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News to share?
Our County Editor Dave Hinton: 217-249-2404 or dhinton@news-gazette.com

THESE CHARGERS
SAW CHANGES

BOB ASMUSSEN

The organizers of Centen-
nial High School’s Class of
1972 50-year reunion got to
work early. Very, very early.

Five years ago, to be
exact.

“It started right after
the 45th,” said Jeanne Valcik, one of
the those responsible for the upcoming
festivities.

The reunion events begin Friday with
an informal gathering of alums at Jupi-

ter’s at the Crossing.
Former teachers

are also invited.
The principal at the
time, Al Davis, will
be there. So will
popular coach/teach-
er/administrator Al
Griggs.

On Saturday,
there will be a tour
of the school for all
interested at 1 p.m.
The main event is
cocktails and dinner
at the I Hotel and

Conference Center on Saturday.
The ‘72 graduating class numbered

about 400. One-hundred classmates are
coming to the dinner and bringing 51
additional guests.

On Sunday, a brunch is being held at
El Toro at the Fields. All classmates are
welcome.

Back in 2017, long before we knew
about COVID-19, Centennial graduate
Sarah DeMaris got the reunion ball
rolling.

“She started organizing the database,”
Valcik said. “Off and on we added to it.”

It makes perfect sense that DeMaris
took charge. She was, after all, the editor
of the student paper her senior year.

Provided

Members of the Centennial class of 1972 pose in the senior lounge, including (front row, left to right) Alan Schweighart, Sarah
(Glenn) DeMaris, Dee Dewitt, Jim Dillavou, Kathy Henneman and Bruce Laird; (second row) Terri Stinson, Marcia (Bebout) Hirst,
Vicki (Westfall) Montgomery, Mary Fagan, Mary (Jackle) Taylor and Jane (Gavigan) Miller; and (third row) Michele (Russo) Car-
ruther, Gayla (Fiedler) Pellum, Brenda (Hoch) Crippen, Wayne Holdcroft, Debra (Hoffman) Stonehill and Theresa (Klitzing) Martin.

Scott Savage/courtesy

Earlier in the month, members of the Centennial Class of 1972 gathered outside the
school. Left to right: Jim Berger, Donna (Dee) Pittman, Dave Barr, Jodie (Bokenkamp)
Thies, Jay Miller, Ginger (Boise) Lenz, Marc Shaw, Jeanne (Tuley) Valcik, Vicki (West-
fall) Montgomery, Scott Wilson, Sarah (Glenn) DeMaris and Jane (Ogden) Wilson.

And they’ll see a whole lot more during a tour of the renovated school

BACK IN THE NEWS: CENTENNIAL HIGH SCHOOL’S CLASS OF 1972

... AND NOW

THEN ...

Tell us about your
reunion, and we’ll
share the news:
Email Jim Rossow
at jrossow@

news-gazette.com

Please see CHARGERS, B-4

Jim Dey/The News-Gazette
DEMMER

Who is this guy? Treasurer candidate hits the hustings
JIM DEY: OPINION

Tom Demmer
spends a fair
amount of time
explaining just
who he is and
what office he’s
running for.

“That’s always a challenge,”
he said with a smile.

The 36-year-old Republican

legislator from
Dixon is running
for state treasurer,
a low-profile office
occupied by a two-
term incumbent — Champaign
Democrat Mike Frerichs.

That’s a challenge in a solid
Democratic state. But Dem-
mer contends the “dollars

and cents” issues he’s empha-
sizing have broad appeal. He
cites voters’ 2020 rejection of
Gov. J.B. Pritzker’s proposed
progressive income tax state
constitutional amendment as
evidence taxpayers want the
state to live within its means.

Voters rejected the tax
amendment by a 54 to 46 per-

cent margin, and Demmer said
the Democrats, Republicans
and Independents who voted
no are “the coalition I’m work-
ing for.”

State officials for some time
have been schizophrenic on
tax issues.

Please see DEY, B-3

By DAVE HINTON
dhinton@news-gazette.com

DANVILLE — Several people
were injured due to a chlorine
gas release at a Danville hotel
Monday morning.

Danville Fire Chief Don Mc-
Masters said all of the individu-
als at the Days Inn Hotel, 77 N.
Gilbert St., were treated, trans-
ported or released by ambulance
crews. He said the entire hotel
complex was evacuated. Fire-
fighters had been dispatched to
the scene at 8:30 a.m.

Occupants were able to find
shelter from the heat at the Dan-
ville VFWbuilding, which opened
its building.

