
approved changes to the
Lorenzo Road TIF District
to allow for Project
Gemini, development of a
1.65 million square foot
warehouse that will house
operations for
Amazon.com, LLC.

The third amendment
is between the city of
Wilmington and
Amazon.com, LLC, ADAR
Ridgeport Industrial
Partners, LLC, and ADAR
RPLL, LLC.

A public hearing was
held before the regular
council meeting with no
opposition given. The
measure for Elion Logistics
Park TIF district passed
with the addition of  a  lot
at 30955 S. Kavanaugh
Road, PIN no. 03-17-21-
300-023-0000. As no mem-
bers of the public
appeared to object, the
council approved the
expansion.

History of TIF district 

May 10, 2010:
Wilmington City Council
passed three ordinances to
adopt the redevelopment
plan and project, dated
Feb. 16, 2010, designating
the TIF for the Ridgeport
Logistics Center
Intermodal Terminal
Facility Area (Ridgeport
TIF). 

Sept. 2, 2014: The city
council amended the orig-
inal ordinances to remove
14.5 acres of land from the
project area. The project
area was further amended
on Jan. 3, 2017, providing
for the addition of certain
properties and the removal
of others. 

2016: The project was
once again amended by
the           “2016 Amendment
to the Tax Increment
Financing Redevelopment
Plan and Project” for the
Ridgeport Logistics Center,
which was approved pur-
suant to the Jan. 3, 2017
ordinance providing for
the addition of certain
properties. 

After filing the ordi-
nance and plan amend-
ment with the Will County
Clerk, it was discovered
that three of the six parcels
added to the project area
were not annexed into the

city. The  parcels were
excluded from the project. 

Oct. 17, 2017, The city
annexed 34 additional
parcels adjoining or in the
vicinity of the Ridgeport
TIF, two of which were part
of the 2016 Plan
Amendment. The Will
County Clerk subsequently
certified the base equal-
ized assessed value (EAV)
for the two parcels, which
then became part of
Ridgeport TIF.

Aug. 2019: The project
was further amended to
provide for further modifi-
cations to the project
boundaries by adding cer-
tain properties and remov-
ing others. At this time,
Ridgeport Logistics Park
was renamed as Elion
Logistics Park 55.

May 4, 2021: The proj-
ect area was further
amended by adding cer-
tain properties and remov-
ing others.

At the request of the
developer, the city wants
to further amend the origi-
nal plan to change the
project area to include one
additional property that
has already been annexed
into the city. The addition
will not materially affect
the size of the project

area, which will remain
below the two square mile
limit specified in the TIF
act.
2024 Plan Amendment

With the addition of
the Amazon warehouse,
the equalized assessed val-
uation of the project will
reach $140 to $150 million
upon completion of the
next buildout.

Another solar
farm proposal

Illinois has grown into
the fourth largest U.S. state
for adopting community
solar plants. So, it’s not sur-
prising that another solar
farm is being proposed
near Wilmington-Peotone
Road and Highway 53.

“The new solar farm
proposal is on the Hazzard
property across from
Waters Edge,” Jeannine
Smith, city administrator
said.

There was a brief dis-
cussion by the council,
with alderpersons vowing
not to support the pro-
posed solar facility.

For the record, the

Council expands Ridgeport TIF again
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IT’S NOT OFTEN you’ll see a student wear a tie to a basket-
ball game. But for Johnny McGonagle, it’s just part of his
daily attire, often donning a suit while attending school.

BY BROOKLYN FLORES
WHS STUDENT REPORTER

Standing out is some-
thing Johnny McGonagle is
used to by now. His fashion
sense has caught the atten-
tion of classmates and
teachers alike. The WHS

senior is known for his
elaborate outfits and can
almost always be spotted
sporting a suit and tie any
day of the week.

McGonagle moved to
Wilmington his freshman

Suited for success

SEE ISLAND WALK PAGE 2

SEE BEST SUITED PAGE 2

SEE CITY COUNCIL PAGE 2
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a campfire and a 6:30 p.m. story read by Santa on the
front porch of the Santa House. He’ll hold another reading
night on Dec. 20 at 6:30 p.m.

Santa has been in his house on Fridays, Saturdays
and Sundays but during the week he usually returns to
the North Pole to make sure the elves have everything
organized for his Christmas night trip.

On Dec. 16 it will be Minion Monday, sponsored by
Wilmington Collision, and on Dec. 16 from 6 p.m. to 7:30
p.m. the Gemini Giant will be making a visit.

On Fridays and Saturdays the Lions have a pickle
hunt so be on the lookout for how many pickles are
included along the walk. On Dec. 28th it will be Spyder
Saturday with a few spiders hidden among the displays.

“We’ve added more activities for kids like the hunts
and a coloring contest. The more interaction we get with
children the happier we all will be,” Belter commented.

Deadline for the coloring contest is Dec. 27 with
entries due at the concession stand.

She said some people have made a tradition of walk-
ing the park on Christmas Eve. That’s why the Lions keep
it lit up all night on Dec. 24 and Dec. 31.

Belter noted that people don’t have to get out of their
car if they don’t want, driver-through visitors can still see
most of the display.

But walking the path is more exciting for youngsters
and much of the thrill for Lions Clubs members is to
watch families who stop to take Christmas photos and get
a chance to visit with Santa.

The Lions log over 400 man hours setting up the dis-
play and then add weekend hours in the concession
stand serving hot chocolate and selling hand crafted bird
houses with the proceeds to assist  the Lions in commu-
nity projects like helping those with vision and hearing
problems who can’t afford treatment.

There is donation box set up at the end of the walk
with proceeds used for community projects and local
nonprofit organizations.

year. Before that his family has lived in various places
including Palos Hills, Lockport, Homer Glen, Lockport
again, then finally Wilmington. The reason for his move to
Wilmington, he said, was his parent’s desire for more
land.

McGonagle didn’t just show up his first day of fresh-
man year in his signature suited look but rather it grew on
him, like how many students find more of their identity
throughout their time in high school.
He said, 

“My fascination started around my first homecoming
when I put on a suit for the first time. I thought, well the
jacket looked a bit big but other then that I looked pretty
good,” McGonagle said.

“Sophomore year rolled around and I actually got a
navy blue suit and I was like hmm it looks like I could run
the country.” 

What started as a interest freshman year translated to
a new style sophomore year and eventually his own niche
his junior year and even to this day. 

At first Johnny’s parents weren’t too enthusiastic
about their him wearing suits to school every day, but it
was something he enjoyed and now was a part of his per-
sonality he wouldn’t let change.

When dressing outside of typical school fashion
norms people are sure to take notice. McGonagle says
when you walk in a room of people wearing casual
clothes and you’re dressed up, people notice. 

For McGonagle, it’s not about a desire to stand out
that influences his fashion choices but rather control and
the desire to be his best self. He believes education is a
top priority and school is of much value and dressing the
part helps. 

“I think I need to put my best foot forward and I
wanted to make some changes, do things I could control,
and make my life just a wee bit better and I thought dress-
ing well was a part of that.”

While McGonagle likes how suits bring out his best
self, he also wears them simply because he likes them. To
Johnny dressing up isn’t any different than choosing to
wear sweatpants, flared jeans or any other fashion choice
students make. It’s simply a part of his fashion sense and
style.

“It definitely makes it easier when I’m trying to talk to
someone. More of their attention is on me.” 

He also said his business appearance highlights his
academic strengths and allows him to be a leader in the
classroom, allowing other students to come to him confi-
dently to take charge.

“In certain classes people do default to me to take
charge of the situation. I think dressing up plays a part in
it. When you look like you know what to do, people will
assume you do.” 

Like being dressed well for a big job interview,
McGonagle found out the saying “dress for success” is
true.

The suits have certainly evolved from just a fashion
choice to a more deep form of self expression. 

agenda for the Dec. 17 agenda will include a resolution
outlining the council’s opposition to the proposed solar
energy facility. 

Sewer lining costs
The council approved

payment of $466,449.65 to
Hoerr Construction of
Goodfield, IL, for the
Kankakee Street sanitary
sewer lining project.

• Aldermen approved
the 2025 calendar for meet-
ing on the first and third
Tuesdays of the month for 7
p.m. meetings with the
exceptin of April 2 when
the meeting will be held on
Wednesday due to election.
Committe of the Whole
meetings have been set for
the second Tuesday of each
month at 5:30 p.m.

City Council,
continued from page 1

Island Walk,
continued from page 1

Best suited,
continued from page 1

THE WILMINGTON LIONS CLUB, for 13 years now, have dec-
orated the North Island park for the annual Christmas
Island Walk. It’s a great opportunity to see Santa (on the
weekends) and see thousands of Christmas lights.
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WILL COUNTY BOARD leadership (from left) includes
District 1 representative Joe VanDuyne (from left) who has
been selected as speaker, Democratic Leader Sherry
Williams and Republican Leader Jim Richmond.

BY ROSE PANIERI
STAFF WRITER

The newly-seated
members of the Will
County Board elected their
leadership team at a reor-
ganization meeting on Dec.
2 and Joe VanDuyne (D-
Wilmington) was elected
Speaker of the Will County
Board.

“District 1 will still
have the same representa-
tion,” VanDuyne said “I am
now responsible for repre-
senting all members of the
board and all districts for
what is best for our county
as a whole.”

Sherry Williams (D –
Crest Hill) was elected
Democratic Leader, and
Jim Richmond (R -
Mokena) was elected
Republican Leader.

The November elec-
tion did not change the 50-
50 party split between
Democrats and
Republicans. 

“The board is split
evenly  with 11 Democrats
and 11 Republicans with a
Democratic County
Executive who may break a
tie vote if she so chooses,”
VanDuyne said.

The speaker has the
authority to set county
board agendas. VanDuyne’s
party affiliation is therefore
likely to make a difference.

“We have many
diverse viewpoints on the
county board, which is
reflective of our county. My
goal is to work collabora-
tively and fairly with all
members to move Will
County forward,”
VanDuyne said.

Of special note is
VanDuyne is the first
District 1 board member to
serve as speaker.

A Will County Board
member since 2018,
VanDuyne has also served
as chair of the Public Works
and Transportation
Committee and on the
Executive and Capital
Improvements Committee.

Williams has served on
the County Board since
2022. She has served as the
Vice Chair of the Ad Hoc
Old Courthouse
Committee and has served
on the Executive, Public
Works and Transportation,
Public Health and Safety,
and Ad Hoc Access will
County Committee.

Richmond has served
on the County Board since
2022. He has served as the
Chair of the Finance
Committee and Vice Chair
of the Public Works and
Transportation Committee.
He has also served on the
Executive and Capital
Improvements Committee.

The county board also
welcomed three new mem-
bers, with Herbert Brooks
(D-Joliet), Dawn Bullock
(D-Plainfield), and Kelly
Hickey (D-Naperville)
sworn into office. Julie
Berkowicz (R-Naperville),
Vince Logan (R-Joliet), and
Denise Winfrey (D-Joliet),
who were re-elected in the
November General
Election, were also sworn
into office at the Dec. 2
meeting.

VanDuyne elected
Speaker of the 
County Board

BY ROSE PANIERI
STAFF WRITER

Grundy County
Board member Caleb
Counterman, 48, died as
the result of a single-vehi-
cle rollover on Lorenzo
Road on Sunday, Dec. 8. 

The Grundy County
Coroner’s office and Will
County Sheriff’s office are
investigating the crash,
which occurred at
approximately 7:30 a.m.
on Lorenzo Road, east of
Will Road. 

A resident of Morris,
Counterman and a pas-
senger were reportedly
traveling eastbound,
struck a patch of ice and
lost control of the vehicle
which rolled several
times. Counterman was
ejected from the vehicle.

The Wilmington Fire
Protection District trans-
ported Counterman to
Morris Hospital where he
was pronounced dead at
8:32 a.m.

