
“Some people spend an entire lifetime wondering if they
made a difference in the world. But, the Marines don’t have
that problem.” RONALD REAGAN, PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED STATES
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AND A BIG HEART FOR CYSTINOSIS
By Rebecca Hite, Tom Wiegand’s wife

T
om cannot hide the fact he was and still is a Marine. Just by 
looking at him and speaking to him he epitomizes the U.S.
Marine Corps. At 17, Tom enlisted in the Marine Corps

because he wanted to serve his country. He enjoyed
“every minute” of being a leatherneck, retiring 
after a success-filled 20-year career.

Today, Tom continues the Marine Corps
mission of taking an active role in safe-

guarding the lives of children via civic
engagement. Tom organizes the Marine Corps Toys for

Tots drive each Christmas, as well as works with the
Big Brothers program. In 2011, Tom was able to

deliver three truckloads of toys to children and
families in need in the Raleigh-Apex area. 

A FULL HOUSE
Keegan Manz (right) with his older

brother Shane and his mother Nicole 

Kurt Payne and Tom Wiegand (right)



A
lifelong poker player, Tom formed his own Raleigh-
area poker league. In 2015, he incorporated his
company under the name Knockout Poker USA.

Tom’s company is dedicated to developing patrons’
poker skills, while fostering a new generation of poker
professionals. He specifically selected poker because 
he believed it provided opportunities for community
members from all backgrounds to engage in fun and 
fellowship – while giving back to the community.

Keegan Manz is a young boy living in nearby 
Morrisville, North Carolina, who was diagnosed with
cystinosis in 2012 when he was six months old. When
Tom met Keegan he was immediately drawn to his
bright smile and laugh, his energy and life. During that
first meeting with Keegan and his mom, Nicole, Tom 
recalled the hardships his father underwent with a 
similar genetic disorder, Alpha-1 antitrypsin deficiency. 

Although Tom has no direct relationship with 
anyone with cystinosis, he was able to empathize with
caring for a family member with a rare disease: the 
lack of resources to combat the disease; the education
needed to understand the condition; the doctors’ 

appointments; the round-the- clock medication
schedule; the nights of worry; and worst of

all, the uncertainty
of survival. Tom 

remarked how 
Keegan’s spirit and courage

had shown through, without 
letting cystinosis get him down
and without ever giving up. 

Inspired by young Keegan,
Tom began a series of events titled

A Cure for Keegan, which has grown
from three events in the Raleigh area
to other statewide partnerships. 

Keegan’s cause has now been 
taken up by the Help A Brother 
Out Foundation (H.A.B.O.), where

Tom serves as vice president. 
He has also fostered partnerships 

with a Charlotte-area poker league, 
Knockout Poker, which is “adopting” 

a local cystinosis child and championing the family’s
fight against this disease.

Tom not only provides information about cystinosis
to these organizations, but his expertise helps to ensure
that they become effective fundraisers. To date, three
more cystinosis events have been planned this year. 

Tom saw a void in championing lesser-known causes,
especially at the community level. He believes there is a
genuine desire to help individuals and families in local
neighborhoods and towns, even when community
members don’t know the family personally or don’t
have the time to formally volunteer. 

“I believe everyone deserves a little help,” says Tom.
“If we can build our communities around knowing and
helping our friends and neighbors, then no one has to
shoulder their problems alone. We can all carry a piece
of the burden and make life better for everyone.” 

If you have interest in supporting Tom, Knock-
out Poker or the H.A.B.O. Foundation – or know of
other organizations that would like to partner with
them in their fight against cystinosis – contact him
at knockoutpoker.RDU@gmail.com.
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Felipe Wilkie, president of H.A.B.O. (left), and Brad Manz holding 
his son Keegan with other H.A.B.O. members


