
Robert Johnson 

Distinguished Alumni Award  
Robert Johnson was born in 1946 in Hickory, Mississippi and spent most of his childhood in Freeport, Illinois.  He 

graduated from Freeport High School in 1964.  As the ninth of ten children, Johnson knew his parents struggled to 

provide for a large family, and honed his ability to capitalize on opportunities.  Johnson’s parents worked in Freeport 

factories and his humble upbringing likely shaped his professional career and his ability to know and understand all of 

the different needs of people and deliver to them entertainment and services suited to their interests.   

 

Robert L. Johnson is the Founder and Chairman of The RLJ Companies, an innovative business network that owns or 

holds interests in businesses operating in hotel real estate, private equity, consumer financial services, asset 

management, automobile dealerships, sports and entertainment, and video lottery terminal (VLT) gaming. 

 

Prior to forming The RLJ Companies, Mr. Johnson was founder and chairman of Black Entertainment Television 

(BET), the nation’s first and leading television network providing quality entertainment, music, news, sports and 

public affairs programming for the African American audience. 

 

Johnson continues to attract and manage capital and create value for investors as he recently announced the successful 

creation of RLJ Entertainment, Inc., one of the largest independent global distributors of digital and video content. 

RLJ Entertainment, Inc. marks the third time Johnson has successfully taken a company public. In 1991, Johnson took 

BET public making the network the first African American company to be traded on the New York Stock Exchange. 

 

RLJ Lodging Trust, a $2 billion market cap hotel real estate investment trust (REIT), went public in 2011.  In 2001, 

Johnson sold BET to Viacom for approximately $3 billion, and remained the Chief Executive Officer through 

2006.  The Viacom deal is widely regarded as the deal that established Johnson as the first African American 

billionaire in the United States. In July 2007, Johnson was named by USA Today as one of “The 25 Most Influential 

Business Leaders of the Past 25 Years.” 

 

In 2014, three of Johnson’s holding companies were featured on the Black Enterprise 100s list:  RML Automotive, 

LLC ranked 1st in a category of 60 in the auto dealership rankings; RLJ Equity Partners, LLC and RLJ Credit 

Management, LLC ranked 12th and 14th respectively on the private equity firms list. 

 

Currently, Mr. Johnson serves on the following boards: RLJ Lodging Trust; RLJ Entertainment, Inc.; KB Home; 

Lowe’s Companies, Inc.; Retirement Clearinghouse; Strayer Education; Elevate Credit, Inc.; The Business Council; 

and Smithsonian Institution’s National Museum of African American History and Culture.  

 

Mr. Johnson holds a Master’s degree in Public Affairs from the Woodrow Wilson School of Public and International 

Affairs at Princeton University and a Bachelor of Arts degree in Social Studies from the University of Illinois. 

 

When Mr. Johnson visits Freeport, he remains true to his Northwestern Illinois roots and enjoys hunting with old 

friends or family.  Students and alumni of Freeport High School should note that Mr. Johnson’s continued success 

comes because of hard work and commitment.  From his humble beginnings, Bob Johnson has established himself as 

one of the most successful entrepreneurs in history by always being willing to dedicate his time and talent to new 

possibilities.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Kathy Helm 

Friend of Freeport High School Award 

Kathy Helm has long supported education, advocated for children, and provided educational opportunities for 

students in Freeport District #145.  However, for the majority of her volunteer time she has supported from behind 

“stage”, only stepping out publicly when the District needed firm guidance from a petite woman with a soft voice. 

 

Kathy planned to teach after attending Iowa State in 1966 where she earned her degree in English with minors in 

education and speech.  She took her first teaching job as an 8th grade English teacher for two years in Madison, 

WI.  Bruce, also an Iowa State graduate, was in Madison for an MBA. They were married in 1968 and he uprooted 

the young couple to his new engineering job in Pennsylvania.  After a year out East, she and Bruce chose to volunteer 

for a year as VISTA volunteers in the agricultural valley of Visalia, California.  They helped migrant workers and 

their families build their own homes, furnish them, and improve their English. 

 

Kathy and Bruce came to Freeport in the October of 1970 when Bruce decided to join the family business which was 

known at the time as Freeport Blacktop Company.  Kathy accepted a job teaching 7th grade English at Carl Sandburg 

School for 2 years and then chose to stay home to raise their young family.  Interestingly enough, Mike Chance (Bill 

and Eleanor’s son) and Brian Helm (Kathy and Bruce’s older son) attended pre-school together and continued through 

Freeport Schools, both graduating in 1990.  Bruce and Kathy’s three children graduated from Freeport Schools and 

have together given the Helm family 8 grandchildren to enjoy. 

 

Kathy’s first step in volunteer service came after a 1st grade field trip with her daughter’s class to the Rockford’s 

Children’s Discovery Center, then housed in the old Rockford Post Office.  After the field trip, Kathy helped form a 

group of other mothers and a few dads to talk about what “they could do” to improve learning in our schools.  

 

The group talked to school superintendent Ted Wetekamp who knew of parents in other school communities working 

to raise funds and gave the group his full support to establish an organization for the benefit of the schools.  Bruce’s 

cousin from Los Altos, CA shared information about a school foundation in her community.  Freeport’s group of 

concerned parents was instrumental in the formation of the Freeport School Fund and Kathy led the group as its 

president until 1987 when Elaine Plager became president. That year Kathy was elected to the school board and 

served for 8 years.  She has continued as a Freeport Community Public School Fund board member for the past 27 

years.  Her calm demeanor barely masks an intense desire to do right by kids and provide for the future of Freeport.  

 

As for her link to education, Kathy Helm believes the desire to teach and work with children is “in your blood.”  She 

fondly remembers two aunts who were dedicated and enthusiastic teachers.  She knows that educators serve as role 

model, coach, confidant and teacher simultaneously. 

 

Helm continues to advocate for Freeport Schools, knowing the schools are vitally important to the community’s 

future.  She has been fortunate to experience the wonderful activities of two of her grandsons at Empire School, a 

preschool granddaughter, three elementary and middle school children in Rockford, and two third graders in 

Davenport, Iowa schools.  She acknowledges that “schools form kids’ lives” and good schools mean 

everything.  Kathy continues to shape the future of Freeport Schools from the sideline, stepping out to speak and lead 

when Freeport Schools need her the most. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Bill Chance 

Accomplished Educator/Coach Award 

When Bill Chance retired after 32 years as a teacher, coach and athletic director at Freeport High School he didn’t 

really retire.  In fact Bill continued to “report” to work for another decade as a volunteer, helping out or just generally 

continuing to be part of the fabric of Freeport High School.  In fact, the Pretzel Gold Rush was started by Bill Chance 

 

Chance was born in 1930, the son of a teacher who would later serve as school superintendent of Marion County.  He 

attended the University of Illinois in the fall of 1948 and played football for three years until he was called to serve 

our country as a Marine during the Korean War for two years.   

 

When he returned to the U of I in 1955, Chance did not return to playing football, but instead helped coach.  Later, 

Chance earned his Master’s degree in Education Administration from Southern Illinois University in 1960.  His first 

teaching job took him for two years to Saunemin Community High School before Freeport High School got hold of 

Chance and held on tight to one of its favorite educators. 

 

In the fall of 1958, Chance came to Freeport and became a Pretzel.  He initially taught social studies and then later 

taught physical education while also studying athletic training principles enough to tape many a student athlete up for 

competition.  Chance closed out the final five years of his career as the athletic director of Freeport High School.  He 

married Eleanor Iske, a fellow teacher, in 1965.  They had a son, Mike, who married and gave the Chance’s two 

grandchildren to enjoy.  

 

Chance knew he wanted to make a difference in kids’ lives and often spent long hours away from home and with 

Freeport teenagers.  In a Journal-Standard article published near the time of Chance’s retirement, Chance said, “I 

always wanted kids to become good citizens and do the best they can do.  I always wanted kids to work hard in the 

classroom and play hard on the field.” 