His passenger suf-
fered minor injuries and
was transported to
Morris Hospital for treat-
ment.

Counterman served
as a Republican member
of the Grundy County
Board, District 3, since
2020.

He also served as the
pastor of Faith Baptist
Church in Goose Lake. 

Counterman is sur-
vived by his wife, Jessica,
and two sons, Levi and
Jared.

Grundy Board 
member dies in
Lorenzo Rd. rollover

CALEB COUNTERMAN

Elwood Fire Protection
District accepting bids

for
2025 GMC Sierra 1500
2025 GMC Sierra 3500

PUBLIC NOTICE
Notice is hereby given that the

Elwood Fire Protection District will be
accepting sealed bids for the following:

The purchase of (1) 2025 GMC
Sierra 1500

The purchase of (1) 2025 GMC
Sierra 3500

Bid specifications/packets are
available for pick up only at the Elwood
Fire Protection District Mon- Fri, 8:30
am- 2:30 pm. Bids must be submitted
by 2:30 pm, December 27, 2024. Each
submitted bid must be in a separate
envelope, sealed, and clearly labeled
with the following: “Bid for 2025 GMC
Sierra 1500 and/or Bid for 2025 GMC
Sierra 3500”. The bids may be mailed
to: Elwood Fire Protection District 309
Mississippi Street Elwood, IL 60421,
or dropped off in person 8:30 am –
2:30 p.m., Mon-Fri. The Fire
Protection District will not receive bids
after the December 27, 2024, dead-
line. All bids shall be opened at the
Fire District on December 30, 2024, at
9 a.m. The Elwood Fire Protection
District reserves the right to reject any
bids. Questions should be directed to
Chief Locacius at clocacius@elwoodf-
pd  .com.

Published in the Free Press
Advocate, Wednesday, Dec. 11 and
18, 2024.

BY ROSE PANIERI
STAFF WRITER

Wilmington Police
chief Adam Zink accepted a
accreditation award last
week from the Illinois Law
Enforcement Accreditation
Program (ILEAP) for a job
well done.

Fred Hayes of the
Chiefs of Police of the
Illinois Association of
Chiefs of Police presented
the Wilmington depart-
ment for achieving Tier 1
accreditation from ILEAP. 

“Chief Zink and his
staff have been very busy
during this process over the
past several months. This is
a very rigorous process,”
Hayes said.  “You probably
all know that you have a
very professional police
department. I'm sure the
community knows. But,
now you actually have the
badge of honor to prove  it.”

ILEAP accreditation
required the Wilmington
police to set meaningful
and professional standards,
and to meet them.

The department was
assessed over three days
last July. The assessment
included department
tours, vehicle inspection,
interviews, ride alongs,
and an exit interview.

“Acquiring accredita-
tion is an important
achievement for both the
department and the com-
munity and has been a

top priority,” Zink said. “A
true measure of compli-
ance with these standards
is having peers review our
practices in person, which
is exactly what this assess-
ment aims to achieve.”

According to Hayes,
there are only 64 ILEAP
accredited police depart-
ments in Illinois. 

“It’s only about five
percent of public police
departments,” Hayes said.

“So, this is a great achieve-
ment for the Wilmington
Police Dept.” 

Accreditation lasts four
years and requires the
Wilmington Police Dept. to
submit annual reports.

Wilm. Police awarded ILEAP accreditation

Photo by Rose Panieri

WILMINGTON POLICE DEPARTMENT is awarded ILEAP Tier 1 accreditation. From left, Fred
Hayes (Elwood police chief), Wilmington Chief Adam Zink, Sgt. Karl Jurgens and Phillip
Arnold (Shorewood Police Chief). The award was presented during the recent city council
meeting.
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Today we
are going on a
journey, not
u n l i k e
S c r o o g e ' s
journey, to the
past, the long
past. Get
aboard my
time machine,
turned sleigh,
and together
we will travel
to the 1870's to find
Christmas as it was cele-
brated then.

The 1870's was not a
prosperous decade in Will
County. During the early
part of the decade, people
were still recovering from
the Civil War. An army of
tramps, usually ex-soldiers
who could not adjust to
civilian life, were marching
across the country - beg-
ging and stealing.

Gift giving was of
course as important to the
day as it is now.  Stockings
were hung on the mantle
but if a mantle was not
available, the tradition held
that the stocking be hung
on the doorknob outside.
And the usual contents of
the stocking were an
orange, apple, bag of nuts
or in some cases it was
filled with coal, yes real
coal.  Bad behavior was not
rewarded or over looked.

The gifts that children
longed for were not much
different than today. Dolls
were, of course, always
popular with the girls. In
Joliet there was one store
that specialized in them.
We have the description of
the store, from the Joliet
Sun. “Mrs. B. Allen's, 13
Jefferson Street. Nowhere
on earth has mortal eye
ever gazed upon such an
elaborate show of Holiday
goods of every known
description, especially
dolls. It's a perfect world of

dolls - dolls lit-
tle, dolls big,
dolls fancy,
dolls plain, no
end of dolls,
and among
them we notice
many very fine
dolls, worth in
the neighbor-
hood of $50
($1,500 today)
each. Mrs.

Allen's “Doll's Fair” is
attracting general notice,
and the prize doll is a gem
among its fellows - or sis-
ters, rather, for we presume
there are no dolls of the
sterner sex - and should be
seen by every person in the
city.”

Barrett's Hardware was
also a going concern in
1876 and in its ad we read
of typical holiday gift items.
“Perhaps you wouldn't
dream it, but in Barrett &
Son's well-known estab-
lishment we find many an
attraction for Holiday pres-
ents. What good matron's
heart will not beat faster
with joy on the receipt of a
handsome set of knives and
forks, table and teaspoons?
And no place in this coun-
try can better goods be
obtained for less money
than at Barrett's. And then
how happy it would make a
boy to receive a fine pair of
skates or a money bank
such as the Barrett's sell for
very low prices! The display
of pocket cutlery is very
extensive, and a good pock-
et knife is always an accept-
able Holiday gift. In the line
of new and improved styles
of revolvers no one can sur-
pass Barrett. Go there for
the solid things.” 

Note that several of the
gifts mentioned are politi-
cally incorrect today, the
pocket knife is no longer an
appropriate gift for a young
boy, and certainly few think

of a revolver as a Christmas
gift.

Men's gifts included
boxes of cigars, meer-
schaum pipes or cigar
holders, or watch and
chain. Neck ties were also
popular gifts, probably, just
as today, more popular in
the giving, than in the
receiving.

And how was
Christmas day spent?
Although we think of a tra-
ditional Christmas as one
spent at home with the
family, the tradition in the
1870's was not to sit at
home, but to get out to
greet your neighbors and
friends at some sort of
function.  Christmas balls,
usually masquerades, were
the most popular, usually
held on Christmas night.
These were fund raising
functions for the most part;
money would go to the
church, the fire depart-
ment, the school, etc. The
usual ticket price was about
$2 ($60) and would include
a banquet.  The dances
usually lasted until 4 or 5
the next morning, after

which a breakfast was
served.

Another Christmas
Day tradition was shooting
matches. Wilmington in
particular was known for
her Christmas Day pigeon
and turkey shoots. A good
shot might bring home
enough pigeons or turkeys
to feed his family for days. 

An unusual, but popu-
lar place to visit on
Christmas Day was the
Joliet Penitentiary. Strange
as it may seem, it was
thought that if the convicts
could see the upright hon-
est folks on that day, their
heart would change and
they would want to walk
the straight and narrow.
After religious services, and
before the Christmas din-
ner was served, the Warden
would give out Christmas
pardons as his gift to the
prisoners.

My Christmas wish for
you, gentle readers, is that
your day be spent with
friends and family and that
the peace of the season be
yours, even if it's for just
one day.

Christmas traditions in the 1870's
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A PHOTO OF the interior of Barrett's in Joliet, a Christmas
shopping tradition.

LUCAS RINK RYAN NELSON

BY BROOKLYN FLORES
WHS STUDENT REPORTER

Each week the Free
Press Advocate features
members from the
Wilmington High School
class of 2025. This week
we’re featuring Lucas Rink
and Ryan Nelson who com-
pleted our questionnaire. 

LUCAS RINK
What do you plan to

pursue upon graduation?
Agriculture and play base-
ball 

What is one thing most
people don’t know about
you? I work in a greenhouse
as well as farming for my
dad.

What teacher or staff
member has influenced you
the most? Why? Micetech,
he pushes us in advanced
PE.

What has been your
favorite extracurricular
that you’ve participated in?
National Honor Society has
taught me how to make a
difference in the communi-
ty.

What’s your favorite
thing on the lunch menu?
Mini corn dogs and mac
and cheese

One thing you refuse to

eat? Broccoli.
Famous person dead or

alive you would like to
meet? Adam Sandler or Will
Farrell. 

Advice you would give
to underclassmen? Get
involved and if you have
ever wanted to try anything
now is the time.

RYAN NELSON
What do you plan to

pursue upon graduation?
Electrician 

What one thing most
people don’t know about
you? I can raise one eye-
brow

What teacher or staff
member has influenced you
the most? Why? Chad Farell,
he coached me since I was
7.

What has been your
favorite extracurricular
that you’ve participated in?
Sports.

What’s your favorite
thing on the lunch menu?
Chicken bacon wrap

One thing you refuse to
eat? Beans

Famous person dead or
alive you would like to
meet? Aaron Rodgers

Advice you would give
to underclassmen? Have
fun while it lasts.

WHS seniors of 
the week

Wilmington Middle
School recently announced
the names of those stu-
dents who made the honor
roll for the first trimester.
Students who achieved
academic excellence
include:

Sixth grade 
honor roll

Laura Allen, Maeve
Beasley, Kylie Burgess,
Rocco Ceci, Sawyer
Cravens, Avry Crisman,
Declan Crutchfield, Brooke
Dickover, Noah Frazier,
Evan Gebhardt, James
Georgeff, Paityn Hester,
Brextin Hicks, Gabriel
Holm, Harper Hunley,
Morgan Kelly, Chloe Kohl,
Jacob Leonard, Else
Luchene, Jaxson Mack,
Emma McMahon, Daniel
McMicken, Sophie Palmer,
Blake Planinsek, Aryanna
Princko, Sutton Proctor,
Natasha Rivera, Gawain
Spangler, Joseph Stallings,
Riley Stiehler, Mason
Strohm, Liam Sukley, Ryan
Sukley, Nathan Talley,
Lucas Tollard, Lily Turley,
Emily VanDuyne, Carson
Virgin, Allie White and
Emmaleigh Workman.

Sixth grade 
“A” honor roll

Noah Beck, Maeve
Bryant, Emma Corlett,
Madelynn Cutter, Aiden
Dumycz, Keely Henke, Aria
Jandeska, Grace Keane,
Bentley Key, Lexy Locascio,
Jonathan Long, Caleb
Machalek, Ryder Meskill,
Ian Mitchell, Brianna
Musick, Lucy Rozak,
Madison Smith, Katherine
Staton, Kennedy Tafoya,
Nolan Van Duyne and
Audrey Woodard.

Seventh grade 
honor roll
Caden Argenta,

Payden Backhoff, Lillian
Bailey, Raeleigh Bailey,
Skylar Boersma, Amber
Bradley, Hayley Carrillo,
Lillian Davis, Andres Diaz,
Dylan Dietz, Chloe
Eisenhour, Jack  Grygiel,

Aiden Gunty, Kate
Guzman, Kati Guzman,
Claire Hall, Lorelai Hand,
Mason Hansen, Russell
Hawkins, Talon Hincherick,
Oliver Kruck, Johanna
Laud,Carissa Leonard and
Henry Lewis, 

Also Ercole Long,
Kensington Lupinski,
Baylee McInerney, Lilly
McMahon, Luke Medlin,
Mauricio Mejia, Anthony
Miraglia, Lily Mitchell,
Braxton Moore, Erik
Morris, William Panepinto,
Arieana Perry, Edie
Petrovich, Aubrey Ptacek,
Tyler Redwitz, Aiden Riggs,
Cooper Rivera, Brysen
Ruggiero, Brynne
Ryder,Carissa Sapp,
Markus Sogale, Gage
Sorensen, Hannah Stiehler,
Isaac Svartoien, Jackson
Sweeney, Tucker
Thompson, Giovanni
Tovar.

