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7th Annual Wildcat Open: 
Great People, Great 
Golf, Great Event!

This year’s Wildcat Open—Powered by Navistar was yet again an outstanding and 
successful event for our alumni, for our many sponsors, and for Thornton students..  
We were so fortunate to have wonderful weather for the golfers on the perfectly main-
tained course at Calumet Country Club. We send our special thanks to Linda Falken-
thal, catering director, and Randy Wexter, general manager and golf pro, for their usual 
excellent service and help to us. The golf outing would not be be the same without the 
tireless support of everyone at Calumet.

As we have in years past, we greatly benefited from the generous support of Navi-
star and its vendors. This is, however, the last year we will be able to enjoy this invalu-
able and greatly appreciated partnership. Dan Ustian has retired and the company has 
advised us that this outing is no longer part of their plans for community involvement. 
We thank Navistar—and we especially thank Dan—for their commitment to the TTHS 
students over these last six years. It has truly been a pleasure for our organization to be 
involved with so many fine people from Navistar, and we will most certainly miss the 
associations we’ve formed and the connections we’ve made in organizing this event 
to further TALF’s mission of supporting Thornton student programs. One thing we 
can say with certainty in this regard is that Dan Ustian’s name (and Navistar’s) will 
be echoed in the halls of Thornton for decades to come as one class of students after 
another is trained and is successfully employed as graduates of the Navistar-sponsored 
truck and diesel technician training program. 

The impact of alumni funding was also very much in evidence by the presence of 
the SophistiCats at the golf outing. This girls’ dance troupe was organized and came 
into being several years solely as a result of alumni support. These talented young 
ladies performed at the brunch on the patio prior to the shotgun start, and also helped 
with sales of raffle and split-the-pot tickets. There was a little friendly competition 
between the SophistiCats in the early part of the day, and the cheerleaders in the after-
noon and evening to see which group would be most successful in ticket sales. It ended 
up almost even. We also want to thank the football players, who handled the bag drop 
in the morning, as well as the students who came to take foursome pictures for the 
golfers. All of the students represented the school and themselves with grace.

The evening festivities got off to a fine start with the live auction, and our auction-
eer, Harry Oryhon, ’66, did another fabulous job of engaging all those in attendance 
with his unique brand of Wildcat enthusiasm! Both the silent and live auctions were 
spirited and successful, thanks to all of you. 

The new superintendent at District 205, John Thomas, spoke at dinner, and he ex-
pressed his strong support of TALF and Thornton alumni. He was unable to play golf 
this year, but we hope his schedule will allow him to participate in years to come. 

The highlight of the evening was the surprise presentation of the Lifetime Achieve-
ment Award to our own LaMarr Thomas. Neither LaMarr nor his wife, Chris, were 
aware of this part of the evening, and it seems that LaMarr was at a loss for words, a 
most unusual event!! Special thanks to Tom Dreesen for his wonderful personal intro-
duction of LaMarr, and to Coach Bill Purden for his heartfelt remarks as well.

Your ongoing generosity helped to make the day and evening a success, raising a bit 
over $50,000 in support of programs for the students at TTHS. We thank you all, from 
our hearts.

Thornton Alumni Legacy Fund News
“Everywhere we look, caring hands have preceded us.” 

—G.B. Shaw

TALF’s President, Eric Fox (L), ‘69, Mark Rosenblatt, 
David Kennedy, and Greg Benacka, ‘71, take a much-
needed break from all their long tee-shots and birdies!

Delighted honoree LaMarr Thomas (L), ‘66, his lovely 
wife, Chris LaVette-Thomas, ‘66, and “Mr. Fabulous” 
himself, Tom Dreesen, ‘57 enjoy a moment together.

John Toigo (L), ‘67, Principal Tony Ratliff, ‘80, Bill 
Mosel (Head Football Coach and Athletic Director), and 
Ron Sales, ‘67 pause during their successful day of golf.

The SophistiCats and the football players were out-
standing student volunteers!

See the Wildcat Open Photo Gallery on p. 2
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2012 Wildcat Open Photo Gallery

TALF’s Executive Director, Kay Rampke, (L) ‘’70, 
Mrs. Rumbuc, Dave Rumbuc (Thornton vendor, 
Precision Control) and Rick Valpatic enjoy them-
selves at the golf outing dinner

A Wildcat Open golfer tees off on the beautiful 
Calumet course, right beside a hole-sponsorship 
sign .