 

Chance wanted his students to see the opportunities in front of them and take advantage of every possible 

moment.  He frequently drove students to college to look at the opportunities, even giving students suitcases when 

they needed to use them to pack up and start the next chapter of their lives.  According to Bill’s widow, Eleanor, one 

such suitcase went to Rufus Pearson (Preston Pearson’s brother) to take with him to college. 

 

Students of Bill Chance made the decision to become educators because of the positive influence Chance had on their 

lives.  Countless students have gone on to become coaches and teachers in order to give back to the youth of our 

future in the same way Chance touched their lives.  Chance believed in the power of serving students but didn’t just 

serve students. 

 

Bill Chance also knew how to treat a community.  Despite the social and cultural changes of the 60s, 70s, and 80s, 

students of Chance can recount story after story of Mr. Chance treating all students the same.  The impact of a kind 

word and gesture cannot be underestimated in value as students who learned how to treat others by watching Bill 

Chance have gone on to treat others with respect their whole lives and produced a ripple effect of fairness and equity. 

 

As students left FHS, frequently they would have conversations with Chance about their next steps and how to 

overcome obstacles.  Chance would help the student see what they needed to do, and then would always tell students 

he would be there to support them and would pledge to remain a part of their life as a lifeline of support should they 

ever need it.  As a result, students frequently came back to FHS to seek out Chance and catch him up on their 

successes and obstacles they faced. 

 

It should come as no surprise that Chance just had to report to work after he retired.  He had to see the kids and he had 

to fulfill his promise to be there to support students and offer advice when they came back to visit FHS.  When 

Chance passed, students of his commented that he understood “confused kids” and didn’t see color, status or 

ability.  He just saw kids for kids and supported and challenged them in whatever way he could. 

 

Chance is most remembered for his quick smile and the manner in which he asked his students to look him in the eye, 

and then challenged them to give more.  There were no excuses--students knew to take responsibility for their actions 



and performance.  On the playing field, if Coach Chance’s team lost, they would be told to assess what they could do 

better, not who to blame. 

 

He served on many organizations and boards including Lions, Amvets, American Legion, and St. John’s UCC.  He 

received the Pat Holmes award in 1998 and served the NIC-9 as secretary/treasurer for 12 years.  He also served as 

president of the FHS Fans Club for many years.  His home high school in Salem, IL also inducted him into their Hall 

of Fame as a football and basketball athlete.   

 

Bill Chance even used his own money to buy the school its first set of weights and then ended up getting reimbursed 

later when the athletic director saw how much the student athletes used the weights.  And, the recently resurrected 

Fans Club Gold Rush was started by our own Bill Chance who ran the fundraiser for years and years.  Over and over 

Chance gave of his time and talent to make Freeport High School the best it could be. 

 

To Bill, kids always came first.  Adults were just never as important because he was hired to work with kids not 

adults.  Bill Chance passed in the summer of 2011 after decades of influencing the youth of Freeport High 

School.  He used to say “It only takes a little more to go first class.”  Bill Chance was first class.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Preston Pearson 

Outstanding Athlete/ Interscholastic Individuals/Accomplished Team Award 

Preston Pearson has been a resident of Dallas for more than the last 30 years and continues to be involved with the 

current Cowboys organization as a distinguished NFL football legend.  He has two sons, Greg and Matt, and four 

grandchildren. 

 

Professionally, Pearson is the first and only NFL player to play in five Super Bowls with three different 

teams.  Historically, only eight other NFL players have appeared in as many Super Bowls.  He played with the Colts 

in Super Bowl III, the Steelers in Super Bowl IX, and capped off his career with a run of Super Bowls with the 

Cowboys in X, XII and XIII.  His 1975 season with the Cowboys is regarded as his best season (rushed for 509 yards, 

caught 27 passes for 351 yards, and gained another 391 yards on kickoff returns).  Pearson was often a member of 

special teams and is regarded as one of the best running backs in NFL history. In his 14 NFL seasons, Pearson rushed 

for 3,609 yards, caught 254 passes for 3,095 yards, returned seven punts for 40 yards, and gained 2,801 yards on 

kickoff returns. Overall, Pearson gained 9,545 total yards and scored 33 touchdowns (17 rushing, 13 receiving, two 

kickoff returns and one fumble recovery). 

 

Pearson capitalized on the connections he made as a professional athlete and in 1980 founded Pro-Style Associates, a 

sports marketing and promotions company that acts as a broker to help corporation, individual or group special events 

secure athletes for marketing, advertising or promotional purposes.  He continues to run that company today and has 

found ways to diversify his business as marketing changes have required, intentionally keeping his company small 

and nimble by playing an active role in all aspects of operations.   

 

Pearson’s business endeavors have also included owning/managing partner of eleven Kentucky Fried Chicken units 

from 1979-1986, owner of three Wendy’s from 1982-1987, developed Smiles caricature program for 7-11 Slurpee 

cups, and invented a product called the Kord Keeper.  In addition, he was frequently featured on radio programming 

as a writer and host and on television as a color analyst and host of athletic and sports related programming. 

 

He believes strongly that student athletes are too narrowly focused on a single sport today and miss opportunities to 

just be athletes.  His own experience speaks to his pure athletic abilities.  Pearson left Freeport High School as an All-

State center by negating taller players using this athleticism and aggressiveness.  Pearson was drafted into the NFL 

having no college football experience, but having played college basketball for the University of Illinois and lettering 

three seasons while maintaining a 3.5 GPA.  Pearson notes, I took advantage of my god given athletic talent which 

was augmented by the versatility experienced in different sports growing up and played in in high school.” 

 

When Pearson left U of I, he left with 12 credits remaining.  Three years after he was drafted into the NFL, Pearson 

returned to U of I to finish his degree...a promise he had made to his mother years earlier when he boarded the train in 

Freeport just yards from his boyhood home.  Pearson remembered his mother standing on the steps, waving to the 

train, hopeful for her son’s future success and made sure to finish his degree for his mother. 

 

Preston remembers growing up in the 50s and 60s as a black male in Freeport.  He remembers caddying for white 

golfers, unable to enter the clubhouse himself.  He remembers getting stopped by the police on the west side of town 

near where his little league games were played in Reed Park.  He remembers shoveling snow and finding other odd 

jobs to buy sports equipment, a bike and a desk to use to study.  And he remembers fondly pick-up baseball, 

basketball track and field and football games on his street as well as his Little League team, sponsored by Structo 

(where his mother worked one of her jobs) and coached by former mayor Mark McElroy. 

 

Pearson retains roots in Freeport with siblings Mary and Rufus Jr., who still live in the family home, and Alice who 

lives two blocks away.  Edward resides in Rockford, and Pearl near Detroit.  Preston Pearson remembers his parents 

working hard to provide for their family and rarely being able to attend games that he and Rufus (widely known as a 

more gifted athlete than Preston in High School) played.   

 

What Freeport likely doesn’t know about Preston Pearson is that he has given extensively of his time and talent in the 

Dallas community that he calls home.  He produced an award winning Children’s program, served on the YMCA 

Board, Sickle Cell Anemia Foundation, Blake Cornish Transplant Foundation, Minority Business Development 



Council, provided financial advice on a radio show and served on the Bill J. Priest Institute for Economic 

Development as a distinguished alumni.  He continues to be active with the NFL Alumni in Dallas and the NFL 

Retired Players Association while also serving as a spokesperson for Paws In the City (adoption and 

spay/neutering).  He has co-chaired a dance routine fundraiser to benefit several animal organizations and continues to 

serve as a Taste of the NFL fundraiser co-chair as well as continuing to serve on the Tom Landry Award Selection 

Committee.   

 

In the fall of 2013, Pearson addressed the Freeport Football Team during practice and reminded them that “greatness 

starts within” while the team gathered around him on the same practice field he practiced on 50 years prior.  He also 

reminded the football team to “put everything into being a good team now” – CARPE DIEM – SEIZE THE 

MOMENT - (from the movie Dead Poets Society starring the late Robin Williams), “nothing is promised to anyone, 

and you don’t want to think back later and wish you had done more.” 