Seventh grade 
“A” honor roll
Landon Bennett-

DeVault,
Bristol Billingsley, Tessa
Biskupski, Aiden Browning,
Christopher Brueggert,
Nathan Cutter, Raelynn
Grygiel, Holly Holm, Aiden
Lawson, Brooklyn Long,
Kaylee Lovig, Layla Pape,
Charlie Prendergast,
Madison Rivera, Jayce
Strong, Tandon Sukle and
Jackson Van Duyne.

Eighth grade
honor roll 

Joseph Banas, Levi
Beasley, Aubrey Becker,
Jaxsen  Brockman,  Ricardo
Castro,Aubri Christiansen,
Evelyn Clark, Madilyn
Coyne, Drew Daniels,
Laynah Dempsey, Asher
Dodd, Alex Egizio, Kevin
Eibell, Aiden Florey, Aubrey
Frazier, Chesnee Geiss,
Lillian Govero, Payton
Govero, Lesly Gutierrez,
Trevor Haarman, Lucy Hall,
Carsyn Hansen, Seriah
Hernandez,  James
Jimenez, Robert Jimenez,
Tracy Jones, Kaelen Kelly,

Stephen Kinnett, Mariah
Krand, Tanner Kutina,
Weston Lancaster,Lucas
Leja, Khyrell Liguid, Khloe
Longest, Julian Lowery,
Jack Medlin, Joshua
Meyer,Kailyn Michaels,
Jayden Luis Ortiz, Keagon
Peterson, Jacob Powlick,
Julia Prescott, Nicholas
Pridemore, Lucas
Reynolds, Axel Rivera,
Kelsie Roeder, Shawn
Schnittger, Bobby Smith,
Kayedee Sogale, Elijah
Strohmeyer, Emilie
Strong,Taylor Tenn,
Benjamin Tesar,Saraeah
Thompson, Lailah Ullrich,
Colby Wengelewski,Roslyn
Wengelewski,
Abygail  Winker, Kailyn
Winkle and Alex Xolo.

Eighth grade 
“A” honor roll

Isabelle Edgeworth,
Cainen Machalek, Eli
Spicer,Lucas Todd, Violet
Turcany,Phoenix Uthe and
Eli Van Duyne.

WMS announces first trimester honor roll

LIBRARIAN TRACY LAWRENCE, of Steven's Intermediate
School in Wilmington, accepts a donation from Past Master
George Roesel  (Wilmington) on behalf of the Wilmington
Masonic Lodge #208.  Proceeds will be used for the book
fair.

SIS accepts donation
from Masons

The Wilmington VFW Post 5422 at 547 W. Baltimore St
is hosting a free community Breakfast with Santa on
Sunday, Dec. 15 from 9 a.m. to noon.

The public is invited to bring the kids to visit with
Santa, take free photos with Santa (bring a camera) and
there will be goodies for the kids.

VFW to hold free
breakfast with Santa

Mon., Dec. 16: chicken
alfredo, corn, roll and but-
ter, diced mango, milk

Tue., Dec. 17: tomato
soup, grilled cheese, baby
carrots, icecream sandwich
pears, milk

Wed., Dec. 18: mini
corn dogs, mac and cheese,
baby carrots, strawberry

cup, milk
Thu., Dec. 19: biscuit

and gravy, yogurt, hash
brown, orange wedges,
milk

Fri., Dec. 20: meatball
sub w/mozz, baked lays,
celery sticks, blue rasp.
applesauce, milk

Lunch at 209-U schools
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CCUSD tax meeting
COAL CITY—If anyone wants to know

why the school board has an issue with
transparency, watch the video on YouTube
of the meeting on Dec. 4. Numerous peo-
ple were there and had lots of questions,
but zero answers were given. "We can talk
to you later." Later? There was a room of
frustrated residents complaining about
no answers and they gave literally zero
answers. That is the reason there is little
confidence in the transparency of this
board. Residents are still as confused as
when the meeting started. Why isn't any
local media asking these questions? The
residents would like to know some
answers.

Preparing for the loss
BRAIDWOOD—So why didn't the

self-idolized Braidwood truth seekers
share the soundoff in last week’s newspa-
per about our community preparing now
for the loss of tax revenue from the
nuclear power plant and the necessity of a
community to bring in business, retail
and industry to help boost the property
tax base?  Maybe because it doesn't fit
their personal bashing agenda?  Maybe
because it was too close to the truth for
them to share?  More and more people in
town are catching on to their antics and
seeing right through their personal agen-
das.  What's good for the goose is good for
the gander, but that's not the way this
group of four or five haters sees it.  

Presidential pardons
WILMINGTON—So Biden pardoned

his son, what’s the big deal?  How many
sleazeballs has Trump pardoned, includ-
ing Steve Bannnon, Roger Stone among
many others. Remember Gerald Ford par-
doned Nixon,  Bush pardoned his brother,
the list goes on and on.  Let’s see how
many Trump will pardon regarding the
Jan. 6 attack.

A crime family
WILMINGTON—You can bet Hunter

will not be the only one Joe Biden par-
dons. He has a whole crime family he will
pardon to stop them from telling on the
big guy. History books will say the Biden
administration was the most corrupt in
history.

Choice is yours
BRAIDWOOD—After reading the

Sound-off last week it looks like we have
an election coming up in April of 2025.
The former chief of police is running for
mayor. Well, he is responsible for bringing
our police department to where it is today.
Under his leadership police officers were
engaged with the city and the citizens like
never before. So Braidwood if you want to
see everyone come together and have the
small town atmosphere return to
Braidwood the choice is yours. With that
being said a splash pad would be great but
you can’t even do the dirt work and the
underground for the price quoted in the
paper. So let’s vote to bring our city
together, stand together, fight together
and win together. 

Bring back bridge
COAL CITY—Open the road to share

the load! When, if ever. Will Coal City fix
the bridge on East Valerio Road? It’s been
closed for well over a year now. And now
with Jewel Foods being open, Route 113 is
just flat out crazy. The new stop light on
Will Rd. helps to get out onto Rt. 113 only
a small amount. With E. Valerio Rd. bridge
fixed, citizens living north of Rt. 113 would
have an easier route to get out of town
heading east traveling right to the new
stop light on Will Rd. Thanks, JAD
any years and not single out one person.

Because they care
WILMINGTON—I would like to thank

Dave Melhorn for the nice thank you note
he printed in the paper. Wishing the com-
munity a blessed holiday season and for
thanking Bill Wiedling and Roy Strong for
service to the community. Yes Dave you
are absolutely right, Bill and Roy care
about the community they were born and
raised in. They serve the community, they
have served the community  and continue
to serve the community because they
care. They do not do it for the accolades,
thank yous or anything else. They do it
because they care about the community.
It’s about the community it’s not about
themselves. So thank you Bill and thank
you Roy for your service to the communi-
ty and Dave I would like to thank you as
well for your commitment to the
American Legion and the VFW and help-
ing veterans and also for the contribution
that you give to your church. May God
bless you always.

Purest form of evil
DIAMOND—Everybody say Merry

Christmas to the Woke people so maybe
their brains will somehow understand
that they are on a path to their own self
destruction when they try to oppose
something that is far greater than the
earth, and the sky, which is the creator of
all mankind that gives life to everyone and
makes them either a male or female which
can never be changed because of the way
the creator made the internal parts of the
human body. So if anyone tries to impose
alterations and reverse the creator’s won-
drous human form it is the purest form of
evil against mankind. Live and enjoy what
you are because the creator made you to
enjoy life as you are. Merry Christmas.

Are they working?
DIAMOND—During COVID public

servants were allowed to work from home.
Now there has been a vote to allow public
servants to work from home for the next
five years. Are they really working when
they are not monitored? So when they get
up and turn on their computer, that does
not mean they are working. They could be
at a store using their cell phones, or they
could be busy cleaning their home or out-
side their home. These public servants
will claim they work eight hours a day
because their computer is on for eight
hours. Any other worker would be fired
from their job if they did not show up at
their place of employment. Public ser-
vants are suppose to work for the
American citizens but that is no longer
true because the public servants lie about
how they work hard, while all they are
doing is pulling a financial scam on the
public. Why are they being allowed to sit
at home and collect their money and do
nothing? Corruption at it’s finest.

Our beloved country
WILMINGTON—Now Democrats can

shout "I told you so" because Trump is
doing exactly as Democrats predicted.
Trump is choosing his administration
deliberately to destroy our government
from within and doing it on the basis of
outrage and shock value which will fester
beyond control just like 8 years ago with
the hissing and striking inside a den of
wipers. Many of Trump's cabinet choices
are unqualified people who have a past of
sexual allegations and others have
authored Project 2025 which functions as
the blueprint for a strange society in
which the government dictates our free
will. Trump's nominees are sycophants all
of whom put party over country, and in
general Trump's bedfellows are convicted,
disgraced or disbarred. Hardly six months
ago Trump himself was pronounced
'guilty' by a jury of his peers of 34 felonies
and hardly four years ago the smell of
blood, feces and urine filled the air at our
nation's Capitol with a hangman's noose
standing ready on the grounds. Due to the
corruption of the Supreme Court, Trump
is now allowed to weaponize it to elimi-
nate his enemies with immunity by 'offi-
cial act'. Who would Trump destroy?
Journalists? Congressmen? Yes, Trump
promised retribution toward both of the
above and mentioned specific names
making it advisable for President Biden to
grant them pre-emptive pardons. What an
ugly mess Trump has made of this our
beloved country.          Irene

In the long run
BRAIDWOOD—The soundoff about

needing to bring business and industry
into Braidwood in order to prepare for the
loss of property tax revenue from the
nuclear power plant hit the nail on the
head.  Even though the actual City of
Braidwood doesn't get the property taxes
from the plant, there's several other local
taxing bodies who do, and rely heavily on
the taxes from that power plant. If the city
can bring in the car dealerships, gas sta-
tions along the interstate, hotels and
restaurants, that's good for the city as a
whole. Sometimes a city or village needs
to give a little incentives to get a bigger
return in the long run. Just because there's
a few people who live near these business-
es developments that don't want it near to
or in view from their homes doesn't mean
that it's not beneficial for the community
as a whole. They are the same people who
would grab their pitchforks and light their
torches if their property taxes had to go up
by several thousand dollars to help com-
pensate for the loss from the nuclear
power plant because their city failed to
bring in businesses in anticipation of such
a huge loss.

Save our trees
WILMINGTON—A line from the band

Pink Floyd- "Is there anyone out there"
who cares about this earth? Government
doesn't. Big business doesn't.  Most
school systems don't and 98% of property
owners don't. I am alarmed and heartbro-
ken by the amount of trees that have been

chopped down in Brookside, Northcrest,
and the rest of Wilmington.  Now maybe if
you come from up north Wilmington
looks like a forest to you.  Let us remember
that up north once was forest, wetlands,
dunes and an abundance of wildlife. All
gone, but a tiny, tiny fragment. Now it
appears folks are working on the removal
of nature here. I ask people why they cut
down perfectly healthy trees. These are
some of the responses I have been given. I
don't want leaves in my yard. I don't want
to rake. I don't want to take a chance of it
falling on my house. I don't want to clean
my gutters. The roots have or might get
into my pipes. I want a pool. The seeds get
into my pool filter. The seeds get into my
air conditioner. If you believe in God,
which man always seems to cry out to
Him when there is trouble, did God create
the tree or your house? A tree cools the
earth.  It cleans the air. It cleans the water.
It provides food and shelter. It's leaves are
a natural fertilizer. The leaves turn into a
rich, organic soil. Its leaves are a blanket
for the earth and its creatures in winter.  It
is beautiful. What does a human home do
for anything or anyone except for oneself?
This town, the above mentioned neigh-
borhoods, they have gotten hotter in my
lifetime.  I feel it.  Is there anyone out
there? Does anyone see it? Does anyone
care?