Tom Dreesen, ’57 (L), LaMarr Thomas, ’66, Chris 
LaVette-Thomas, ’66, instructor Terry Wells (Thorn-
ridge grad, ‘76), and Principal Tony Ratliff, ’80, 
gather for a photo and some fun.

The banner says it all! Kay “Hollywood” Bush,’61, relaxes with long-
time friend Jack Brouwers (Thornridge grad, ’61).

Thornton football players assist a Wild-
cat Open golfer with his bags.

Instructor Calvin Stark (R) enjoys dinner with two of his 
pharmacy students.

TALF President, Eric Fox (L) ’69, and 
Superintendent John Thomas spend 
time together during the evening 
social hour.

Navistar vendors, football players and 
SophistiCats: a reflection of today’s lead-
ers supporting the leaders of tomorrow.

Charm on display! The Wildcat cheerleaders and their 
sponsor, Donna Pharr.

Coach and one of his players: Coach Bill Purden, ’46, and 
LaMarr Thomas, ’66, share a fond moment together.

Superintendent John Thomas 
addresses the assembled dinner audi-
ence.



Alumnus Enriches Thornton 
Curriculum and the Lives of 

Thornton Students
One Remarkable Alum’s Big Vision is 
Changing Lives at Thornton

When J. David Nelson (’59) was running 
some of IBM’s largest accounts in China 
he received a press release announcing a 
friend’s departure from a successful law 
practice to help run a nonprofit.  For David 
that was a watershed moment resulting 
in his departure from IBM after 33 years.  
By 2001 he was COO of the Network for 
Teaching Entrepreneurship (NFTE), where 
he spent eight years implementing NFTE’s 
ambitious growth plan. 
 
History

Founded in New York City in 1987 by 
Steve Mariotti, a former entrepreneur turned 
high school math teacher in the South Bronx, 
NFTE began as a program to prevent drop-
outs and improve academic performance 
among students who were at risk of failing 
or quitting school. According to Mariotti, 
when young people from low-income com-
munities are given the opportunity to learn 
about entrepreneurship, their innate “street 
smarts” can easily develop into “academic 
smarts” and “business smarts.” 

According to David, the hands-on learn-

ing experiences, games, role playing, bus 
trips to wholesalers, learning the art of the 
elevator pitch, and business plan competi-
tions in the NFTE curriculum resonate with 
high-risk youth and reduce the dropout rate. 
Research from the Harvard Graduate School 
of Education has found that NFTE students 
who learn academic and business-oriented 
skills through their own entrepreneurial 
projects express increased interest in attend-
ing college and aspire to jobs that require 
more education. That’s likely why NFTE has 
reached nearly 500,000 economically disad-
vantaged youth in 18 states and 10 foreign 
countries. 

NFTE at Thornton
Although David Nelson’s NFTE Chicago 

expansion plan did NOT include Harvey, 
after his Thornton visit as part of TALF’s 
Distinguished Speaker Program he met with 
former Superintendent Kamala Buckner, 
then-Principal Betheny Lyke, and TALF 
founding members LaMarr Thomas and Ja-
net Gee-Bohacek. David learned that several 
of TTHS faculty were already certified by 
NFTE. So in 2008 Thornton began its first 
two NFTE classes of 50 students with Ri-

cardo Johnson as lead teacher. The program 
was so successful that after two years it was 
expanded to all three schools in District 205. 
In 2010 Ricardo Johnson was awarded the 
NFTE Teacher of the Year award. Accord-
ing to Lauren McLaughlin Joyce, Deputy 
Director of NFTE Chicago, Ricardo is a 
phenomenal educator who as a former en-
trepreneur himself can speak authentically 
of the entrepreneurial experience, is tireless 
in his devotion to the students, and brings 
a rich network of business professionals to 
coach the students. Through NFTE’s national 
partnership with Sam’s Club, students at 
Thornton have been able to receive the full 
NFTE experience, including unique experi-
ential activities, such as an annual field trip 
to Sam’s Club where student teams chose a 
product line, developed a marketing plan 
and presented it to Sam’s Club management. 
NFTE piloted the field trip with Thornton 
and based on its success, NFTE students 
across the country now participate in a simi-
lar experience at Sam’s Clubs nationwide.