 

Preston wants Freeport Pretzel athletes to “Be what you can be in all sports.  There is too much specialization 

today.  Get outside, don’t worry about other problems, and play everything.” 

 

Pearson remembers Freeport fondly as “home” and says it “always will be.”  He recognizes that lack of opportunities 

have left many black Freeport men “trapped” but he believes the very creation of a Hall of Fame honoring two of the 

most successful alumni from Freeport will help Freeport to “make changes and move forward, onward and 

upward.”  He is proud to continue to be called “that Pretzel” and tells everyone he is from Freeport.   

 

Preston is linked forever to Coach Chance, an educator who treated Preston’s family and all students the same 

regardless of race or socio-economics.  Bill Chance is highly regarded by Preston as his coach in multiple sports for 

all of high school and was the one person at the High School that Preston made sure to visit when he was in town up 

until Bill’s passing.  Preston said of Coach Chance:  “He seemed to know everything and everyone seemed to know 

and like him.  Even when he retired he was still at the high school every day.  He was a Pretzel.” 

 

To learn more about Pearson’s determination to succeed and his life in the NFL, check out his book “Hearing the 

Noise,” published in 1984 by William Morrow and Co. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Dan Balz—1964 Graduate of Freeport High School 

Robert Johnson Distinguished Alumni Award 
 Dan Balz is Chief Correspondent at The Washington Post. He joined the paper in 1978 and has been involved 

in the news organization’s political coverage as a reporter or editor throughout his career. 

 He is author or co-author of three books and one e-book, including two New York Times bestsellers: Collision 

2012: Obama vs. Romney and the Future of Elections in America and, with co-author Haynes Johnson, The 

Battle for America 2008: The Story of an Extraordinary Election. 

 In April 2011 the White House Correspondents' Association honored Balz with the prestigious Merriman 

Smith Award for excellence in presidential coverage under deadline pressure. 

 Balz has won a number of awards during his career, most recently the Robin Toner Prize for Excellence in 

Political Reporting. He is a regular panelist on PBS’s “Washington Week” and has been a frequent guest on 

CBS’s “Face the Nation,” PBS’s “News Hour,” NBC’s “Meet the Press,” and CNN’s “State of the Union” and 

“Inside Politics.” 

 He received a bachelor’s and a master’s degree from the University of Illinois and served in the U.S. Army. 

Before joining the Post, he worked at National Journal magazine and the Philadelphia Inquirer. He is married 

to Nancy Johnson Balz and they are the parents of an adult son. 

 Dan Balz represents Freeport on a national stage regularly, and comes home often to continue to give back and 

share his experiences with his hometown.   

 We are very, very proud to call Dan Balz a Pretzel. 

  

John Fox - 1983 Graduate of Freeport High School 

Robert Johnson Distinguished Alumni Award 
 Captain John H. Fox is a 1983 graduate of Freeport High School and a 26 year active duty Navy 

veteran.  Upon graduation from Western Illinois University in 1989, Captain Fox enlisted in the United States 

Navy as an Aviation Ordinance Aircrewman and was assigned to Patrol Squadron FORTY (VP-40) located at 

Naval Air Station Moffett Field, California.  While assigned to VP-40 he deployed to Pacific and Southern 

commands.   

 In 1989 he was selected for Aviation Officer Candidate School and was commissioned as a Naval Officer in 

Nov 1993.  In May 1996 Captain Fox completed flight training and was designated as a Naval Flight 

Officer.  Upon completion of advanced flight training he was assigned to Naval Air Station Brunswick Maine 

as a P-3 ORION Tactical Coordinator, Instructor and Mission Commander. 

 Throughout his naval career Captain Fox has completed nine deployments around the globe conducting 

numerous maritime reconnaissance and patrol missions in support of Global War on Terrorism, OPERATION 

IRAQI FREEDOM, Non-combat Evacuation Operations, Counter Narcotics Operations and Mainland Home 

Defense missions.  He has served in numerous squadrons and on major staffs to include assignments to VP-11, 

VP-10, VP-45, Reconnaissance and Patrol Wing FIVE, Navy Personnel Command, USS Theodore Roosevelt, 

Joint Forces Command and NATO Supreme Allied Commander Transformation. 

 In May 2010 he reported as the Executive Officer and Commanding Officer of Patrol Squadron FIVE (VP-5) 

located at Naval Air Station Jacksonville, Florida.  (VP stands for fixed wing patrol aircraft.)  Captain Fox was 

competitively selected by a selection board consisting of Naval Aviation Commodores and Carrier Air Wing 

Commanders who select the next round of squadron commanding officers.  

 While there he led a team of sailors and officers encompassing 350 personnel, eight P-3C maritime aircraft 

and 12 combat aircrews.   

 CAPT Fox claims he definitely “married up”.  His wife is the former Jill Elaine Woods of Cedar Rapids, 

Iowa.  They reside in Norfolk, Virginia with their two daughters Kayla and Hannah. 

 Captain Fox rose through the ranks to recently be promoted to Captain. Awards include: Meritorious Defense 

Service Medal, Navy Commendation Medal (4 awards) and Navy Achievement Medal (4 awards) 
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John B. Whiton  - 1964 Graduate of Freeport High School 

Robert Johnson Distinguished Alumni Award 
 Born in Savannah, IL; grew up in Freeport 

 Attended Harlem School through grade 4, Empire grades 5 and 6, Junior High grades 7 8,9 and FHS grades 

10, 11, 12 where he participated in drama under Jeannette Lloyd’s mentoring 

 Served as a US Army Counterintelligence from 1968-71 conducting background checks for high-level security 

clearances for enlisted and officers holding sensitive positions in a 26 county area of Southern Illinois  

 Attended University of Chicago Law School, and returned to Freeport to practice law with his father in 1974 

(who promptly retired!) 

 Senior partner with the firm Fishburn, Whiton and Thruman 

 Member of the Chamber of Commerce Board of Directors in the mid-1970s, member of the Board of Director 

of Neighborhood Housing Services (now Homestart), 2004-05 

 Member of the YMCA of Northwest Illinois Board of Trustees (helps to manage a $1.5 million endowment 

fund) and a member of the Board of Trustees of the Hildreth Beneficial Trust (a private endowment benefiting 

local charities) 

 25 year volunteer with United Way; served as Chair & President 

 FSD 145 School Board Member from 1991-1999; President 2 years, 40 years as a Kiwanis Member and 35 

years as the Illinois Attorney Registration and Disciplinary Commission as Panel Chair 

 Married Janet Moss in 1969 (a FHS 1964 grad).  Both of their children attended Freeport schools.  Brian 

Whiton and his wife live in Brooklyn, New York and Carrie Whiton Helm and her husband have three 

grandchildren who attend Empire School. 

  

  

1915 Boys’ Basketball State Champions Team and Coach Dan Dougherty 

Preston Pearson Outstanding Athlete/Interscholastic Individuals/Accomplished Team Award 
 The 1914-15 season is highly regarded as one of the most brilliant basketball seasons in Pretzel history.  

 A fast, but not tall team, with both exceptional ability and exceptional intelligence dominated the State of 

Illinois in 1915. 

 The 1915 state basketball tournament was held at Millikin University.  The Decatur Herald wrote, “Freeport 

displayed more basketball in a few minutes than all the other teams combined.” 

 The Pretzels won their first game against Granite City 41-19, and defeated Carbondale 38-14 in the semifinals, 

playing to a crowd of 300 hometown fans. (Think for a minute about the transportation options that were 

available in 1915...300 Freeport fans went to Decatur!) 

 4 out of 5 of the starters were named to the all-tournament team.  The 5th starter, Glenn “Pat” Holmes later 

helped the Pretzels claim their second state title in 1926 as the Varsity Basketball Coach. 

