
Scoutmaster Wears Many Hats For Troop 318
He Advocates Basic Scouting Skills
April 15, 1998|By Nina A. Koziol. Special to the Tribune.

On Thursday evenings from September through May, the gymnasium at Orland Junior High School is filled with 
the boisterous conversation and laughter of boys in Boy Scout Troop 318 as they hold their weekly meeting.
After their main meeting of about half an hour, they break into small groups to work on merit badges. Among 
other things, Dick Combs is merit badge counselor in astronomy, atomic energy, chemistry, computers, 
electricity, electronics, energy, engineering, environmental science, geology, insects, nature, space exploration 
and wood carving. He moves from group to group as the Scouts work on merit badges. He helps them solve 
problems and coordinates activities.
Combs, also the troop's scoutmaster, became involved with Scouting 12 years ago. "I saw a flier on the Cub 
Scouts at my son Michael's grade school. I went to a meeting, and they asked if parents would join, so I 
became a den leader," says Combs, who lives in Orland Park.
Since then, he has worn many hats with the Scouts, including that of committee member and assistant 
scoutmaster.
"We're setting these young men up to learn basic Scout skills," he says. "When you get through, you have a 
Scout who is a fairly rounded individual, self-sufficient and knowledgeable, and more able to take on the 
positions of responsibility and leadership
"
For two years, Combs has been the scoutmaster of Troop 318, one of 11 troops in the Boy Scouts of America's 
regional organization, the Calumet Council, based in Munster.
He began his third and final year as scoutmaster in March. He credits the other parents for the troop's success. 
"I'm only as good as the people working with me," he says. "We have trained people who are sincere and who 
want the boys to learn and have fun."
The troop, which was organized in 1937, currently has 85 members. "It is the largest troop in the council," he 
says.
Troop membership constantly turns over as about 25 of the 85 members move or become adults; younger 
Scouts take their place. "We draw members from five local Cub Scout packs," Combs says.
Since he became scoutmaster, Combs has formed a 12-member Scout advisory committee made up of the 
older Eagle and Life Scouts, which are the highest ranks of Boy Scouts. "We talk about the upcoming year's 
program. I ask what they want to see and what would make a good program. We talk about camp sites and 
activities for the Thursday meetings," he says.
He says he was pleasantly surprised that they voted not to "play games all the time" during troop meetings. 
"They want to take advantage of the (adult) resources available during the meetings." Many of the merit badge 
counselors have technical backgrounds or familiarity with their subjects and can give demonstrations or provide 
historical information.
After the committee developed the program--it includes merit badge activities, presentations during meetings, 
camping and community service--Combs created a spreadsheet of the program in his computer.  Each year 
after the annual program has been set, he fills it out and prints copies for each scout and his parents.
His role is to help decide what the troop will achieve in the annual program, Combs says. "Once I do that, I 
present it to the adult committee chairs (who are the assistant scoutmasters), and they figure out whether we 
can afford it. It's up to them to raise the money to support it," he says.The Scouts help develop the program, 
and the adults plan fundraising events.
The troop also plans the camping trips that take them to campgrounds in Illinois, Wisconsin and Ontario, 
Canada. "We generally run 10 or 11 campouts a year," Combs says. No matter what the weather, the troop 
camps a minimum of once a month during the school year, he says.
"All Scouts have been trained and prepared for snow and rain (while camping). They've camped in tents all 
winter," Combs says.
Winter campouts this year included a two-night stay at the Indiana dunes and a weekend in White Pines State 
Park in northwestern Illinois in March.
Although there are very few merit badges that require campouts, there are many Scout skills that can be 
demonstrated only at a campout. Merit badges help scouts climb the ranks to the levels of Life Scout and Eagle 
Scout.
About 35 Scouts and parents will go to the Canadian boundary waters this summer and camp for a week in 
Quetico Provincial Park in Ontario.
"There's a lot of portaging," Combs says. "I take them on the most aggressive route, and we may cover 65 to 
70 miles during the week." He will take them across three rivers, 11 lakes and 15 portages.
"It's absolutely fantastic. You are in the wilderness. You hear all kinds of strange noises. There are no markers, 
no lights," Combs says, adding that it is so dark, you can't see your outstretched hand at night.
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The Scouts must have experience and training to participate. They prepare for the trip during a special summer 
camp training program. "They have to know first aid, cooking, survival skills and swimming. They have to know 
how to right a canoe when it's swamped. And, they all wear whistles because of black bears," Combs says.