For the hundreds of Thornton students whose 
lives have been changed by David Nelson’s vision 
to bring NFTE to Thornton, we say thank you! 
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J. David Nelson, ‘59, shares 
a moment with instructor 
Ricardo Johnson at the 2010 
NFTE Awards Gala in New 
York.



A Brief History of the Thornton Alumni Legacy Fund

Nine Years of Service...and Counting
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2004-05
Formed Steering Committee of Alumni from seven 

decades. Goal: raise $1 million endowment with 20-30% for 
current needs and 70-80% to endowment. Kick off Events: 
Alumni basketball game and “PX,” Homecoming gather-
ing, First Annual Golf Outing. Built alumni database and 
Web site.

                            

2006
Raised $100,000 gross/$50,000 net from Tom Dreesen 

Benefit and silent auction. Over 1,000 alumni/friends at-
tended. Fred Furth, ’52, trial attorney and owner of Chalk 
Hill Winery, was a $10,000 Dreesen sponsor and pledged 
$50,000 when endowment reaches $450,000 and another 
$50,000 at $950,000. Dan Ustian,’68, CEO of Navistar, was 
a $10,000 Dreesen Benefit sponsor and pledged to establish 
a Diesel Engine Repair/Maintenance Program in the Tech 
Building. 

Ray Jakubiak, ’66, and fellow pilots took students on 
their first airplane rides. Classes of ’49, ’66, and Harvey 
Daze contribute. 

Received 501(c)(3) designation, elected officers, estab-
lished budget. 

Initiated Distinguished Speakers Program with presen-
tations by Dan Ustian, Tom Dreesen ’57, and Morris ‘Butch’ 
Stewart ’71. 

Awards: $10,000
Restore the High School Yearbook.

2007
Raised over $100,000 net from Navistar-sponsored 2nd 

Annual Wildcat Open Golf Outing, dinner and live and 
silent auctions including Tom Dreesen performance, Fred 
Furth, ’52, donating trip to Chalk Hill winery, and John 
Toigo, ’67, donating trip to his family’s Tuscany winery. 

 Distinguished Speakers for ‘07-‘08: William Brazley, ’61, 
J. David Nelson,’59, Greg Fletcher, ’66, Lorna Propes, ’62, 
and Reginald Torian, ’68. 

Awards: $13,460
Yearbook, SAVE, Interactive World History Maps, Video 

Equipment, Stereo/CD Player, Summer Speech Institute, 
Special Ed Field Trips, Newspapers in Education, Sophisti-
Cats Girls Dance Troupe.

2008 
TALF entrusted to administer Marv Austin Scholarship 

for an outstanding student-athlete, funded by anonymous 
donor awarding $3,000 annually for four years and a new 
winner chosen each year. TALF assisted J. David Nelson, 
’59, in the inclusion of the Network for Teaching Entrepre-
neurship program into the Thornton curriculum. Third 
Annual Wildcat Open powered by Navistar nets $62,000. 

Distinguished Speakers: Bob Perkins,’58, Dr. Victor Jack-
son,’65, Dr. Kamala Buckner, ’68.

Awards: $21,340
Computer Lab equipment, athletic video equipment, 

S.A.V.E, Theater Lighting, Special Education trips for 100 
students, Art Gallery, Thornton Gospel Choir travel fees, 
SophistiCats dance troupe supplies/uniforms, Speech 
Camp fees/travel, Student Activities Director, Cheerlead-
ers Summer Camp fees.

2009
Fourth Annual Wildcat Open powered by Navistar nets 

$60,000, and 11 retired and beloved TTHS Faculty. 
Distinguished Speakers: Dr. Quincy Moore, ’68, and 

Fred Bartlit, Jr. ’50. 
Navistar expands Tech Building curriculum with a 

three-year Diesel Engine Repair & Maintenance certifica-
tion program at maximum enrollment. TALF hires Kay 
Rampke, ’70, as Executive Director. TALF hires Latz & 
Wall, fundraising consultants, to initiate annual and major 
gifts campaigns. 