 A bit of history:  Cook County had its own championship tournament. Cook County winner Lane Tech 

bragged it was so good it didn't have to play Freeport for the championship. In response, the Pretzels invited 

Lane Tech to play an exhibition game at the Odd Fellows Temple at Main and Walnut Streets in Freeport. The 

Pretzels won 70-6. 

 Coach Dougherty is regarded as one of the Pretzels’ great coaches because he taught his smaller, but quick 

players to believe in the impossible and persevere despite the obvious size disadvantage that a lack of height 

posed for them. 

 We are honored tonight to induct the 1915 team and Coach Dougherty into the FHS Hall of Fame. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Mark Hollis—2003 Graduate of Freeport High School 

Preston Pearson Outstanding Athlete/Interscholastic Individual/Accomplished Team Award 
 Mark’s love of pole vaulting started at a young age. 

 His brother, Steve, was his first mentor and coach and estimates that Mark received his first pole before he 

entered kindergarten. 

 Steve wanted to be here tonight to celebrate the pole vaulting connection he shares with his brother, separated 

by 15 years...and at the last minute was able to find a pilot friend to bring him here from Indiana just for 

tonight’s ceremony.  

 9th place finish at Illinois State Track meet 

 2003 FHS school record holder at 14’6”...his record would still stand, Spencer Hollis (not a relative, but same 

last name) who ousted his record in 2006 with a 15’3”...in fact Mark told our athletic director today he’d like 

to come back and set the facility record in our spruced up stadium. 

 3 time USA national champion '10,'11, '14 

 member of World championship team in Korea '11  

 5th place at 2012 Olympic Trials 

 bronze medal winner at Continental cup in Marrakech, Morocco '14  

 Bronze medal winner at 2015 Pan Am Games in Toronto, 19’2” 

 2nd highest jump in the world in the 2014 season; #1 ranked pole vaulter in the USA 

 Mark is at the “HEIGHT” of his pole vaulting career 

 He is currently training for the Olympics in Rio. 

  

Wes Luedeking—1953 Graduate of Freeport High School 

Preston Pearson Outstanding Athlete/ Interscholastic Individual/Accomplished Team Award 
 Freeport High School and Northern Illinois University exceptional athlete 

 FHS Sophomore standout athlete (high scorer on sophomore football team and 6th in the Big Eight 

Sophomore Conference)¨  

 As a junior, he was the leading ball carrier and passer earning Big 8 All-Conference Honors 

 Only FHS athlete to win two Pentathlons (2nd one in 1952, when he was a junior in HS and one his senior 

year too) 

 He won 13 Varsity letters in four sports at Freeport High School. 

 NIU four sport athlete; led the Huskies on the football field his rookie year in seven categories 

 Luedeking produced one of the most prolific rookie seasons in the Huskie annals with 1,132 all-purpose yards 

and led the Huskies in seven individual statistical categories (1953) -- (1) rushing (330 yards on 97 carries), 

(2) scoring (42 points on seven touchdowns), (3) receiving (24 catches for 247 yards and two TDs), (4) total 

offense (330 yards), (5) punt returns (nine for 261 yards and a 29.0 ypr. average), (6) interceptions (six for 53 

yards and an 8.8 ypr. average), and (7) all-purpose yardage. His 24 receptions ranked fifth nationally in the 

College Division (1953). 

 For his efforts, he was named second team All-IIAC and honorable mention Williamson Service Little All-

America, plus won the IIAC Academic Medal. 

 Wes Luedeking touched the lives of students as a coach after he quit playing himself. He taught and coached 

nearly every sport at FHS for 30 years (‘66-’96) 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Emily Pisula—2000 Graduate of Freeport High School 

Preston Pearson Outstanding Athlete/ Interscholastic Individual/Accomplished Team Award 
 Emily’s accomplishments speak for themselves.  As a young swimmer, Emily was setting National Records 

by the time she was 10 years old.  When she was swimming she pushed herself, her teammates and her 

coaches to keep up with her.  Her passion for swimming and being competitive remains part of her coaching 

career today.   

 During her FHS career, she broke every individual woman’s swimming record in Freeport 

 Holds the longest standing Illinois State record for Girls Swimming in the 200 yard individual medley.   

 1998-99 Rockford Register Star Female Athlete of the Year 

 3 x State of Illinois Champion 

 14 x Illinois State Qualifier 

 15 x High School All-American 

 14 x 1st Team All State 

 She continued her success into college and received a four year full ride swimming scholarship from the 

University of Wisconsin at Madison.  She set just a few UW school records, 

 3 x NCAA Division 1 All-American 

 2 x First Team All-Big Ten 

 2 x UW record holder 

 3 x Big Ten Champion 

 4 x NCAA Division 1 National Qualifier  

 Placed highly at all of her Big 10 Championship meets, attended four NCAA Championships and qualified for 

two Olympic trials.  Her academic skill is evidenced by the fact that she graduated in four years despite insane 

training hours and travel commitments. 

 Her swimming passion is being passed on to the swimmers she now coaches in Monroe, WI.  She has multiple 

state champions and has worked with many National Qualifiers. Of course she keeps her family involved as 

her 8 year old daughter is already breaking team records and showing great skill and motivation.  In her 

grandfather Mike Pisula’s words, “she is just like Emily”.   

 Emily Pisula was named the 2015 Wisconsin swimming age-group coach of the year and tonight we are 

thrilled to induct her into the FHS Hall of Fame. 

  

Roosevelt Banks - 1944 Graduate of Freeport High School  

Bill Chance Accomplished Educator/Coach Award 
Roosevelt actually fits several induction categories, but we choose to honor him with induction tonight in the category 

of educator/coach because of the lives of Pretzels he has impacted positively over the years.  

 In high school at FHS, Banks was Standout academically and inducted into FHS’s National Honor Society. 

 Honors Day as a Senior:  Recipient of the Student/Athletic Award 

 Lettered all four years in Basketball, Football and Track 

 Elected 1st African-American captain of any sports team at FHS as Track Captain his senior year 

 Roosevelt served in the Army during WWII, attaining the rank of Staff Sergeant in a Quartermaster Unit 

attached to the tenth army.  He served overseas in the Western Pacific Theater Operations 

 After two years in the Army, Banks entered and graduated from Illinois State University in four years (1950). 

 Banks was inducted into the Illinois State University Hall of Fame in 1972 

 September 1958: Hired as first African-American teacher in FSD 145 

 Banks served 14 years as a 6th grade teacher at Taylor Park School and 18 years as a dean/counselor at 

Freeport High School 

 FSD145 Banks-Bergagna Education Building proudly bears Roosevelt’s name 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Mike Pisula 

Bill Chance Accomplished Educator/Coach Award 
 The impact Mike Pisula has as a coach on those around him is profound.  His influence doesn’t stop with his 

athletes, but affects all of his coaches, parents of athletes, co-workers, and even administrators. 

 No one was harder on him than Mike himself when success evaded his athletes.  He pushed himself as a coach 

to help his athletes succeed, always reflecting on missed opportunities and looking for the positive even in 

defeat. 

 Nine girls conference championships, two boys conference championships in swimming 

 9 girls sectional titles, 3 boys sectional titles 

 4 top 12 finishes with the girls (9th, 7th, 4th, and 10th) 

 2 top 12 finishes with the boys (8th and 11th) 

 41 individual event top 12 qualifiers; including 4 event champions  

 200 medley State record of his daughter Emily still stands 

 More than 30 all American swimmers (most first team) 

 Formally coached into his 70’s, still producing state qualifiers.  He retired from coaching Pretzels shortly after 

his 73rd birthday. 

 Continues to give back:  Taught art for FSD for 46 years, and he STILL teaches at Aquin 

  

 

Dave Steenrod—1973 Graduate of Freeport High School 

Bill Chance Accomplished Educator/Coach Award 
Teacher and coach at FHS for 33 Years, coaching mostly football and swimming. 