A tragic death
WILMINGTON—The tragic death of

United Healthcare CEO Brian Thompson
has brought renewed attention to the
deep frustrations many Americans—par-
ticularly seniors—experience with the
complexities of the health care system.
Thirteen million seniors are on Medicare
Advantage through United Healthcare, a
company that denies more claims than
any other insurer in the U.S. Additionally,
an October report from the U.S. Senate
found that United Healthcare "obstructs
seniors' ability to receive post-acute care"
and denies care simply to make more
money. This echoes the phrase found on
the ammunition used to kill Thompson:
"deny, defend, depose." While no griev-
ance justifies violence, this tragedy has
amplified calls for greater transparency in
health care. One potential response to
these concerns is the proposed
Department of Government Efficiency
(DOGE), floated as part of a potential sec-
ond Trump administration. If Elon Musk
is sincere about his intent to increase
transparency, he could do so in seniors'
health care by pushing for reforms such as
plain-language coverage summaries, sim-
plified appeals processes, and real-time
updates on claim statuses. "Behind every
denied Medicare Advantage claim is a
senior in need of care. Improving trans-
parency in health care isn't just about
streamlining bureaucracy; it's about pre-
serving dignity and ensuring compassion
for individuals at their most vulnerable
moments.”

Shop with a cop
BRAIDWOOD—This past Thursday,

my family went shopping at the Walmart
in Morris. When we arrived, we saw
numerous Braidwood Police Department
vehicles and a Reed-Custer school bus in
the parking lot and wondered what was
going on. After we got inside, we saw
Braidwood Police officers and even a cou-
ple of city officials inside the store with a
bunch of kids.  We then learned that they
were all there for Braidwood's shop with a
cop event. We ran into several of them as
we made our way through the store and
saw how excited all of the kids were to be
there with our local police officers shop-
ping for toys and other stuff for Christmas.
Their smiles were absolutely enormous,
both the kids and the cops.  It was an
amazing sight to see and very heartwarm-
ing to know that our local police depart-
ment cares so much about the kids in our
community. We moved to Braidwood five
years ago and the local first responders
have always been one of the best parts of
this town.

Winterization needed
WILMINGTON—Winchester Manor

apartments. They want the elderly and
disabled when it gets real cold out to turn
their heat up and let their water drip
because if the water lines break the ten-
ants have to pay part of the repairs. They
won’t caulk or winterize the doors and the
cold leaks at the seams with the doors
shut. There are drafts in the bedroom with
cold air coming in and the closets at the
floor need caulked to keep the cold air
from coming through. Another thing is
multi family members are living with the

tenants at these apartments and there’s a
truck around the back that has been sit-
ting there for months. It hasn’t moved and
there are no license plates on it. They want
all the tenants to do all this stuff but the
management isn’t doing anything to win-
terize the apartments. The city building
inspector needs to inspect these apart-
ments around the windows, doors and
closets because there are a lot of drafts
coming in. God bless the elderly, the dis-
abled and the veterans in the USA.

Brainwashing voters
MORRIS—We just got done with the

federal election and all the political signs
were removed from yards and parkways
thank God. Now the Morris mayor and his
clerk are putting up signs all over their
town for their election. I think there
should be an ordinance that the signs
can’t be put up until 30 days before the
election. All they want is to keep people
brainwashed so they will vote for them so
they can get themselves and others who
work for the city a big pay raise. Why don’t
they work on getting property taxes low-
ered for Grundy County? The politicians
want to spend all this money on the ille-
gals and everything else but they give tax
incentives to companies that come and
close down like that electric bus company
in Channahon. Let’s get the property taxes
lowered and give a tax break to senior cit-
izens. Five thousand is not enough. Make
it six or seven thousand property tax
reduction for senior citizens.

Happy Holidays
WILMINGTON—I have a question for

you people who demand I say Merry
Christmas instead of Happy Holidays.
Why is this so important to you? It isn’t to
Jesus.

Repugnant
BRAIDWOOD—Although Trump's

cabinet is not yet complete, its combined
wealth is nothing short of obscene which
will undoubtedly make this administra-
tion prone to even more ethics violations
than his first term. Meanwhile the middle
class is likely to lose income. Remember
Elon Musk's announcement that
Americans must suffer economic hard-
ships before prices improve? With a state-
ment like that somebody should wipe that
perpetual smirk off Musk's face.
Furthermore, votes continue to come in
from across the country and from over-
seas and Trump is receiving a lower per-
centage of votes bringing his total under
50% of the popular vote. Although Trump
still won the required electoral votes, it
was not a landslide and not a mandate.
And with the Supreme Court putting
Trump above the law, absolute power cor-
rupts absolutely especially with endless
money to feed the perversion. It's bad
enough that we have lost many freedoms
due to Project 2025. And now we are
expected to trust Trump's filthy rich cabi-
net picks who cannot be trusted especial-
ly if they grabbed their assets illegally the
way Trump did. Endless money, endless
power. What can possibly go wrong?

It’s what Republicans do
RITCHIE—Remember the warnings,

remember the predictions, remember the
alarms before the 2024 election? We were
told that Republicans would cut Social
Security and Medicare because that's
what Republicans do and they're planning
it already. Since the inception of social
safety nets, it is the sheer joy of every red-
blooded Republican to deprive Americans
of financial peace of mind. Sure enough
the proposal to stop Social Security
checks has been in the news lately and
Republicans aren't stopping there. The
CFPB (Consumer Financial Protection
Bureau) is also on the chopping block
because Republicans already have forgot-
ten that millions of Americans lost their
life savings due to the 2008 recession of
Republican George W. Bush's administra-
tion. And of course cutting inefficiency by
Trump's new DOGE program is question-
able because the government sector that
is most inefficient is said to be the mili-
tary. If cutting waste is the idea, then let's
investigate the many instances of con-
ning, grifting and corruption that took
place during Trump's first term  and make
sure it doesn't happen again. But Trump
would hardly agree to that because his
gluttony at the government trough is what
gives Trump a reason to live. Trump start-
ed sucking blood from the government at
a very young age and has been going
strong ever since.

Free Press Newspapers readers

To voice your opinion 24 hours a day, go to
www.freepressnewspapers.com or call 815-634-0317

Sound-Off is a 24-hour phone line provided to give readers a chance to voice their opinions.
The Free Press Newspapers reserves the right to edit remarks for taste, length, personal attacks, racism,

threatening, calls for boycotts and libel.
The comments stated are the opinions and ideas of the callers and not that of the newspaper.

Information may not constitute the actual events or facts of a particular topic.
Submissions by email to: courant@fpnusa.com with “soundoff” in the subject line or visit www.freep

ressnewspapers.com, or call 815-634-0317. Please state the town in which you are calling from or in regards
to. Mail comments to Sound-Off, 271 S. Broadway, Coal City, IL 60416 or 111 S. Water St., Wilmington, IL
60481. There can be only one submission of 250 words or less per person during any given week.
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Whenever
s o m e o n e
assures you that
another person
you’re both
dealing with
“understands”
the “quid pro
quo,” you’d be
wise to run
away as fast as
you can and
never look
back.

But that’s
exactly how
then Ald. Daniel Solis
assured then House
Speaker Michael Madigan
in late June of 2017 that
their mark – the developers
of a West Loop apartment
complex – would eventual-
ly be convinced to retain
Madigan’s property tax
appeals law firm.

Solis chaired the pow-
erful Zoning Committee,
so the developers had to
come through him, and
Solis said they would
understand the game: The
developers hire Madigan’s
law firm and their zoning
changes would be
approved.

“I think they under-
stand how this works,”
Solis told Madigan. “The
quid pro quo.”

Solis admitted on the
stand during Madigan’s
corruption trial that what
he said to Madigan was
“dumb.”

Madigan didn’t know
that the federal govern-
ment was recording all his
conversations with Solis.
So, what was dumb about
what Solis said is that
Madigan might’ve imme-
diately cut all ties to Solis,
and Solis’ federal handlers

would’ve been
furious that
he let the tar-
get get away.

T u r n s
out, the real
dummy was
Madigan.

Madigan
didn’t walk
away. Instead,
he kept going
back to Solis,
only gently
admonishing
him weeks

later by telling Solis not to
say the quiet part out loud
and instructing him in the
polite way of conducting
business.

And then a few
months later, while talking
about another real estate
deal, Solis asked whether
the West Loop developers
had signed on with
Madigan’s firm. Madigan
didn’t say, but appeared to
give Solis the go-ahead to
process their zoning
request.

“You were contem-
plating processing some-
thing,” Madigan said. “You
should go ahead and
process that.”

The feds are also try-
ing to prove that Madigan’s
consigliere, longtime lob-
byist and fellow defendant
Mike McClain wasn’t just
freelancing without
Madigan’s approval when
it came to all the demands
McClain was making of
ComEd.

The trial so far has
given the feds big wins on
that point. Madigan and
Solis were in discussions
about the state transfer-
ring a Chinatown parking
lot to the City of Chicago so

that it could be developed
into a hotel, and Madigan
could get the property tax
business. So, he told Solis
to reach out to McClain.

McClain would give
the developer “some ideas
about how to go about it.”

A couple of months
later, Solis again brought
up the Chinatown parcel to
Madigan. “Let me get back
into it and, and, um, see if
there’s some way to find
somebody that can talk to
IDOT. That, that’s where
the decision’s going to be
made,” Madigan said.

“I’m trying to figure
out a way to approach it,"
Madigan later told Solis
about the parcel. He
appeared to be calculating
how he could pass a bill to
benefit his law firm with-
out leaving any overt fin-
gerprints.

Madigan eventually
told Solis that one of the
Chinatown developers
would soon be receiving a
call from McClain.

The effort to transfer
the property extended into
the spring of 2018 for sev-
eral reasons, most impor-
tantly opposition from
local legislators.

In March of 2018,
Madigan told Solis that
maybe McClain should
talk to the Senator who was
putting a brick on the land
transfer and then
explained to Solis at length
how this particular legisla-
tion could shorten the time
it would take to transfer
the property to the city.

From there, jurors
heard recordings about the
intricacies of passing the
bill, including who was
blocking it. McClain is

heard on a recording brief-
ing Madigan about which
legislators were opposing
the bill and about how the
then-Secretary of
Transportation was “get-
ting squeamish” about it.

Also in March, Solis
told Madigan that if
Madigan could “take care
of that [Chinatown] matter
in May,” during the end of
spring session, “I'm confi-
dent they'll appreciate it
and … sign you up on after
May.” Madigan didn't run
away then, either.

But the bill eventually
died and a possible payday
was missed.

On May 28, 2018, a few
days before the scheduled
end of spring session when
there was still hope the bill
would advance, McClain
called a member of
Madigan’s House staff to
tell them about the proper-
ty tax transfer bill, "that
deals with a developer of
[Madigan's].” McClain told
the staffer: “He wants to
make sure he votes 'pres-
ent.'"

In other words, if the
feds didn’t have Madigan,
McClain and Solis on
numerous recordings,
Madigan could’ve officially
covered his rear by voting
“present” on a bill that
would’ve potentially
padded his pockets and
that he’d allegedly been
actively pushing behind
the scenes for months on
end.

Rich Miller also pub-
lishes Capitol Fax, a daily
political newsletter, and
CapitolFax.com.