The Canadian camping experience proved to be exciting last year. "We went all over the place," says Joe 
Meyer, 16, who recently became an Eagle Scout. "We were bringing in a fish and saw bubbles coming to the 
surface. Here was a big snapping turtle coming out of the water after the fish. It was awesome."
"It was fun. We paddled and fished a lot," says John Olds, 14, of Orland Park, who is a Life Scout.
Some campers saw a black bear. "We were bringing up the last few packs, and he was about 18 feet away 
from us. We got out of there pretty fast," Joe Meyer says.
Corey Givney, 18, an Eagle Scout, enjoyed his Canadian camping trip two years ago. "It was raining horizontal, 
but I didn't care," he says. "It was fun. I like camping no matter what the weather."
He adds, "(Mr. Combs) is one of the best Scout leaders I've had. He's easy to talk with, and he's not 
intimidating."
"I love camping. We enjoy getting out there and cooking," says Orland Park resident Robert Puchalski, who has 
been an assistant scoutmaster with Troop 318 for five years and is currently the merit badge coordinator. His 
sons Richard, 15, and David, 13, are Life Scouts. "Life is short. (Scouting) lets you spend quality time with your 
kids," he says.
Susan and Jim Meyer of Orland Park also are assistant scoutmasters and have worked with the troop for 10 
years.. The eldest of their three sons, David, 19, recently became an assistant scoutmaster for Troop 318. 
Their middle son is Joe, and the youngest is Peter, 13, who is a Star Scout.
"It's such a growing experience for these boys. It's amazing the things they've learned and accomplished," 
Susan Meyer says.
"Dick has a lot of organizational knowledge. I love to watch him during a campout. The way he sits and talks 
with kids makes you feel good," she says. "Dick relates to them. He has so much understanding and 
compassion with the boys. He doesn't baby them and they're not afraid to talk to him. That's important for a 
scoutmaster."
More than 50 adults participate in troop activities. Twenty-five assistant scoutmasters report to Combs and 
work with him to implement the annual program. The other adults volunteer as needed, serving as committee 
members and helping with camping and other activities.
Before becoming a scoutmaster, adults must attend a series of training courses sponsored by the Calumet 
Council, where they learn adult leadership skills. Training for scoutmasters is a week, but there are other 
programs conducted by the council that require a day or two of training. They include working with scouts with 
disabilities, and awareness of substance abuse. Assistant scoutmasters have one week of training.
Combs, 54, was born in Chicago Heights and grew up in Steger. After graduating from Bloom High School in 
Chicago Heights in 1962, he attended DeVry Institute of Technology in Chicago, where he received a 
bachelor's degree in electronic engineering in 1965. He received an associate's degree in chemical engineering 
from Moraine Valley Community College, Palos Hills, in 1973 and a bachelor's degree in management science 
from Governors State University, University Park, in 1978. In 1981, he received a master's degree in finance 
and economics from Lewis University, Romeoville.
He served in the Air Force from 1965 to 1968 as a computer engineering instructor at Keesler Air Force Base in 
Mississippi.
He began working as an electronics technician at Argonne National Laboratory, near Lemont, in 1969. He now 
is technology transfer manager, reviewing and approving research that is not funded by the U.S. Department of 
Energy.
He and his wife, Phyllis, have two sons, Michael, 18 and Gregory, 14, both of whom are in Troop 318. Michael 
Combs is an assistant scoutmaster, and Gregory Combs, is a Life Scout.
Combs recently arranged for a science merit badge clinic, open to 200 of the Calumet Council Scouts. The 
Scouts were invited to visit Argonne on March 21, for a full day of classes during which they could earn their 
science merit badges.
He contacted several scientists who conducted classes and put on demonstrations on atomic energy, 
chemistry, computers, electricity, electronics, energy, engineering and geology.
"It was a great success for the 165 Scouts who attended," he says. "I was really gratified by the amount of 
activity. Scouts worked in teams doing measurements with very sophisticated equipment, using computers, 
looking at fossils and doing chemical analyses. There was a tremendous among of enthusiasm."
Susan Meyer believes that Combs has a positive effect on the boys' maturity. "By the time they're older, they've 
developed camaraderie, the ability to make presentations and they've experienced self -discovery," she says.
"I like seeing the look on a Scout's face when he's been successful learning a new skill," Combs says.
He is especially proud of the members in his troop. "It's a real nice change from (reading about) trouble in the 
news," he says. "We have a small community of 85, and they're enjoying life."
----------
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For more information on Troop 318 of the Boy Scouts of America, or the Calumet Council, call 708 -474-6212.  
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