 Advocate for special education students as a teacher and department chair of the FHS Special Education 

department where he initiated the STEP program to provide disabled students with job experiences in the 

community 

 Volunteered countless hours for many years for the FHS Swim Team, managed the Freeport Aquatic Facility, 

and taught lifeguard training to potential lifeguards.  He even taught then superintendent Peter Flynn to swim, 

just a few years ago...giving him just one thing to work on each time they worked together. 

 Dave believed in the power of athletics and mentored by seeking out students who wanted to participate but 

needed a bit of a push. 

 2004: FSD 145 Grade A Educator Award, and also received Meritorious Award from Illinois State Board of 

Education 

 Active church volunteer and served on the Parkview Home Board of Directors 

 Energized fundraising for the FHS stadium artificial turf in 2009 and is credited with the completion of the 

community in 2013 project by many in Freeport. 

 Dave was born and raised in Freeport, attended Carthage College, and came back to Freeport as a community 

activist, coach, and mentor 

 Posthumously received the Matt Marvin Community Impact Award in 2014 

 During the process of establishing the Hall of Fame, Dave unexpectedly passed away during a memorable 

cross country bike ride. 

 Dave lived  “Once a Pretzel, Always a Pretzel” 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Jim and Sandy (Maurer) Dixon—1966 & 1964 Graduates of Freeport High School 

Kathy Helm Friend of Freeport High School Award 

 Value their Freeport roots with generous donations to HCC, FSD 145, the Civil War Monument and Freeport 

Humane Society (where Jim’s mother used to volunteer). 

 The Dixon’s steadfast support of education in Freeport is most notable, especially since they have moved for 

job reasons away from their roots in Freeport. 

 Specifically, Jim has been successful in the insurance business.  He started as an underwriter for Crum and 

Forster in Freeport after serving in the Air Force and moved up to become President of the London Agency (a 

division of Crum and Forster).  In 1988 Jim and a colleague started an insurance company in Atlanta that was 

later sold to Alleghany Companies in 2003.  Jim stayed on as chairman until retirement in 2008.  At that time 

the company had 380 employees and 1.2 billion in revenues. 

 Jim and Sandy choose to give back their wealth.  A significant donation of nearly 5% of the total cost of the 

turf renovations came solely from the Dixons. 

 Their scholarships for FHS seniors allow them to continue their education at Highland Community College, 

where Jim also attended. 

 Their donations’ impact on students is tremendous.  Since 2006, Jim and Sandy have contributed more than 

$100,000 to the Freeport Public Community School Fund to purchase needed technology and books for 

classrooms. 

 Both Jim and Sandy believe in paying it forward.  They make a difference in the lives of Freeport 

students.  Their long term goal is to give back even more in the future, unselfishly sharing their wealth with 

the future of Freeport.  Their gifts inspire others and demonstrate their love for Freeport. 

 The couple have been married for 44 years and are blessed with 2 sons and 4 grandsons. 

  

 

Harry Seiple—1943 Graduate of Freeport High School 

Kathy Helm Friend of Freeport High School Award 

 Harry Seiple loved the Pretzels.  He looked for opportunities to volunteer and support athletics.   

 Supplied the baseball team with fruit for double headers for ten years. (’77-’87) 

 Served on the Pat Holmes Committee for ten years from 2004-2014 

 Lifetime member of the Pretzels Fan’s Club, 1976-2014 (38 years).  Harry started to serve as his son’s became 

FHS athletes and then never stopped volunteering until his passing. 

 Football Season ticket holder from 1976-2014 (38 years).  It should be noted that Harry’s son, Larry Seiple, 

teaches at Freeport Alternative High School and is an Assistant Coach for the FHS Football program. 

 Volunteer ticket taker for Football from 1979-1989  

 Volunteer ticket taker for Boys Basketball from 1979-2014 (38 years)  

 Freeport High School could always count on Harry.  He showed his commitment through the simple act of 

volunteering...not just once, but for decades.   

 A game wasn’t a game without Harry there.  He passed in July of 2014.  Harry lived “Once a Pretzel, Always 

a Pretzel.”  Here to receive his award this evening is his son, and my colleague, Larry.  

  

 

Harlan Anderson--1947 Graduate of Freeport High School 

Robert Johnson Distinguished Alumni Award 

 Dedicated Chapter 2 of his autobiography (Learn, Earn & Return:  My Life as a Computer Pioneer) to “The 

Pretzel Years” where he fondly remembers FHS teachers, classmates and events he participated in. 

 Recalls in great detail the students’ assembly in the gym that occurred the day after President Roosevelt’s 

death on April 12, 1945, the dropping of the Atomic Bomb and the horror of the war through a teenager’s 

eyes.  (It should be noted that during his high school years 52 students’ were lost to WWII...their names are 

perpetually engraved on a plaque outside the FHS office) 

 Spoke at the Reuben Baumgartner Lecture Series in 1997 on “Technology and World Affairs” when he was 

back home for his 50th class reunion 

 Was part of a HS dance band with a few other classmates called “Andy Anderson and the Kampus Kats” and 

played for many of the smaller area HS dances. 



 Anderson attended the University of Illinois where he developed his interest in computers by taking courses 

for the ILLIAC I Computer which was under construction at the time. 

 He earned a BS in Engineering Physics in 1951 and a Masters in Physics in 1952 from the U of I 

 He is best known as the co-founder of Digital Equipment Corporation (DEC) which at one time was the 

second largest computer company in the world 

 He and co-founder, Ken Olsen initially met while working for MIT on the TX-O (Transistor eXperimental-0) 

computer. 

 Their company, DEC, developed the world’s first small interactive computer, the Programmed Data Processor 

(PDP-1) in 1960 and the PDP-8, the world’s first mass produced mini-computer 

 He has been associated with the Lincoln Laboratory at NIT, where he served as a member of the technical 

staff 

 He served as director of technology of Time, Inc. where he spearheaded their evaluation of the future of the 

printed word during the explosion of television, long before the Internet existed. 

 He has participated in early stage financing for over 20 small technology companies in an effort to pay it 

forward for other entrepreneurs 

 He has served as a trustee of Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute for 16 years and has served as a member of the 

Board of Advisors of the College of Engineering at the University of Illinois 

 His love of music has also led him to be a trustee of the Boston Symphony Orchestra 

 

Dan Ferguson---1944 Graduate of Freeport High School 

Robert Johnson Distinguished Alumni Award 

 In the top 2% of graduates from Freeport High School in 1944  

 Served in the US Navy until his release in 1946 

 Graduate of Hamilton in 1948 followed by an MBA at Stanford University 

 Joined Newell Co in 1950 at the age of 23. 

 Became President of Newell, a $14 million dollar family business, in 1965 and initiated a multi-product 

strategy for the company which had consolidated Newell Window Furnishings and Newell Manufacturing into 

a single corporation. 

 He developed a growth by acquisition strategy based on his intent to build a strong family of multi-product 

companies, which he called “Newellization.” 

 In 1972 Newell went public and began trading on the NY Stock Exchange in June 1979 

 Newell continued to acquire companies and diversify their holdings, returning the investments to the 

shareholders at astounding rates. 

 Newell was listed number 22 on Forbes list of the best stocks of the 1980s, having provided a total return to 

stockholders that averaged 39.5 percent per year. 

 In 1992, Dan Ferguson bowed out of active management leaving his post of vice chairman and chief executive 

to become Chairman, with over 17,000 employees, and sales of $1.45 billion. 

 (The rest is what Dan did when he wasn’t at Newell) 

 Lectured at both Stanford and Harvard business schools 

 City Councilman Freeport 

 An accomplished piano player, avid skier, tennis player and golfer he won the City Golf Championship 1958 

(re John Knoble) 

 A philanthropist by nature, Dan and his family have given generously to many causes in an effort to “pay it 

forward,” leaving a mark on Freeport as well as many other communities and colleges. 

 As a successful businessman who helped to build Freeport’s prosperity during his leadership at Newell, Dan 

Ferguson is recognized tonight as an Outstanding Freeport High School Alumni. 