Madigan should have known to walk away

The Forest Preserve
District of Will County is
offering a Stress-free Hike
for Women: 9:30-11 a.m.
Saturday, Dec. 28, at the
Four Rivers Environmental
Education Center,
Channahon. 

This women-only, nat-
uralist-led hike will be a
way to get outside for a
quick fitness walk after the
holiday season. Let the cool

air and a mindful walk lead
you to calmness and tran-
quility. 

After the hike, take a
moment to sip on hot bev-
erages and enjoy the views
of the Des Plaines River.
Free, women ages 16 or
older. Register online at the
event calendar at
ReconnectWithNature.org.
by Dec. 26.

Chill out with Dec. 28
hike for women

The U.S. Department
of Agriculture, Forest
Service announced that the
Midewin National Tallgrass
Prairie (NTP) supervisor's
office, to include the wel-
come center, will be tem-
porarily closed from
December 9, 2024 to
January 27, 2025 for exten-
sive maintenance to the
heating, ventilation, and air
conditioning (HVAC) sys-
tem.

Midewin NTP trail-
heads, trails and hunting
areas will remain open dur-
ing this time. Some educa-
tional programming, to
include the winter lecture
series, that typically takes
place in December and
January will be rescheduled
to a later date.

Throughout the clo-

sure, staff and partners will
be assigned to alternate
work locations to complete
the ongoing work of restor-
ing and administering the
Forest Service's only
Tallgrass Prairie.

“We had hoped to be
able to update the system
without closing the entire
supervisor's office,” said
Christina Henderson,
Midewin NTP's prairie
supervisor. “Unfortunately,
with the nature and the
extent of the work that
needs to be done, that isn't
possible.”

During the winter
months of 2024, the HVAC
system's inability to keep
the temperature regulated
led to frozen pipes that
eventually broke.
“We've seen over the last

few years that our HVAC
system simply couldn't
keep up with the extremely
cold days in the winter, and
the hot days in the sum-
mer,” said Henderson. “For
the health and safety of our
staff and our partners, this
overhaul of the system has
to be done.”

For more information
please contact the Midewin
National Tallgrass Prairie
Visitor Center at (815) 423-
6370 or email
SM.FS.Midewin_RSVP@us
da.gov.

The USDA Forest
Service has for more than
100 years brought people
and communities together
to answer the call of con-
servation. Grounded in
world-class science and
technology- and rooted in

communities-the Forest
Service connects people to
nature and to each other.

The Forest Service
cares for shared natural
resources in ways that pro-
mote lasting economic,
ecological, and social vitali-
ty. The agency manages 193
million acres of public land,
provides assistance to state
and private landowners,
maintains the largest wild-
land fire and forestry
research organizations in
the world.

The Forest Service also
has either a direct or indi-
rect role in stewardship of
about 900 million forested
acres within the U.S., of
which over 130 million
acres are urban forests
where most Americans live. 

Midewin welcome center will be 
closed until end of January

Average gasoline prices in Illinois
have fallen 8.8 cents per gallon in the last
week, averaging $3.11/g, according to
GasBuddy's survey of 4,378 stations in
Illinois. 

Prices in Illinois are 5.3 cents per gal-
lon lower than a month ago and stand 14.2
cents per gallon lower than a year ago. 

That may be true in general, but in our
coverage area gas stations seem to have a
difficult time keeping gas below $3/g.

In Wilmington, expect to pay any-
where from $2.88/g at Mohsen up to
$3.07/g at Circle K. Braidwood gas will run
you $3.03/g at BP, or up to $3.15/g at
Casey’s.

Coal City gas prices are  $2.99/g across
the board. Morris gas ranges from $2.94/g
at Casey’s, up to $3.09/g at Amoco.

Bourbonnais comes in lowest with gas
ranging from $2.77/g at Gas N Wash, up to
$2.83/g at Circle K.

"The national average has finally fall-
en below $3 per gallon, and it couldn't
come at a better time for motorists with
the holidays upon us. One would need to
count over 1,300 days since we've seen the
national average this low, with the afford-
ability of gasoline at its lowest non-COVID
level since 2015," said Patrick De Haan,
head of petroleum analysis at GasBuddy. 

"With average gas prices in 35 states
and nearly 110,000 stations below $3 per
gallon, Americans are putting in just 5.44
minutes of work to buy a gallon.”

The lowest price in the state Monday
was $2.49/g while the highest was $4.59/g,
a difference of $2.10/g.

Gas prices dipping below $3/gallon
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Grundy Bank's annual
coat drive kicked off on Oct.
7 and turned out to be a
huge success for the local
communities. This year's
coat drive brought in
around 400 winter coats as
well as over 100 items in
scarves, hats, gloves and

winter boots.
All donations collected

will benefit the families in
Grundy County and
Southern Will County. All
winter items collected were
dispersed to We Care of
Grundy County in Morris,
Our Caring Closet in

Wilmington and The
Forgotten Garden in
Braceville. 

"Hosting a local coat
drive is a powerful way to
bring warmth and comfort
to those in need during the
chilly months. It fosters a
sense of community and

compassion, ensuring
everyone has the means to
stay warm and healthy.”
Said Kevin Olson, President
& CEO of Grundy Bank. “By
coming together, we can
make a tangible difference
in our neighbors' lives.”

For years, Grundy
Bank has been hosting this
drive with the goal to pro-
vide warm winter coats and
accessories to those in need
during this winter season.
The kindness and compas-
sion received from individ-
uals, businesses and organ-
izations who have donated
throughout this drive has
been tremendous. 

Grundy Bank is com-
mitted to continuing this
drive each year and
believes it is a testament to
the communities' support
and generosity. 

“This initiative not
only provides those in need
with essential warmth but
also closely brings our
community closer and
shows the compassion and
collaboration we have.”
Said Christine Mendez,
Marketing & Sales Director
with Grundy Bank.
“Together, we can create
and continue to support
our local communities
from the harshness of win-
ter weather.” 

For more information
on Grundy Bank's annual
coat drive contact Christine
Mendez, Marketing & Sales
Director at 815-513-2241 or
cmendez@grundy.bank.

Grundy Bank thankful to all who gave to coat drive

THE GRUNDY BANK coat drive was a big success with over 400 winter coats collected to
help families in need. Delivering coats, scarves, hats and gloves last week were Grundy
Bank Wilmington branch manager Stefany Mickelson (from left) and teller Amy Castillo.
Accepting the items at Our Caring Closet, where they will be given away, are Ruth
Lockwood and Anthony Ritz.

THE WILMINGTON CHAMBER of Commerce awarded the
Employee of the Month trophy to Jennifer Juknuis who is
often behind the courtesy counter at Berkot’s Super Foods
in Wilmington. Chamber President Steve Evans presented
Juknuis with the trophy noting that she was nominated by a
customer who stated “She is always there when I come to
shop, day or night, and always very nice.” If you like to nom-
inate a worker at a Wilmington business who you feel
deserves the traveling trophy email your comments to
sevans2546@yahoo.com.

Jennifer awarded
Chamber trophy

Joliet Junior College
(JJC) will receive a
$3,086,111 grant from the
Illinois Department of
Commerce and Economic
Opportunity (DCEO) to
implement the Clean Jobs
Workforce Network
Program. 

This transformative
initiative aims to expand
training in clean energy-
related fields.

The program, funded
annually for the next three
years, will provide essen-
tial skills and opportuni-
ties in the growing clean
energy sector.

JJC will offer training
for electric vehicle assem-
bly technicians, residential
energy auditors, and more,
ensuring a diverse and
skilled workforce ready to
meet the demands of the
clean energy industry.

“This grant will enable
us to support students and
community members in
pursuing careers that drive
economic growth and sus-

tainability,” said Ken
Santiago, Dean of Applied
Arts and Workforce
Education and Training at
JJC.

JJC receives $3 million to
boost clean energy workforce

The Braidwood Lions Club is collect-
ing used/non-working strands of
Christmas lights thru Jan. 31.

Collection bins will be located inside
Whitmore Ace Hardware in Braidwood
and Coal City. The Lions will also accept
them during the club’s Christmas Tree sale
fundraiser during hours of operation. 

All proceeds from the recycling will
benefit the Braidwood Lions Club’s sight

and sound services for the visually and
hearing impaired residing in the
Braidwood, Godley and Shadow Lakes
communities.

Please place all strands of lights into
plastic bags before placing them into the
collection bins.

For more information please call
(815)791-8093 or visit www.braid-
woodlions club.org.

Braidwood Lions to collect
used Christmas lights
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W I L M I N G T O N —
Thomas “Tom” Atherton,
Jr., 82 of Wilmington,
passed away peacefully

on Sunday Dec. 1, 2024, with his
family at his side. Born on June 7,
1942 in Chicago, Tom was the son
of Thomas and Margaret (McKay)
Atherton. Tom attended
New Lenox grade and high schools.
Tom was a veteran of the U.S. Army.
In 1960 he married Sandra “Sandy”
Stephens. He was an Operating Engineer
and member of  I.U.O.E. Local 150. Tom
was also a 50 year member of the A.F. &
A.M. Matteson Lodge No. 175.

Tom enjoyed being with his family. He
enjoyed playing cards and watching sports
on television. He also enjoyed cutting
grass and taking care of his yard which he
kept in park like condition.

Survivers include his wife of 64 years,
Sandy; his sons, Thomas (Tari) Atherton of
Florida; John (Christine) Atherton of
Arizona; his daughter Christine (Chris)
Patterson of Braidwood; eight grandchil-
dren: Kristie (Marc) Girardet of Oregon;

Katie (Mike) Bols of Mazon, Kellie
Calderon of Coal City; Olivia

(Gent) Silberkleit of California;
Jared (Kelly) Atherton of Florida;
Alex (Chris) DeLaRosa of
Braidwood; Isaac (Emma)
Sawyer of Kentucky; and Steven
Patterson of Braidwood; seven

greatgrandchildren: Drake
McPherson of Florida; Haelyn

McPherson of Oregon; Michael
Bols of Mazon; Theo, Evan and Gillian

Calderon of Coal City; and Barrett "Bear"
DeLaRosa of Braidwood.

Tom was preceded in death by his
parents and a son-in-law, Bart Sawyer.

Cremation services and arrangments
have been made under the direction of
Genuine Care Cremations. Family and
friends are encouraged to sign the online
guest book, upload  photographs at  gen-
uinecarecremation.com and share Tom's
memorial page via social media.

Interment will be at Abraham Lincoln
Cemetery in Elwood, IL. and a celebration
of life will be held at a later date. 

Thomas W. Atherton Jr.

W I L M I N G T O N —
Walter “Wally”
Stromquist, 84, of
Wilmington, formerly

of Chicago and Richton Park, L,
passed away peacefully on
Saturday, Dec. 7, 2024 at his
home.

Born July 4, 1940 in Chicago,
Walter William was a son of Carl
and Frances (Schuricht) Stromquist.
He was raised and educated in
Chicago and graduated from Manley
Vocational High School with the class of
1958. Wally then served in the United
States Army from 1958 until his honorable
discharge in 1962. On Nov. 9, 1963, he mar-
ried Patricia Gricus in Chicago, with whom
he would share 61 years of marriage. Wally
worked as an electrician with the
International Brotherhood of Electrical
Workers Local Union 134 in Chicago,
working diligently to provide for his family
for 25 years until retirement in 2005. 

He was a member of St. Rose of Lima
Catholic Church in Wilmington where he
was a member of the Father George Kuzma
Knights of Columbus Council #11149. With
his free time, Wally enjoyed using his tal-
ents and creativity to make many things
through woodworking. He was also a die
hard Chicago White Sox fan, but he was the
biggest fan of his grandchildren. Wally was
a proud grandfather who made it to every
baseball game, dance recitals, or concerts
that his grandchildren participated in. He

was a true family man, whose faith
and strong work ethic were impor-

tant to him, and he was blessed to
have the love of his wife, children
and grandchildren, and any who
were lucky enough to be called a
friend.