Awards: $21,000
A New Generation of Men, Scholar Academy, Summer 

Speech camp, Learning through Exploring for ESL stu-
dents, Project Safety, Video Club, Athletic Training Room 
upgrades, SophistiCats, Cheerleading equipment/practice 
suits/summer camp, CPR equipment, Special Ed trips. 

This Brief History shows both what we Thornton alumni and our supporters have 
accomplished so far, and how much more we can accomplish in the future!



A Brief History of the Thornton Alumni Legacy Fund

Nine Years of Service...and Counting
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2010
Fifth Annual Wildcat Open powered by Navistar nets 

$107,000, honors six retired and beloved TTHS faculty. 
Distinguished Speakers: Roger Wexelberg, ‘77, John 

Butler, ’65, Dr. Willie Rucker, ’75, David Johnson, 66’, Dr. 
William Bielby, ’65. 

First Annual Alumni/Hall of Fame Day was held with 
60 alumni and eight faculty members inducted into the 
Hall of Fame. The luncheon had over 200 guests in atten-
dance and the dinner dance had over 125 guests. Inaugural 
Year of Navistar Technology Program: 48 sophomores com-
pleted the first year of the three-year comprehensive truck 
and diesel engine certification program. Major Gift Initia-
tive kicks off with beginning pledge amounts of $73,000.

Awards: $13,250
Restorative Justice Peer Jury, How to be a Lady/Gentle-

man, DJ Club, Speech Camp, Nano-Chemistry Research 
Project, Strength & Nutrition Specialist, Special Needs Stu-
dents field trips/materials, Video Club, Music Symposium, 
S.A.V.E, Special Olympics.

2011
Sixth Annual Wildcat Open powered by Navistar nets 

$118,000. 
Distinguished Speakers: Dr. Jay Klompmake,’58, Jim 

Bush,’62, Dr. Adam Murphy, ’95, John Rogers (honorary 
alumnus), Judge Jim Varga,’71, Kathleen Bankhead,’78, Dr. 
Milton Davenport III, ‘97. 

Second Annual Alumni/Hall of Fame Day with 19 alum-
ni, seven faculty and one school board member inducted 
into the Hall of Fame. Navistar Technology Program first 
students complete two years of the three-year certification 
and 48 new students complete first year. Major Gift Pro-
gram pledges more than doubling to $150,000.

Awards: $27,997
Cinco de Mayo Dance, Video Club, Speech Camp/

Speech Camp at Prairie State, Special Programs Media/ 
Field Trip, ELL trip to Washington D.C., Yearbook, Black 
History Month, S.A.V.E. Day, College & Career Center 
Smart Board, Project Safe Hands, Wrestling Project, Cheer-
leading Equipment, Weight Room, Graphing Calculators, 
AP Psychology Review. 

2012
Seventh Annual Wildcat Open powered by Navistar nets 

$54,104. 
Distinguished Speakers: Bob Perkins, ’58 (with honor-

ary alumnus and colleague Arlen Wiley), Michael Thomas 
M.D.’76. 

The Third Annual Alumni/Hall of Fame Day Dance 
was another sold-out event, which raised $6,113. The 
Legacy Gift Program continues with pledges amounting to 
$170,000. Navistar Technology Program – First 32 gradu-
ates with three-year NATEF certification and nearly 150 
more students enrolled.

Awards: $ 37,425
New Generation of Men, Freshman Academy Incentive 

Program, Readers & Leaders Book Club, AP Psychology & 
Sociology, Project Marching Band, Special Olympics, TTHS 
SophistiCats, Video Club, TTHS Yearbook, Spincats TTHS 
Marching Band Flag Team, Speech Team Summer Camp, 
Speech Team, Fitness Room, Cameras for Media Produc-
tion, Thornton Singers, Project Safety, Thornton Math-
letes Calculator Competition, Thornton Baseball Program 
Upgraded for Success, Cheerleading Tumbling Instruction, 
Track Program, TTHS Wrestling Project, TTHS Wrestling 
Equipment Project, Restorative Justice Peer Jury.

This Brief History shows both what we Thornton alumni and our supporters have 
accomplished so far, and how much more we can accomplish in the future!

Results
This is what TALF and all of us in the 
alumni community have done in the last 
eight years:

• Raised $800,000
• Awards: $155,000
• Endowment: $300,000



Please consider TALF for your year-end, tax-deductible donation
To all who have supported TALF we offer our sincere appreciation. Your support enables the Legacy Fund to continue improving the quality of education provided 
at TTHS today, while also building an endowment fund to provide long-term support. 