  



1924 & 1925 Football Teams 

Preston Pearson Outstanding Athlete/ Interscholastic Individual/Accomplished Team Award 

 The return of Glenn Pat Holmes to Freeport as a coach after his strong play as an athlete had all of Freeport in 

hopes of victory. 

 Coach Pat (as he was known to players and fans alike) turned up the heat at the start of the 1924 season and 

never let up.   

 Every game resulted in victory.  Over the course of the season, Freeport outscored their opponents 288 to 47. 

 After winning the conference, the team journeyed from Freeport to Ansonia, CT to play a team that had not 

been beaten on their home turf for four years.  Freeport schooled Ansonia on the game 33-0. 

 The trip to Ansonia was made as short as possible to give the team as much rest as they could get.  They went 

from Freeport to Chicago, Chicago to Pittsburg, Pittsburg to New York and New York to Ansonia. 

 After the game the team viewed the Yale Bowl, went sightseeing in New York, and then journeyed to 

Washington D.C. where they visited the White House and shook hands with President Coolidge. 

 After the Connecticut trip, the 1924 Team was dubbed a National Championship Squad by the Freeport 

community. 

 After another strong season in 1925, the team was rewarded with a trip to Pittsburgh to play Ellwood High. 

 Ellwood High had not been beaten in three years, but the Pretzels delivered a victory, 13-7. 

 The 1925 team was quite a bit smaller than the Ellwood team who sported 9 of their men at more than 6 feet 

tall.  Additionally, the muddy field conditions the day of the game added to the challenge for Freeport. 

 Nevertheless, the Freeport squad battled until the end, grateful that the time on the clock ran out just in time to 

let them retain their lead for the win. 

 

1926 Basketball Team 

Preston Pearson Outstanding Athlete/ Interscholastic Individual/Accomplished Team Award 

 The athletic prowess of the young men playing football followed them onto the basketball court as many of 

the same football champions were also basketball players.  

 They lost only two regular season games in 1926, beating their opponents during the season by a total number 

of points of 272-180. 

 They beat Joliet in the sectional tournament, another Big Seven Conference comrade. 

 Downstate, the Pretzels drew a game against Athens, who fielded a team of taller young men who dwarfed the 

Pretzels.   

 Down at halftime, the Pretzels rallied in the second half to victory and a chance to win it all in the final game. 

 The Pretz faced Canton in the final game.  Just like the previous game against Athens, they were down at 

halftime. 

 A pep talk from coach Pat Holmes got the team ready for the second half.  Freeport kept a 14-12 advantage in 

the 3rd quarter and then drove over Canton in the fourth quarter to win 24-13...only allowing them one point 

scored in the 4th quarter. 

 Freeport won it all over Canton in the big gymnasium at the University of Illinois. 

 Three of the Freeport players (both forwards and a center) were selected to the all-state team at the end of the 

season. 

 In addition to the State Title, one of the features of the whole season was the three game series between 

Rockford and Freeport, where Freeport battled to win 2 of the 3 matchups.   

  



1951 Basketball Team 

Preston Pearson Outstanding Athlete/ Interscholastic Individual/Accomplished Team Award 

 Background Expectations were extremely high in the spring of 1951.  Many members our basketball team had 

competed in the previous year's Illinois state basketball tournament, as juniors.  Just about every pre-season 

poll predicted a state championship for FHS.  Our downtown merchants decorated their stores with orange and 

black bunting.  Store windows displayed oversize 30-inch wide pretzels, baked by the local Fullerton Pastry 

Shop...   Something else we should keep in mind is that in the 1950s, the IHSA held a single basketball 

tournament.  High schools were not bracketed according to their enrollment size. There were no separate 1A, 

2A, 3A, or 4A playoffs, as we know it today.  Schools of all sizes, from the largest to the smallest, were pitted 

against each other...  It's a credit to coach Harry Kinert and the players for living up to their potential.  History 

is replete with examples of the favorites loosing focus and falling short of expectations.  The Kinert Kids 

delivered! 

 The entire community was eager to take part in welcoming back our conquering heroes and their trophy.  

Hundreds of fans' automobiles awaited.   They were parked bumper-to-bumper on both sides of U.S. Highway 

26 -- for 20 miles.  All the way from Forreston to Freeport!   And, in those days it was a tradition for the 

championship team to celebrate when they returned by riding aboard one of the town's fire engines.  

 As the Pretzel's team bus progressed its way through Forreston, all those parked cars gradually joined-in, 

forming a motorcade.  When the bus reached Freeport, the players hurriedly exited and climbed aboard an 

awaiting city fire engine.  However, that fire engine was forced to stay put.  No way could this vast motorcade 

navigate through downtown streets -- without risking a mammoth traffic jam.  Instead, after the Journal 

Standard newspaper snapped photos, the team was transported directly to the steps of the old Stephenson 

County Courthouse -- with the FHS band and cheerleaders leading a spirited celebration -- before a crowd of 

thousands of happy well-wishers.  

 Coach Harry Kinert was the first to admit he was blessed with a well-oiled, balanced scoring engine.  On a 

given night, any member of the starting five might gain high-point honors. The streaking fast-break offense 

often found several Pretzels clustered near the basket, ready to score, while the opposition hurried to catch up.  

But more importantly, they played as a TEAM. 

 Ben Dorsey was acclaimed as the greatest floor general in high school basketball.  Ben served as the Pretzels' 

maestro, as he directed the team's offensive and defensive strategies.  Ben was a true "point guard," before the 

term was later coined to define the position. 

 Tom Williams, gifted with exceptional natural speed and agility, often out-jumped and out-foxed his much-

taller foes.  Once, while leaping high for a rebound, Tom accidentally knocked himself out for several seconds 

-- when his forehead struck the back-board. 

 Gene Schmitt, with his quiet, unassuming manner, seemed to be the glue that helped hold the team together 

when the going got rough. 

 Harlan "Hod" Fritz was a dedicated all-round player.  When opponents tried double-teaming Dorsey or 

Deacon Davis to deny a clear shot, it was "Hod" who discouraged them by scoring in bunches. 

 McKinley "Deacon" Davis is remembered for preaching a 28-point sermon against Moline in the state 

championship game.  Afterwards, a sportswriter told him that Freeport had come within just one point of 

breaking the total scoring record.  "If I had known that," quipped Davis, "I would have made one more 

basket."  

 It should also be noted that the 1951 Pretzels could have won many games by putting their 2nd-string players 

on the floor. For example: Jim Hill, Bill Spahn, and Gene Ingold had been regular starters as sophomores.  

Add Meads and Carl Cain, and you'd have a very formidable line-up. 

  



2008 Bowling Team 

Preston Pearson Outstanding Athlete/ Interscholastic Individual/Accomplished Team Award 

 Here are some highlights of the boys 2007-2008 season State Championship team: 

o 1st at the Guilford Survivor tournament  

o 1st at Dixon toughman tournament  

o 3rd at the Vernon Hills tournament  

o 2nd at the Harlem tournament  

o undefeated in the conference match play  

o won the sectionals in Dixon  

o and of course won State Tournament in O'Fallon Illinois   

o Roster: Robbie Meinert  senior, Ryan Buss senior, Tim Holbert senior, Matt Keith senior, Jesse Castle 

senior, Tyler Hendrickson Jr, Kurtis Goeswisch Junior, Sydney DeVries sophomore  

o head coach John Kreeger assistant coaches Dennis Endress and Bob Kuelling.  

o FHS Records they hold:  2nd highest team series at 3988 

o State Series High Game:  Rob Meinert with a 279 and a High Series of 725 

o Individual State Qualifiers included three of the team:  Ryan Buss (11th place), Rob Meinert (16th 

place) and Sidney DeVries (19th place) 

 Freeport High School had not been home to a State Championship Team for any sport for more than 50 years 

until the 2008 bowling team rolled their way through the state title. 

 Jesse Castle was quoted in the yearbook in 2008 as really appreciating the nice restaurant meal the team had 

after winning the state title! 