Survivors include his wife,
Pat Stromquist, of Wilmington

and his children: Theresa Solick
and Cynthia Stromquist, both of

Bourbonnais and Eric (Holly)
Stromquist, of St. John, IN; and four grand-
children: Danielle Solick, of Bradley, IL;
Nicole Solick, of Bourbonnais and Nathan
and Owen Stromquist, both of St. John, IN.

Wally was preceded in death by his
parents and one grandson, Jason Solick.

A private Mass of Christian Burial will
be celebrated, and Wally will be laid to rest
at Abraham Lincoln National Cemetery in
Elwood with Full Military Honors.

Preferred memorials may be made as
gifts in Wally's memory to St. Rose Catholic
Church, the Wilmington Fire Department,
or to Uplifted Care Hospice.

Family and friends are encouraged to
sign the online guest book at
wwwReevesFuneral.com, upload photo-
graphs, and share Wally's memorial page
via social media.

Funeral services and arrangements
have been made under the direction and
care of Reeves & Baskerville Funeral
Homes and Crematory in Wilmington.

Walter Stromquist

WILMINGTON—Gerald
Halm, 84, of Wilmington, for-
merly of Midlothian, IL, passed
away Thursday, Dec. 5, 2024 at

Ascension Villa Franciscan Nursing Home
in Joliet.

Born July 17, 1940 in Peru, IL, Gerald
William was a son of William and Dorothy
(Haupt) Halm. He was raised and educat-
ed in Chicago and Worth, IL, and worked
as a Teamster for many years. Gerald was
an avid outdoorsman, looking for any
opportunity to go fishing whenever he
could. He was a member of many of the
local area clubs, including The Gooselake
Association, Braidwood Recreation Club,
and the Alsip Sportsman’s Club. Being out-
doors is what truly made Gerald happy,
but he also took pleasure in traveling
across the country.

Survivors include his sister and broth-
er, Shirley (Dennis) Thoms, of Braidwood
and Phillip (Lucille) Halm, of Morris;
nieces and nephews: Jeff Thoms, Keith
Thoms, Phillip Halm, Christopher Halm,
Jennifer Halm, and Rose McGuire; as well

as many numerous cousins and his good
friends: Walt, Mike and Greg.

Gerald was preceded in death by his
parents and his wife, Genevieve Halm on
Jan. 31, 2011.

Cremation rites are being accorded,
and the family will receive friends for a
memorial visitation at Baskerville Funeral
Home, 700 E. Kahler Rd., in Wilmington on
Monday, Dec. 16, 2024 from 10 a.m. until
the time of memorial service at 11 a.m.
Inurnment with full military honors will
immediately follow the services at
Abraham Lincoln National Cemetery in
Elwood, where Gerald will be laid to rest
with his wife.

Family and friends are encouraged to
sign the online guest book at
www.ReevesFuneral.com, upload photo-
graphs, and share Gerald’s memorial page
via social media.

Cremation services and memorial
arrangements have been made under the
direction and care of Reeves & Baskerville
Funeral Homes and Crematory in
Wilmington.

Gerald Halm

MORRIS—Pastor Caleb B.
Counterman, 48, of Morris, passed
away suddenly on Sunday, Dec. 8,
2024 as a result of injuries sus-
tained in a motor vehicle acci-
dent.

Born July 25, 1976 in
Stroudsburg, PA, Caleb was the
headstrong, eldest son of Dr.
Andrew and Jo Ellen Counterman.
He was raised in upstate New York
spending countless hours in the
woods making forts with his brothers.
They moved to Maryland during Caleb’s
high school years, where he graduated
from Severna Park High School with the
class of 1994. Caleb finished his time in
college at Maranatha Baptist University
with a degree in business, a fervent burden
for pastoral ministry, and a fiancé. 

He married the love of his life, Jess,
and began working on his Master of
Divinity at Lansdale Theological Seminary,
graduating in 2005. For 10 years, he served
on the pastoral staff at Anchor Baptist
Church (1998-2008); In 2003 and 2006
respectively, he and Jess welcomed their
two strapping young boys, Levi and Jared.
From 2008-2023, Caleb was pastor of Faith
Baptist Church in Morris, completing a
Master’s in Apologetics, and nearly finish-
ing his Doctorate of Pastoral Ministry. He
and his family were currently serving at
SouthField Church in Channahon.

Caleb was fun-loving and always up
for a family jeep ride, theological debate,
political discussion, Cowboys football
game, or some good hot wings. He fiercely
loved his wife, telling and showing her
daily that he loved her. He fiercely loved
his sons, spending quality time teaching
them to be men. He fiercely loved his fam-
ily, his brothers and parents becoming
some of his best friends as an adult. He just
loved people. Most impor-
tantly though, he loved God and lived to
know Him and make Him known to others.
While Caleb’s life seems too short, his
impact was far-reaching. His life of service
included: Pastoral ministry, Grundy
County Board member, soccer coach,
counselor, Big Brother program, Child
Advocacy Council, mission’s trips, and
numerous other volunteer positions that

allowed him a chance to speak God’s
truth and love into people’s lives. He

was known for his selfless, caring,
wise, timely, patient, honest
actions and words. He was a man
of integrity. Our loss is Heaven’s
gain. Caleb wanted
his life to reflect the good God he

served. He succeeded. His life’s
verse was found in Titus 2:11-14,

“For the grace of God has appeared,
bringing salvation for all people…(and

we are) looking for the blessed hope, the
appearing of the glory of our great God
and Savior Jesus Christ, who gave Himself
for us to redeem us from every lawless
deed and to purify for Himself a people for
his own possession eager for good deeds.”

Survivors include his wife, Jessica;
sons, Levi and Jared; parents, Andrew and
Jo Ellen Counterman; brothers, Luke
(Liesl) Counterman and Simeon (Bonnie)
Counterman; in-laws, Gerry and Rae Ann
Smith; brothers in-law, Ed (Alyssa) Smith
and Aaron Smith; nephew and nieces:
Elijah, Azriel, Eden (JP), Cana, Titus, Kezia,
Lydia, Timothy, Ezra, Lucy and Elliott.

Per Caleb's wishes, cremation rites are
being accorded. 

A memorial visitation will be held at
SouthField Church, 24557 W. Eames St. in
Channahon on Friday, Dec. 13, 2024 from
2 p.m. until 3:30 p.m. Memorial services
will follow the visitation at 4 p.m.

Those who wish to join the services
virtually may view the livestream of the
service provided on Caleb's tribute page at
www.ReevesFuneral.com.

Interment will be private.
Preferred memorials may be made as

gifts in Caleb's memory to the family for
distribution to local charities of their
choosing. If you wish to send flowers, the
family requests that you send poinsettias
in honor of Caleb's love of Christmas.

Family and friends are encouraged to
sign the online guestbook, upload photo-
graphs, and share Caleb's memorial page
via social media.

Cremation services and memorial
arrangements have been made under the
direction and care of Reeves & Baskerville
Funeral Homes and Crematory in Coal
City.

Pastor Caleb B. Counterman

COAL CITY—On the evening of
Dec. 7, 2024, the sky was filled with
the most vibrant sunset. This was a
beautiful sight that brought calm
and peace to the hearts of the
family and friends as Joe Cora,
born May 20, 1968, passed away
peacefully and pain-free later that
evening. 

Joe was a man, as the Bible ref-
erences in 1 Corinthians, 9:22, that
was all things to all people. Joe's love
and forgiveness knew no bounds. When he
loved you, he loved you with his whole self.

Joe was a hard worker. He ran his own
roofing company, but some of his greatest
work had nothing to do with earning a liv-
ing. He did his best work when he was
mentoring people who suffered with
addiction or being a father figure to chil-
dren who needed the guidance only a lov-
ing father could provide. He was a selfless
man who cared about people. Joe was a
kind and forgiving man. He was a dedicat-
ed son, loving brother, fun uncle and faith-
ful friend.

Joe's greatest passion was for his fam-
ily. Those whose hearts will forever be
changed by his absence are his wife, Lori
Cora; his daughters: Michaela Phillips
(Matt Johnson), Alana Phillips and his
baby girl, AnnMarie Cora; grandchildren,
Macklan and Merrick (Squishy); his sisters:
Kathie (Doug) Favero, Teri Cora, and Jan
(Mark) Keefer; mother-in-law, RuthAnn,

(the late James) Brady; father-in-
law, Larry Bushue. Also missing

his smiling face are treasured
nieces, nephews, great-nieces
and great-nephews, aunts,
uncles and close friends

Joe was preceded in death
by his parents, John and June

Cora; father-in-law, James Brady,
and brother-in-law, Troy Bushue.

In Joe's final weeks and days in
our midst, he enjoyed a “living funer-

al.” His days were filled with family and
close friends who told stories, laughed
with him, cried with him and shared loving
words and hugs with him. 

Cremation rights have been accorded.
At his wishes, no public service will be
held. The family will be honoring his wish-
es.

In lieu of flowers, preferred memorials
may be made as gifts in Joe's memory to
the family to establish an education fund
for his daughter, AnnMarie.

Family and friends are encouraged to
sign the online guest book at
www.ReevesFuneral.com, upload photo-
graphs, and share Joe's memorial page via
social media.

Cremation services and arrangements
have been made under the direction and
care of Reeves & Baskerville Funeral
Homes and Crematory in Coal City.

Joe Cora

COAL CITY—Barbara K. Cooley,
75, of Coal City, passed away on
Saturday, Dec. 7, 2024 at Morris
Hospital.

She was born on Jan. 5, 1949
in Chicago, to Bob and Martha
(nee Terry) Crain. She grew up in
the Skokie area. Barbara married
Alan V. Cooley Sr. on Sept. 24,
1972. Together they raised three
sons. Barbara was a devoted and
loving wife, mother, grandmother and
great-grandmother. Being with her family
was the joy of her life.

She is survived by her husband of 52
years, Alan; her sons, Alan V. Cooley Jr., of

Lockport; David P. (Stephanie)
Cooley, of Coal City and Scott W.

Cooley, of Chicago. Also surviving
are six grandchildren and one
great-grandchild.

She was preceded in death
by her parents, Bob and Martha
Crain.

Cremation rites have been
accorded. There will be no services.

Family and friends are encour-
aged to sign the online guestbook at

www.ferrarifuneral.com.
Ferrari Funeral Services in Coal City

are entrusted with arrangements.

Barbara K. Cooley

WILMINGTON—Joan M. Ferari, 81, of
Wilmington, passed away Saturday, Dec. 7,
2024 at Riverside Medical Center in
Kankakee. 

Born Jan. 18, 1943 in Chicago, Joan
Marie was a daughter of Stanley and Eve
Erchul. She was raised and educated in
Chicago and on Aug. 28, 1971, she married
Charles Ferari Sr. Joan was an avid reader
and a woman of strong faith. She will be
remembered for being a loving wife and
mother who cherished her family above all
else.

Survivors include her son, Charles
"Chuck" Ferari Jr., of Wilmington; three
siblings: Carol Porter, Dan Erchul and
Dave Erchul and three nieces and
nephews.

Joan was preceded in death by her

parents, Stanley and Eve; her husband,
Chuck Ferari Sr., and one brother, Rich
Erchul.

A visitation will be held at Baskerville
Funeral Home, 700 E. Kahler Rd., in
Wilmington on Saturday, Dec. 14, 2024
from 11 a.m. to 12 p.m. Graveside services
will immediately follow at Oakwood
Cemetery in Wilmington, where Joan will
be laid to rest with her husband, Chuck.

Family and friends are encouraged to
sign the online guest book at
www.ReevesFuneral.com, upload photo-
graphs, and share Joan's memorial page
via social media.