Clip this box and return it with payment to “Thornton Alumni Legacy Fund.” Below you may direct your funds toward specific uses:

q Yes, I would like to support TALF at the following level: $ ____________.  Select one of the following:
_____ Apply my gift toward an immediate need or specific project.
_____ Deposit my gift into the general fund 60% immediate, 40% endowment.

q Yes, I would like become a Legacy Gifts annual donor for three or five years (please circle one) at the following pledge level: 

q Founders Society ($25,000 or more) q Lifetime Society ($10,000-$24,999) q Thornton Township Society ($5,000-$9,999)
q Wildcat Society ($2,500-$$4,999) q Purple and White Society ($1,000-$2,4999)

Please visit our website to obtain a pledge form, and please call or e-mail us if you’d like further infomation about the Legacy Gifts Campaign.
Name:  ____________________________________________ Graduating Class: _______
Street Address:  _____________________________________ E-mail Address: ____________________________________________
City: ______________________________________________ State: _________ZIP: _____________
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May 3, 2013
The Fourth Annual Alumni/Hall of Fame Day will be 

held with the full expectation that it will be just as exciting 
and just as memorable as it was this year. Look for e-mails 
with full information about next year’s event. 

DVDs from the 2012 festivities soon will be available 
for purchase for only $10. You’ll enjoy highlights from the 
entire day, including great speeches by keynote speaker Dr. 
Guthrie Ramsey and others, and those wonderful “accep-
tance” remarks by the Hall of Fame honorees, and many 
other great features. 

DVDs from the 2011 Alumni Day/Hall of Fame event 
are also now available for purchase, and TALF, through its 
meticulous research, has discovered in a special vault DVDs 
from the first, 2010, Alumni Day/Hall of Fame event. To 
purchase any of these DVDs please e-mail us or call our of-
fice. 

Thornton Alumni Legacy Fund

Executive Director
Kay Benacka-Rampke ’70

TALF Officers
President: Eric Fox ’69
Vice President: Harry Oryhon ’66
Secretary: Janet Gee-Bohacek ’66
Treasurer: Ray Jakubiak ’66

TALF Board Members
Kathleen Bankhead ’76
Pamela Barnes ’79
Kay Barnhill-Bush ’61
Richard Condon ’49
Jerry Doss ’00
Jane Halagiere-Martin ’67 
Jeanne (Emma) Franks ’67
Chris LaVette-Thomas ’66
Cheryl Lovelace-Bass ’79
Dale Mize ’70
Deborah Morton ’68
Lorna Propes ’62
Gabrielle Rose ’73
Linnetta Taylor ’68
LaMarr Thomas ’66

Associate Members
Jeffery Clark ’88
Carl Durnavich ’68
Harry Hall ’65
Alan Nudo ’66
Randy Ramsey ’73
Merry Ring-Brayman ’61
Homer Thomas ’63

Honorary Members
Barbara Boudreau-Golaszewski ’57
Tom Dreesen ’57
Napoleon Harris ’97
Bill Hayes ’42
Virginia Seidel ’66
Dan Ustian ’68

In Memoriam
Glenda Buss-Dillman ’57

Save the Date or Make a Note of It

Volunteers Wanted—
Volunteers Needed!

Are you interested in participating on a committee to 
help TALF in its mission to support student programs at 
Thornton? If so, send us an e-mail or call our office (talf@
district205.net or 708-225-4094) to let us know of your 
interest. 

Whether it’s the golf outing, the Alumni Day/Hall of 
Fame event, or (and especially) helping with the all-
important matter of fundraising, we very much welcome 
your participation!
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Rod Higgins,’78, by any measure has 
had the most successful NBA career of 
any Thornton graduate (of course, Jim 
Ard, ’66, and his world title with the 
Boston Celtics in 1976 should not be 
overlooked). Rod had a very respectable 
thirteen-year career as a player for sev-
eral teams in the NBA, including being 
drafted out of Fresno State by the Chicago 
Bulls in 1982, and playing for them from 
1982-85. It was during this period that 
Rod formed a lasting friendship with 
MJ himself, Michael Jordan. After Rod’s 
three years with the Bulls, he played for a 
number of other pro teams, most notably 
spending seven years with the Golden 
State Warriors, where, after his retirement 
in 1994, he was an Assistant Coach for 
six years. Rod has since held a number of 
executive positions in the NBA, includ-
ing being the Assistant General Manager 
of the Wizards and General Manager of 
the Warriors. In May 2007 Rod was hired 
as the General Manager of the Charlotte 
Bobcats, and last year he was promoted 
to his current position as the Bobcats’ 
President of Basketball Operations. 