 

Deacon Davis--1951 Graduate of Freeport High School 

Preston Pearson Outstanding Athlete/ Interscholastic Individual/Accomplished Team Award 

 All State Center for the FHS State Champion Boys’ Basketball Team in 1951 

 1951-1954 Attended and graduated from the University of Iowa, playing basketball all four years 

 1955-1957 Played for the Harlem Globetrotters professional basketball team, touring cities in the United 

States, Canada, Mexico, and South America. 

 Fun fact:  Deacon wore knee pads on his knees all through his playing days to protect his knees. 

 1968-1978 Director of Special Programs at Northern Illinois University, DeKalb Illinois 

 Founded the NIU CHANCE program (Complete Help And Assistance for a College Education) 

 1978-1983 Executive Director of Intercollegiate Athletics at NIU 

 1983-2003 Joined Primerica Financial Services/Citigroup as a National Sales Director with offices in 

Rockford, Chicago, and Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania 

 1963-1983 (20 years!) Chairman of the Iowa Black Alumni Association 

 1999 University of Iowa Distinguished Alumni Award 

 LEGACY:  2004 NIU CHANCE program is renamed to the McKinley “Deacon” Davis CHANCE program 

 NIU CHANCE program today has more than 20 staff devoted to ensuring that students are successful at NIU 

through counseling, tutoring, and mentoring programming. 

 Students engaged in the CHANCE program start as Freshmen in order to ensure a strong transition from HS to 

College 

 Deacon saw the promise in youth and dedicated much of his life to service. 

 The Deacon Davis Park on South Adams Avenue in Freeport is named in his honor  



Carl Cain—1952 Graduate of Freeport High School 

Preston Pearson Outstanding Athlete/ Interscholastic Individual/Accomplished Team Award 

 Illinois High School "All-State Team": 

 1951 State Champions 

 1952 State finalists 

 1974 - Inducted into State of Illinois High School Athletic Hall of Fame 

 University of Iowa "All-American": 

 1955 - Second Team All-Big Ten Conference 

 1955 Captain 

 1955 and 1956 - Most Valuable Player (MVP) 

 1956 - First Team All American 

 1956 - Iowa's MVP 

 1956 Tri-Captain 

 Cain as a starting member of Iowa's "Fabulous Five" Final Four team (1956) continues to be the only team in 

Iowa basketball history to play in the NCAA National Championship game.  The Hawkeyes were defeated by 

the University of San Francisco led by Bill Russell and KC Jones. 

 1980 - Cain's No. 21 jersey retired along with Fabulous Five teammates: (the late) Sharm Scheuerman, Bill 

Seaberg, Bill Logan, and Bill Schoof. 

 1989 - Selected into the "charter" class of the University of Iowa's Athletic Hall of Fame. 

 2002 - Selected to Iowa's All-Century Team. 

 Olympian 1956 - Melbourne Australia 

 1956 - Olympic Gold Medalist with teammates and friends Bill Russell and future brother-in-law, KC Jones. 

 1986 - Inducted into the US Olympic Hall of Fame with teammates Bill Russell and KC Jones. 

 NBA Draft: 

 2nd round of the NBA Draft, Cain was selected by the Rochester Royals.  The team eventually moved to 

Cincinnati Ohio and a few years later drafted Oscar Robertson. 

 Carl Cain -- "Following graduation from the University of Iowa, I enlisted in the US Army after having been 

selected to the US Olympic Basketball team where we won gold in 1956.  My wife Katherine and I moved to 

California where I spent over 10 years as a Probation Officer for the LA County Probation Department.  I 

returned to the Midwest and briefly lived in the Chicagoland area before moving to Des Moines, Iowa, where 

my wife and three daughters remained for the next 30 years.  While in Des Moines, I remained very active in 

the community and served as President of the Board at Homes of Oakridge, an affordable housing complex, 

for almost 10 years.  Also during that time, I served on the Board of Iowa Children and Family Services.  

After retiring from Midwest Energy Company as the Director of Consumer Affairs for 15 years, my wife and I 

relocated to Pickerington Ohio, a suburb of Columbus, to be near our three daughters, two granddaughters and 

son-in-laws.  Our family has been very blessed." 

  



Jennifer Crouse--1995 Graduate of Freeport High School 

Preston Pearson Outstanding Athlete/ Interscholastic Individual/Accomplished Team Award 

 All Conference:  Soccer (1), Volleyball (2) and basketball (3) 

 Two Years as Basketball MVP for the conference 

 All State Basketball Junior and Senior Years 

 Jennifer still hold the school records in scoring, rebounding and blocked shots for career, season and game. 

 She has been inducted into the Illinois Basketball Hall of Fame 

 Graduated from University of North Dakota in 2001 with an undergraduate degree in commercial aviation. 

 Helped to lead University of North Dakota to three consecutive NCAA Division II championships in 1997, 

1998 and 1999. 

 Two-time NCAA DII Elite Eight Most Outstanding Player (1998, 1999). 

 A two-time NCAA DII National Player of the Year (1997-98, 1998-99). 

 Played overseas in Spain, Greece, Germany, and Australia, again setting records in field goal shooting 

percentage, rebounding and blocked shots 

 Has worked for Graduate International Tour Management Institute - allowing me the opportunity to work for 

companies that provide tours to adults and student groups. 

 Personal trainer and group exercise instructor 

 Currently enrolled in post-graduate classes at Columbia International University, Columbia, South Carolina 

pursuing a degree in Chaplaincy. (to be a chaplain) 

 Fred Klipp – “In Jennifer's senior year, we were rated 2nd in the State and expected to have a very good 

season.  When we came to the Dixon Christmas tournament, they had scheduled us to play Strark County a 

very good small school in the first round.  Their leading scorer was a 6 foot senior center.  Early in the first 

quarter they passed the ball to her inside.  She faked one way turned and shot and Jennifer blocked it.   This 

happened on two more occasions and she was clearly frustrated.  The next time the ball came into her she 

faked then passed it back out.  This happened right in front of her bench.  The coach stood up looked right at 

her and told her to shoot the ball – she looked right back at him and said “she won't let me!”” 

 

  



Jesse Buss – 2003 Graduate of Freeport High School 

Preston Pearson Outstanding Athlete/ Interscholastic Individual/Accomplished Team Award 

 2001/2002 NIC-9 Bowling MVP 

 Bowled a 300 game on 12/19/2002 vs. South Beloit 

 289 on 1/9/03 vs. Auburn 

 High Average in the 2002-03 season was 228.82 (Remains a Freeport High School High Season Average 

Record) 

 High Series: (Holds current 1st, 3rd and 5th records) 

 774 on 12/16/2002 vs. South Beloit 

 765 on 1/23/2003 vs Winnebago 

 752 on 1/9/2003 vs. Auburn 

 2002/2003 IHSA All-State Team 

 2003 IHSA 3rd place Individual State Qualifier 

 2002/2003 IHSA 2nd Place Team 

 2003 Illinois Star of Tomorrow  

 2007 Jr. Team USA Member 

 2008 Intercollegiate National Champion - Wichita State University 

 Graduated with a BS in Business Administration from Wichita State 

 6th place 2009 USBC Masters 

 Joined the PBA in 2008 

 2008/2009 PBA Southwest Region Rookie of the Year 

 4 PBA Regional Titles 

 2nd place with Motown Muscle in the Inaugural PBA League 

 According to PBA.com: 

 One of Jesse’s most memorable moments was winning the Midwest Region Stars and Stripes Open at Scott 

Air Force Base, Il...a tournament his late father Richie also won in the mid-1990s 

 Continues to instruct future bowlers and serves as a Highland Community College Coach where he continues 

to influence the future of bowling in our community. 