Funeral services and arrangements
have been made under the direction and
care of Reeves & Baskerville Funeral
Homes and Crematory in Wilmington.

Joan M. Ferari

After extensive investigations, Illinois
State Police (ISP) Zone 1 Violent Crime
Unit East special agents obtained charges
in all five Chicago area expressway shoot-
ing homicides that occurred in 2023.

"With intelligent investigations, tech-
nology, and good old-fashioned persist-
ence, ISP special agents were able to not
just clear 100% of Chicago area expressway
shooting homicides in 2023, but obtain
criminal charges in 100% of cases," said
Illinois State Police Director Brendan F.
Kelly. 

"We will continue to relentlessly pur-

sue justice for the victims of gun violence."
ISP obtained first-degree murder

charges in each of the five Chicago area
expressway shooting homicides in 2023.

Those shooting occurred on Interstate
55 northbound, two on Interstate 57
northbound, Interstate 290 eastbound,
west of Laramie Avenue and on Interstate
94 northbound at 138th Street.

Chicago area expressway shootings
are down 32% compared to this time last
year, 51% compared to 2022, and 71%
compared to 2021.

State Police seeing drop in road shootings

The Illinois Commerce
Commission (ICC) is
reminding consumers that
Illinois’ winter weather rule
is in effect through March
31.

The winter weather
rule prohibits utilities from
disconnecting eligible cus-
tomers who use electric or
gas as their primary source
of home heating.

“The state’s winter
weather rule offers peace-
of-mind for individuals and
families who might other-
wise be struggling to stay
warm during the coldest
months of the year,” said
ICC Chairman Doug Scott.

To protect Illinoisans
during dangerous cold,
Low Income Home Energy
Assistance Program
(LIHEAP) and Percentage
of Income Payment Plan
(PIPP) participants; electric
space heating customers;
and military personnel and
veterans cannot be discon-
nected if they fall behind
on their utility bills. The
rule excludes disconnec-

tions related to theft, tam-
pering, or safety.

The cold weather rule
also protects residential
customers from disconnec-
tions when temperatures
are forecasted to be at or
below 32 F, and on days
preceding holidays and
weekends when the fore-
cast is expected to drop to
freezing.

To protect against dis-
connection, customers
with past due balances
should contact their utility
to enroll in a Deferred
Payment Agreement (DPA).
If your electric or gas serv-
ice has already been dis-
connected, contact your
utility directly to see if you
qualify for reconnection at
less than the full amount
owed.

Other residential cus-
tomers or master-metered
apartment buildings who
used gas or electricity as
the primary source of space
heating equipment during
the previous winter cannot
be disconnected for non-

payment unless: the utility
has offered the customer a
DPA with a maximum
down payment of 10 per-
cent; provided the cus-
tomer with contact infor-
mation for public and pri-
vate aid agencies; the cus-
tomer refused to enter a
DPA; and all disconnection
notices provisions have
been met.

Households struggling
to pay their utility bills are
encouraged to apply for
LIHEAP annually with the
Illinois Department of
Commerce and Economic
Opportunity.

Natural gas customers
who qualify for LIHEAP or
whose incomes are at or
below 300 percent of the
federal poverty line are eli-
gible for a monthly dis-
count on their gas bills
through the state’s new
low-income discount rates.

Contact the ICC’s
Consumer Services
Division at 1-800-524-0795
for further guidance.

Low income consumers protected
from having their heat shut off
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Catholic Charities' Mobile Food
Pantry will be distributing food on
Monday, Dec. 16, from 4 p.m. to 5:30 p.m.
at St. Lawrence Church (135 Rice Road in
South Wilmington) in the church parking
lot (rain or shine).

Catholic Charities and the Northern
Illinois Food Bank have partnered to deliv-
er nutritious food (meat, produce and
nonperishable items) to people in need.    

Participants are asked to stay in their
cars.  The Mobile Food Pantry will use a
“drive thru” method to distribute pre-
packed groceries. 

You do not have to be Catholic to par-
ticipate.  Catholic Charities helps people
of all faiths and beliefs.  For more informa-
tion about Catholic Charities, please visit
catholiccharitiesjoliet.org.      

Mobile food pantry coming
Monday to So. Wilmington

BY CELESTE HUTTES
ILLINOIS FARM BUREAU
PARTNERS

Every morning, Randy
and Beth Espe watch rein-
deer frolic outside their
kitchen window as they sip
their morning coffee - a
delightful daily ritual they
have fondly dubbed the
“rodeo.”

Santa himself would
envy their view.

“When they go out into
the pasture, they get giddy
because it's cool, and that's
their playtime,” Randy says
of the reindeer. “They run,
they jump, they kick, they
spin. It's pretty amazing to
see.”

And so, the day begins
at Whispering Pines
Reindeer Ranch & Tree
Farm in Shabbona, where
the Espe family's labor of
love grew into a beloved
holiday tradition for count-
less families.

Reining in holiday
cheer

What might seem an
unlikely retirement gig
comes as a slight surprise to
those who know Randy
well.

“People would bring
me abandoned and
orphaned animals when I
was young,” Randy says.
“We raised a lot of rac-
coons, a pet fox, a little bit
of everything. I always
dreamed about raising
white-tailed deer at some
point. But reindeer turned
out to be a better choice
because they are domesti-
cated. You can snap a halter
on them and walk them
around on a lead rope - and
you can just sit and love on
them.”

His dream of deer
became a reality after Beth
retired from Northern
Illinois University and
Randy wrapped up a 40-
year career in the seed busi-
ness. As they started a sec-
ond act in life, the couple
set aside 18 acres to grow
the small Christmas tree
operation they began years
earlier on the family farm.

As Randy researched
ways to promote Christmas
trees, he discovered
Hardy's Reindeer Ranch in
Rantoul. He visited owner
Mark Hardy for some tips
and promptly fell in love
with reindeer.

“In hindsight, I wish I
had listened better to
Mark,” Randy says. “He told
me to take all the money I
was going to spend on
Christmas trees and buy
another reindeer or two.
Reindeer have turned into
our major focus, and they
are actually less work than
the Christmas trees.”

Before buying any
reindeer of their own, the
Espes joined the Reindeer
Owners and Breeders
Association (ROBA) and the
Reindeer Farmers
Association (RFA) to learn

how to responsibly breed
and care for reindeer. By
2018, they felt ready to wel-
come their first four rein-
deer from Alaska. Today,
their herd numbers more
than a dozen.

Arctic adaptability
A close but more laid-

back cousin to the caribou,
reindeer represent a dis-
tinct subspecies and long-
time friends to humans.

“The Laplanders
domesticated reindeer
thousands of years ago,”
says Randy, referring to the
Sami people of the north-
ern regions of Scandinavia.
“Reindeer are to the
Laplanders what the buffa-
lo was to the American
Indian.”

Far from their native
lands in the Arctic and
mountainous regions of
eastern Europe, Siberia and
Scandinavia, reindeer liv-
ing in Illinois require spe-
cial care. According to
Randy, ticks and heat pres-
ent the biggest challenges.

Reindeer delight in
frigid winter weather.
During warmer months,
the reindeer typically stay
in the barn throughout the
day, emerging at dawn and
dusk to graze in cooler tem-
peratures.

Those amazing antlers
- grown by both males and
females - also present a
serious safety hazard for
reindeer. Sprawling like a
tree canopy, the antlers can
easily become wedged in a
fence or gate.

“Reindeer antlers go in
all different directions,”
Randy says. “It's one of the
bigger challenges of work-
ing with them. We've done
everything we can to make
our fencing safer and try to
eliminate places they can
get caught.”

Randy notes the steep

learning curve involved
with raising a nonnative
animal and the importance
of joining organizations like
RFA and ROBA to learn
from others' experiences.

“A lot of products you
might typically use for farm
animals are not labeled for
reindeer,” Randy says. “We
medicate them like sheep,
feed them like a cow
because they're ruminant,
and treat their hair and skin
like a horse because they're
sensitive.”

Magical moments
The Espes have also

learned reindeer have a
magic all their own. With
their friendly natures and
impressive appearance, the
Espes' reindeer often out-
shine Santa at the many
holiday events they attend.

“The reindeer always
create a lot of excitement,”
Randy says. “Kids just get
giddy, and their eyes light
up. It's heartwarming to see
how much happiness they
bring.”

Every Thanksgiving
weekend, the Espes open
their ranch to the public for
a holiday experience, com-
plete with Santa, reindeer
and countless Christmas
trees. Eight varieties of
evergreen trees grow at
Whispering Pines Reindeer
Ranch & Tree Farm, and
2024 marks the first year
you can cut your own.

You will also find the
Espe family and their rein-
deer at holiday festivals,
Christmas parades and
tree-lighting ceremonies
across northern and central
Illinois throughout the hol-
iday season. To further
delight young visitors,
Randy and Beth's three
daughters dress up as elves.

Beth recalls a young
boy named Fritz who was
only mildly excited to see

Santa and his reindeer. He
told Beth he was really
there to see the elf, Ginger
Bells, because he follows
her on TikTok and thought
she was “awesome.”

“Ginger Bells is my
daughter, Allie, and she's
very into her role,” Beth
says. “Seeing those smiles
and hearing those laughs
and giggles - it's the best
thing ever.”

From watching their
reindeer prance in the pas-
ture to seeing faces light up
at the sight of them, the
Espes are living their
dream.

“Reindeer are such
playful and magnificent
animals. When they run
and jump in the pasture, it
looks like they're learning
to fly,” Randy says. “We are

blessed to get to see that
every day. Reindeer have
become part of who we are.
And the way they make
people feel is magical.”

This story was distrib-
uted through a cooperative
project between Illinois
Farm Bureau and the
Illinois Press Association.
For more food and farming
news, visit ILFBpartners.
com.

Whispering Pines Reindeer Ranch & Tree Farm delivers holiday glee

Photo by Nathan Lambrecht/'Journal Communications

WHISPERING PINES REINDEER Ranch & Tree Farm owner Randy Espe brings holiday glee
to seasonal events with his reindeer. 
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Dear EarthTalk: Are
mainstream dish soaps
really that bad for the
planet? And if so, what are
some greener alternatives?

-- P. McGrath, Boulder,
CO

Popular dish soaps
often claim to easily tackle
grease, leave dishes
sparkling clean and
uphold commitments to
sustainability and safety.
But these promises are
often misleading.

These products may
deliver on cleaning power,

but they often come at a
high cost to human health,
animal welfare and the
environment. Many well-
known dish soaps contain
synthetic chemicals and

additives that are harmful.
The main chemicals in

dish soaps include
Methylisothiazolinone, 4-
dioxane, and fragrance and
dye additives.
Methylisothiazolinone is a
synthetic preservative
which inhibits the growth
of bacteria and fungi, help-
ing to give sponges a long

useful life. 
The chemical is also a

skin irritant for many and
highly toxic in aquatic envi-
ronments. 4-dioxane,
though not intentionally

added into dish soaps, is
the byproduct of other
chemical reactions. As a
recognized groundwater
pollutant, 4-dioxane is
notoriously difficult to filter
out during water treatment. 

The lemony-fresh
scent many associate with
cleanliness comes from
synthetic fragrances, which
act as air and aquatic pollu-
tants. Dyes, which create
visual appeal, are persistent
pollutants that can linger in
the environment for
decades, contaminating
waterways.

The environmental
harm of dish soap extends
beyond usage to its produc-
tion. The industry ranks as
the fourth-largest contribu-
tor to toxic pollution, with
weighty impacts on com-

munities near production
facilities.

The factories emit high
levels of harmful chemicals,
worsening climate change
and exposing local popula-
tions to increased cancer
risks. The toxic footprint
also extends along trans-
portation routes, especially
from South Carolina
through Georgia, Alabama,
Mississippi, Louisiana and
Texas.