Although Rod’s distinguished career 
has taken him all over the country and 
to many other parts of the world—very 
far from his hometown of Harvey—Rod 

has maintained a strong and nurturing 
relationship with the youth of Harvey. 
Eleven years ago Rod organized The 
Bethlehem Temple and Rod Higgins 
Basketball Camp. This week-long camp 
is held in the last week of July, and it’s 
open to youth eight to sixteen years old 
who are members or have family mem-
bers who are part of Bethlehem Temple, 
located on 147th & Ashland. Jeff Haynes, 
a Dean of Students at Thornton, has been 
the Director of the camp for the last eight 
years. Jeff says the camp provides train-
ing in the basketball fundamentals and 
that the training is tailored to the age and 
the skills of the students. The camp has a 
maximum capacity of ninety participants, 
and there are a growing a number of girls 
each year taking part in the camp. 

The church gymnasium can’t accom-
modate all of the youth now, but with the 
support of Bill Mosel (Athletic Direc-
tor and Head Football Coach) and the 
Thornton administration, the older kids 
are able go to the Thornton field house, 
as an extension of the camp. Basketballs, 
Gatorade, and tee shirts are some of the 
prizes and awards given to the camp 
participants, and these prizes are donated 
by the Michael Jordan Foundation, the 
Gatorade Corporation, and the Char-

lotte Bobcats organization “A conscious 
effort is made,” Jeff says, “to organize 
the different program activities so that 
every child at the end of camp wins some 
kind of prize.” Strong bonds that extend 
throughout the high school years, Jeff 
says, are often developed between the 
camp participants. 

Because of the increasing popularity 
of the camp, consideration is being given 
to expanding the program to provide op-
portunities for the general population of 
Harvey’s youth.

The motivating purpose of the bas-
ketball camp, Rod says, is “community 
service, giving back to the community 
and to the kids.” The camp was organized 
in Harvey in keeping with a pact Rod 
made with to his sister Kim Higgins, who 
passed away in 2000 from a long struggle 
with kidney disease. Rod had being hold-
ing a basketball camp in Fresno for many 
years, but he said Kim would constantly 
get on him to bring his camp to Harvey. 
“Kim was strong, tough, uncomplain-
ing—wonderful,” Rod says. In keeping 
his promise to Kim, Rod is also helping 
guide and encourage Harvey youth, 
showing them a pathway to be like his 
sister, strong, tough, uncomplaining—to 
be wonderful young men and women. 

Rod Higgins: Keeping a 
Pact with His Sister and 

the Youth of Harvey

A young group of basketball camp participants take part in warm-up drills.Jeff Haynes (L), the Reverend J.C. Smith, the Reverend 
Jeffery Smith, and Rod Higgins, ‘78, stand before a banner 
of the Bethlehem Temple-Rod Higgins Basketball Camp.
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About Our Organization
The Thornton Alumni Legacy Fund is 
a separately incorporated 501(c)(3) 
charitable organization whose purpose 
is to secure resources from TTHS 
alumni and friends to create new and to 
enhance current academic extracurricular 
programs.

TALF’s vision is to create and sustain an 
annual and capital funding base for TTHS 
which provides opportunities for Thornton 
students equal to the best public school 
districts anywhere.

Our bylaws require that 40 percent of 
our funds be allocated to the permanent 
endowment to benefit the school while 
the remaining 60 percent may be spent to 
address immediate needs.

Tax deductible contributions accepted by 
mail to:

Thornton Alumni Legacy Fund 
P.O. Box 998 
Mokena, Illinois 60448

PHONE: (708) 225-4094

E-MAIL: talf@district205.net 

On our website you can read more 
detailed news, view many more photos, 
and make online donations.

www.tthslegacyfund.com