 

  



Fred Klipp  

Bill Chance Accomplished Educator/Coach Award 

 Freeport School District Career: 1969-2002 

 Girls’ Basketball Coaching Career Record:  446 wins, 204 losses 

 7 Conference Championships 

 35 game winning streak 1993-96 

 7 IHSA Regional Titles 

 3 IHSA Sectional Titles 

 2 IHSA State 3rd Place Titles (1993-1995 Team Record of 65 wins and 3 losses:  undefeated regular season 

1994-95, 28-0) 

 11 Tournament championships 

 9 20+win seasons 

 4 time NIC-10 Girls Basketball Coach of the Year 

 Rockford Register Star Girls Sport Coach of the Year- twice 

 IHSA Basketball Hall of Fame in 2001 

 Pretzel Fans Club Glenn Pat Holmes Award 2012 

 As an educator, started at Freeport Junior High in 1969 as a physical science teacher, coaching Junior High 

football, basketball and track 

 Came to FHS in 1995 teaching Biology and coaching football, basketball, and baseball 

 In 1997 became a FHS Guidance Counselor until retiring in 2002 

 Fred Klipp – “Stories about my actual coaching, clipboards that slipped from my hands, meditation, pinchy-

winchy, motivational quotes,  team building sessions are better remembered by the players.  Their acceptance 

of team first concepts and dedication to what we wanted to accomplish as a team, or the reason I am being 

recognized.  I will forever be indebted to them.” 

 Fred Klipp – “In my first years of coaching girls basketball, Bill was the athletic director.  With the budget at 

the time, when I needed equipment of some kind I would go to Bill.  At the beginning of one season, as I was 

putting everything together, I realized that I needed tape cutters.  So off I went to Bill.  He looked at me 

grabbed his keys and we headed for the first aid closet -no, the locker room – no – the pop machine?  Bill 

opened the pop machine reached in the back and headed me a brand new tape cutter.  Everyone had a system 

and that was Bill's.” 

 

  



Patty Norman – 1966 Graduate of Freeport High School 

Bill Chance Accomplished Educator/Coach Award 

 Patricia L Norman worked in Freeport School District for over 32 years.  

 While in the district she taught at Taylor Park Elementary School, Carl Sandburg Middle school and Freeport 

Junior High.  

 In 1992 she became the Director of Human Resources and served in that position for five years.  

 Subsequently, she became the principal at Freeport High School in 1995 and remained in that position until 

January of 2002.  

 In 2002, she returned to the position of Director of Human Resources and remained in that position until her 

retirement in June of 2015. 

 Pat is proud of several accomplishments while working in Freeport School District #145: 

 In 1995, she became the first African-American principal in the district AND first female Principal of Freeport 

High School when she served as Principal of Freeport High School.  

 While principal at Freeport High School, Karen Johnson and Betty Mickel made application with the United 

States Navy to implement a Naval Junior reserve officers training Corps (NJROTC) program at Freeport High 

School.  

 Several months after the application was completed and submitted, an interview and on-site tour was 

scheduled with a commander from United States Navy Department. The interview took place on September 

10, 2001 the day before the September 11 attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon.  

 Three months later Freeport High School was approved as a site for the NJROTC program. As a result, 

hundreds of students have excelled in this program that instills in students the values of citizenship, service to 

the United States, personal responsibility and a sense of accomplishment. (we should note that an all girls 

NJROTC team reigns as the National Champions currently). 

 Also, while in the District, Pat was instrumental in the development of the New Teacher Mentoring and 

Induction Academy. This program provided mentors for new teachers in the District along with an ongoing 

orientation program to provide professional development on how we educate students for the challenges of 

today and the opportunities of tomorrow. She was also instrumental in establishing a mentoring program for 

paraprofessional in the District. 

 Pat was also very proud of the relationships that she developed with the various bargaining unions in the 

District. 

 In her “spare time” outside of work commitments: 

 Past board member of several local organizations: New Horizons Counseling Center, Senior Resource Center, 

and United Way 

 Still serves on the Norman Sleezer Youth Services Board of Directors and is a Board member of the Boys and 

Girls Club of Freeport and Stephenson County 

 

  



Ernest Seeman – Graduate of Freeport High School 

Bill Chance Accomplished Educator/Coach Award 

 Teacher in the Freeport School District for 36 years (1940-1976) 

 Moved to Freeport when he was six after the death of his father from influenza 

 Began taking violin lessons at 8 and held the position of first chair in the newly formed Freeport Jr. High 

Orchestra 

 Learned multiple instruments and was Concertmaster and principal French Horn in the Freeport High School 

band for three years 

 Named 1st chair in the Illinois All State Orchestra in 1931 and 1932 

 Attended Illinois Wesleyan and earned his BA in Music Education in 1937 

 Initially he taught band in Peotone, IL for three years and then was hired back home in 1940 as the Assistant 

Band Director under Karl Kubitz 

 In 1950 he became the Freeport High School Orchestra Director 

 He served as the chair of the Music Department for the District from 1965 until he retired in 1976 

 He continued to teach lessons to area school children until 1998, a year prior to his passing. 

 If you’re doing some math at this point, you should have figured out that from 1940 when he was hired by 

FSD145 until 1998 when he stopped teaching lessons, Ernest had shaped the development of music in 

Freeport youth for 58 years 

 After his death in 1999, his wife Phyllis established a memorial fund in Ernest’s name to promote the string 

program in the Freeport School District  

 Ernest was a regional music leader as well 

 He joined the Rockford Symphony Orchestra in 1941 

 Became Concertmaster for the RSO in 1944, a position he held for 25 years 

 He also served for 14 years as the Concertmaster for the Dubuque Symphony Orchestra 

 And he was the Principal violinist for the University of Wisconsin at Platteville Symphony Orchestra 

 FHS Orchestra is more than 150 years old...one of the oldest in the country and Ernest deserves much credit 

for the program’s longevity 

 

  



Deb Stukenberg 

Kathy Helm Friend of Freeport High School Award 

 Founder, Kids Coats and Clothes of Freeport, IL, and a 1970 graduate of Freeport High School 

 Deb always believed that children should be our focus 

 After her kidney transplant (due to lupus complications) she looked for opportunities to serve and help others 

because she felt she had been given a second chance at life. 

 One of her first “projects” was a homeless student could use some assistance with a prom tux.  But she didn’t 

stop there, she continued to follow him through college 

 In 2008, Deb was lucky enough to win the Farm and Fleet grand re-opening prize of $3000. 

 Her husband Ed had visions of his man cave and garage projects in mind with the winnings, but Deb had other 

plans...she formed the Kids, Coats, and Clothes charity to benefit our Freeport school children who lacked 

clothing. 

 Deb launched into her new venture by talking to anyone who would listen.  The community responded with 

donations of both money and clothing. 

 A year later, in 2009, the charity reached non-profit status and churches and individuals continued to donate.   

 An annual fall give-away is still held at Faith United Methodist. 

 The charity has expanded to not just fill clothing needs, but also helps with basic school supplies and 

uniforms. 

 When cold weather hits, the ladies are super busy, making as many as 5-6 runs a day to schools for needy 

students. 

 Deb insisted in a fast turnaround, because she was haunted by stories of siblings having to take turns sharing a 

coat or children who didn’t attend school on cold days 

 Deb received local accolades from the American Business Women’s Association chapter in Freeport as 

Woman of the Year while she was still with us. 

 100% of all donations go back to the program 

 Their space is donated rent free by Representative Brian Stewart, who has taken the Kids, Coats, and Clothes 

program under his wing from the beginning because he remembers struggles from his own childhood. 

 One of the most remarkable things about Deb’s mission is that she never wanted to meet the children or 

families she helped.  She wants to remain faceless and works through the schools to identify students in need. 

 To us, Deb and her helpers are angels sent to our children, many times delivering the needed items within the 

hour to the school.  We know their kind faces and we get to see the rewarding smiles of the children they help 

day after day.  All that we do is place a quick call and provide the sizes or needs.  They do all the rest. 

 According to her husband, if Deb were still here today, she’d be surprised by how large the program has 

grown.  

 Her mission is fulfilled daily: “To help the less fortunate who attend preschool through high school in our 

community by providing some of the necessary items with hopes of empowerment and not enabling.” 

 Deb has left such a legacy for our children.  We can only repay her with our thank you and by honoring her 

here tonight. 