Luckily, there are sev-
eral options that are better
for the environment and
individual health. Cleancult
Liquid Dish Soap is made
from plant bases and does
not use animal testing.

It cleans efficiently, is
easy on sensitive skin, does
not contain harmful chem-
ical, and received an “A”

environmental rating. Dr.
Bronner's Pure Castile
Liquid Soap, generally
known as a camping dish
soap, is another grade “A”
certified soap with strong
Environmental, social, and
governance (ESG) princi-
ples guiding production.

It uses basic ingredi-
ents, designed to be safe in
waterways. Koala
EcoNatural Dish Soap is
made without synthetic fra-
grances, using essential oils
instead, and holds two toxic
chemical-free certifica-
tions. These alternatives are
available at a slightly higher
price point, but are much
worth the investment. 

EarthTalk® is a 501(c)3
nonprofit EarthTalk. Send
questions to:
question@earthtalk.org

Concerns about dish soap being bad for the planet
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HOME FOR RENT

Wilmington, 1 BR, 
stove, refrigerator 
(courtesy), $850
month. Security
deposit, first month’s
rent and lease. No
smoking, no pets. 
Utilities not included. 
815-931-9537. ck48-
51

LOST & FOUND

Have you found a lost 
pet or lost a pet in Will 
County? Please call 
Will County Animal 
Control. We may have 
your pet. We want to 
reunite your family, 
815-462-5633. 

MISCELLANEOUS

Commercial buildings 
for rent or sale in Es-
sex. 815-405-5020. 
ch43-50

PETS

Large Selection of Dog 
and Cat Food, treats, 
accessories, health 
aids, clothing, Birthday 
treats, wall art, jewelry, 
gifts, greeting cards 
and Home of Fritters
for Critters Pet Treats. 
New! Brew and Chew 
Dog Treats. Trinity 
Barkery 240 W. Balti-
more Wilmington., Il 
60481 815-476-5104 
slewis@trinityservices.
org. 

SERVICE &
REPAIRS

AA  TThhoouussaanndd  

WWoorrddss  PPhhoottooggrraapphhyy
385 N. Second Ave. 

Coal City
Mandy Eaton
815-791-2913

Drywall Man
Taping, mudding,
hanging and patching
drywall. Any size job.
Free estimates. Call
Jay at 815-260-6932.
cc47-50

FIREWOOD, Dry, sea-
soned, hard woods 
$149, plus delivery. 
Quick, friendly service. 
815-260-0108. cc48-
51

Mike Collins Roofing, 
re-shingles and gutter 
cleaning, aluminum
gutter screen, no repair
to small or too big.
Free roof inspection.
Low prices. Lic
#104.007296 Ask for
Mike at 815-730-1303.

WANTED TO BUY

Cash paid for fossils
for old fossil collec-
tions. Call Pat 630-
632-9292. cc47-50

SERVICE &
REPAIRS

WANTED

STORAGE

CLUES ACROSS
1. Thou __ do it
6. Sino-Soviet block

(abbr.)
9. Brainstem part

13. Town in New York
state
14. Little (Spanish)
15. Continent
16. Retch
17. Short-billed rails
18. Small period of time

(abbr.)
19. Confused
21. A team needs one
22. Woman in ancient

times
23. Republican Party
24. Spanish be
25. “The Godfather” char-

acter Johnny
28. Not around
29. City in Zambia
31. A type of beginning
33. Numb
36. Gurus
38. Small, gray-headed

crow
39. Vehicle type
41. Disorders

44. One point east of
southeast
45. Indian soldier
46. Tree type
48. Midway between south

and southeast
49. It cools your home
51. Corn comes on it
52. Ship’s deck
54. A way to bake
56. Improvised
60. Butterfly genus
61. Baseball fields have

them
62. Designated space

63. Discharge
64. Two of something
65. Once more
66. Part of your face
67. Tax collector
68. Cassia tree

CLUES DOWN
1. One-time Aaron

Rodgers target
2. Wings
3. Overly studious person
4. They protect your valu-

ables
5. The Volunteer State
6. Non-hydraulic cement

7. Horse mackerel
8. Jackson and Diddley

are two
9. Splendid displays

10. Mountain in NE
Greece
11. A daughter or your

brother or sister
12. German surname
14. Having more than one

husband at a time
17. Romanian city
20. Energy
21. Makes less hot
23. Gas diffusion elec-

trode
25. Former CIA
26. Set an example for

others
27. Support of a particular

person
29. One from the Big

Apple
30. Mountain range
32. Violate the sanctity of

something
34. Supervises flying
35. Talks
37. Persian male given

name
40. Born  of
42. Forcibly take one’s

possessions
43. Discounts
47. Knockouts
49. Posh Colorado desti-

nation
50. Form of therapy
52. British rock band
53. Type of virus (abbr.)
55. The U. of Miami mas-

cot is one
56. Volcanic crater
57. Middle Eastern nation
58. Sinn __, Irish organi-

zation
59. Ethiopian lake
61. Bits per inch (abbr.)
65. Equally
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Photo by Eric Fisher

BLOCKING THE COMET SHOT is Wildcat Drew Jackson during Friday night’s game.

Jackson had two points and one rebound.

The Wilmington boys
basketball team turned
things around on Friday
with an impressive 20-6
run in the third quarter to
beat Reed-Custer at home
on Friday.

The 43-35 win
improves the Wildcats’
record to 2-0.

Neither team could
pull away in the first quar-
ter as they matched each
other in a 10-10 tie. By half-
time the Comets were up
19-16 as they managed to
turn turnovers into quick
points with three break-
away lay-ups.

But the tide turned
after the break when
Wildcat senior Ryan
Nelson got physical under
the board, grabbing many
of his 12 rebounds, and
Hunter Osipavicius hit a
pair of treys to give the
‘Cats the lead.

Osipavicius would fin-
ish with 16 points and five
rebounds while Lucas Rink
followed with 11 points
and nine for Nelson.

Sophomore guard
Brysen Meents stepped up
for five points and five
rebounds while dishing out
three assists and a pair of
steals.

Wilmington played at
Manteno last night and will
host Momence tonight
(Wednesday). On Friday
they travel to Herscher and
Tuesday at Coal City.

‘Cats beat
the Comets

Photo by Eric Fisher
WILDCAT HUNTER OSIPAVICIUS drives the base line
against Reed-Custer during Friday night’s game.
Osipavicius had 16 points and five rebounds.

The Lady Cats finished
the 2024 season on a high
note, but look forward to
improving even more for
next year. The varsity team
finished 27-9, losing to
Chicago Christian in the
finals of the Sectional
Championship. But the
team had numerous
accomplishments through-

out the season.
The team went unde-

feated in conference for the
first time in Wilmington
volleyball history and they
won Regionals for the first
time since 2015. The team
also had some standout
individual accomplish-
ments. Both Rachel Smith
and Skylar Knight reached

500 career digs, with Skylar
doing it in a single season. 

These two amazing
players also made 2nd
Team All State through the
Illinois Volleyball Coaches
Association. Knight, Smith,
along with Maggie Lindsey
and Molly Southall, also
made All-Conference.

But the award that

their coach Kelly Van
Duyne is most impressed
with is that not only did
these four ladies but all 12
players that lettered for var-
sity made All-Academic All-
Conference, which they
need a 3.5 or higher grade
point average.

"These young ladies
are the epitome of student
athletes, and they should
be very proud of them-
selves for balancing school
and sports," Coach Van
Duyne said. 

Knight, Smith, Lindsey
and Southall also were
nominated to the All-
Academic All-State Team,
which required a 3.75 or
higher GPA.

The team also voted on
individual awards with
Smith receiving MVP and
Lindsey with Most
Improved. Aubrey Strong
received the
Sportsmanship Award
which is given to the player
that exemplifies behavior,
attitude and control on and
off the court. Addison
Billingsley received the
Player's Choice Award
which is given to a player
that everyone can cooper-

ate with and enjoys playing
with.

JV also ended the sea-
son with a winning record
of 21-11. The team really
started to turn things up
mid-way through the sea-
son and really started to
play well as a team. They
took 2nd place at the Coal
City Invite too.

Taylor Stickel was
awarded the Wildcat Award
which is awarded to a play-
er that emcompasses great
character, drive,
positive attitude, compas-
sion and who is a team
player. Sami Liaromatis had
a standout season ending it
with 724 digs in a single
season.

"At the beginning of
the varsity season, I didn't
know who was really going
to step into Lexi Liaromatis'
shoes as libero, but Skylar
worked hard to earn that
position and she excelled at
it,” coach Van Duyne said.

“She reached 500 digs
in one season, which I
don't know if that has ever
happened. But now that
she is graduating, the last
Liaromatis is right there
and could follow in both

her big sister and Skylar's
shoes as libero on varsity." 

JV is not the same as
varsity, but that's not taking
anything away from Sami.
724 digs in a single season
is unbelievable.

The Freshmen finished
their season with a 10-8
record. They improved
every game, which is what
the coaches want to see.
Coach Van Duyne com-
mented, "I had these girls
as 8th graders and we did-
n't win a lot of games. But I
am so happy with how far
they have come in a year. I
believe that new coach
Bethani Hincherick had a
lot to do with those
improvements. She is great
and knows volleyball."

Coach Hincherick
awarded Mollie Bohac and
Caroline Smith with the
Leadership Award. Taryn
Gilbert received Most
Improved. Amara Bown led
her team offensively and
most of the time defensive-
ly as well. Bown moved to
the outside this year, which
she adjusted to very well.
With her great play, she was
awarded MVP. 

Lady Cats finish with impresive list of awards

THE ICE CONFERENCE champion volleyball team from WHS had four players named to the
All Conference team. Honored were (from left) Skylar Knight, Rachel Smith, Maggie Lindsey
and Molly Southall.

Courtesy photos

ELEVEN PLAYERS in the Wilmington High School volleyball program earned All Academic honors by the ICE Conference.
Athletes who earn a 3.5 or better gpa while participating in a fall sport include (from left) Sami Liaromatis, Skylar Knight,
Aubrey Strong, Rachel Smith, Maggie Lindsey, Molly Southall, Melia Hincherick, Reese Van Duyne, Cole Drown, Addison
Billingsley and Makenzie Rodriguez.

TWO LADY WILDCATS on the 2024 team which made it to
the Sectional Finale were named All State 2nd Team.
Earning All State accolades from the Illinois Volleyball
Coaches Association were Skylar Knight (left) and Rachel
Smith.

The Wilmington Wrestling Club com-
peted in the Lil' Coalers Clash on Sunday,
bringing home 14 firsts, 14 seconds and
several other medals.

In the Tots & Bantam division 1st
place were won by Wesley Davis, Lucas
Tworek, Scarlet Kaniewski, Jenna Alsbury,
Daniel Morelli, Joel Bryant, Jacob Deane,
Kolby Duffy, Kyler Murphy, Aiden Wilking
and Michael Sim

Coming in 2nd place were Lane
Vanderhyden, Brock Barton, Wyatt Gasper,
Liam Guttosch, Ella Popovich, Jorah Reigh,
Gannon Lundberg, Chase Kruchten, JJ
Dzuiban, Clayton Crutchfield and
Giovanni Laud.

Putting up a good effort to finish in

3rd place were Xander Kaniewski,
Finnegan Phillips, Gionni Cortese, Nixon
Bushur, Corbin Alley, Brantlee Daniels and
Wyatt Witvoet,

In the Intermediate & Novice division
those finishing as champions included
Lodi Morgan, Leonard Morgan and Laura
Allen.

Making it to the champion match
before settling for second were Deacon
Deninger, Declan Wilking and Carson
Alsbury

Placing third was Sam Goodwin while
coming in fourth were Lane Rossi and
Kyler Koesling. Easton Wingerter and
Louis Gaspar finished sixth in their weight
classes.

Mighty ‘Cats off to a good start
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