DANVILLE FIRE DEPARTMENT

VFW post
opens doors
following
chlorine
leak at hotel

Provided

Danville VFW Post 728’s Carole
Rogers and Major Lee Hat-
field opened the doors — and
prepared breakfast — for those
displaced by Monday’s chlorine
leak at a nearby hotel. ‘It’s what
we do,’ Rogers said. ‘If someone
needs help, you give it to them.’

Please see LEAK, B-3

By DAVE HINTON
dhinton@news-gazette.com

PAXTON — Eleven alleged
child predators hailing from ar-
eas ranging from Urbana to New
Lenox to Vandalia have been
arrested during the past two
months as Paxton police have
conducted a sting operation in
which an officer poses online as a
teen girl from Paxton.

The undercover operation has
involved the officer posing online
and waiting for adults to solicit
the officer for sex. An arrange-
ment is made to meet the adults,
and when they arrive, they are
arrested by police.

Those arrested have ranged
in age from 25 to 62. They have
been charged with felony crimes.
Five had already pleaded guilty.

The police department start-
ed the sting operation following
training sessions with the Liv-
ingston County Proactive Unit,
which has made more than 40 ar-
rests of the same nature.

Arrested and charged as of
Monday were Kenneth J. Burk-
low Jr., 37, New Lenox; Donald
C. O’Toole, 37, Danville; Andy E.
Leppard, 42, Milford; Ruben Agu-
ilera-Santoyo, 34, Onarga; Rich-
ard M. Durbin, 41, Rantoul; Josh-
ua J. Heisler, 30, Paxton; Danny
F. Dutton, 62, Vandalia; Robert S.
Schaub, 25, Gibson City; Roel Lo-
pez, 41, Arcola; Matthew G. Hick-
erson, 34, Buckley; and Cody N.
Zoller, 34, Urbana.

11 arrested in
child-predator
sting operation

PAXTON POLICE
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“Sarah was on top of
it, as she always is on
everything,” said fellow
reunion organizer Dave
Barr.

Valcik, Barr and
DeMaris were joined in
their efforts by Jane Wil-
son and Gayla Pellum.

“We call Jane ‘The
queen of all things re-
union,’” Barr said. “She
really did all of our pre-
vious reunions. I don’t
know how she did it.”

Way back when, Cen-
tennial provided a data-
base of past graduates
and their whereabouts at
the time. Wilson added to
it over the years before
handing it off to Barr.

DeMaris expanded
the database.

“I was going to use
the people search en-
gines,” Barr said. “She
was so far ahead of me,
it took me a long time to
catch up.”

Barr has put the en-
tire list through two dif-
ferent search engines.
Perhaps he should work
for the IRS.

“You can basically
find almost anybody,”
Barr said.

When he signed up
for the people searches,
Barr had to check a box
to promise he was not
an internet stalker.

Long process
In the early planning

days, the first order of
business for reunion orga-
nizers: Find a venue. That
started three years ago.

A group scouted loca-
tions. The first choice,
which will remain name-
less, didn’t work out.
Apparently, the place
was double-booked. The
other event? The own-
er’s daughter’s wedding.
Oops.

“I was very calm,”
Barr said. “I said,
‘Ma’am, I do understand.
But we have this thing
called a signed contract.’

“We were cool about
it. She was great to
work with.”

They later hooked with
the I Hotel, which turns
out to be a better option
for the reunion attend-
ees, with many still
living in Champaign.

“The I Hotel was real-
ly good (to work with),”
Barr said.

For the Friday event,
Jupiter’s at the Crossing
offered a large room for
free.

“The manager there,
Devin (Nofftz), has been
wonderful,” Barr said.
“It’s upstairs. They’ve
got a couple of bar-
tenders up there for
us. We’re going to have
pizza brought up.”

Sunday’s brunch will
include a mimosa bar.

The reunion-goers are
coming from across the
country.

“You would be sur-
prised to amazed how
many people are trav-
eling in for this,” Barr
said.

How does it feel?
The reunion they’ve

planned for upward of
five years is three days
away.

“Not the least bit ner-
vous,” Valcik said.

“I would tell you this
thing is some place
between orchestrating
the D-Day invasion and
throwing a wedding,”
Barr said. “The amount
of work that went into
this thing by everybody
is kind of semi-stagger-
ing. I think everything
is going to come off
really, really good.”

Organizers kept the
cost the same as their
40th reunion. “We have
had classmates step up
and donated about 50
percent of the budget,”
Valcik said.

The people on the
planning committee,
all in their 60s, are
retired. Valcik was an
investment consultant
in Atlanta. Barr owned
real estate and was in
the student housing
business for years.

A different world
The Centennial Class

of ‘72 finished their stud-
ies with plenty going on
around them. The Viet-
nam War was continuing,
and the Watergate scan-
dal was breaking.

“It was tumultuous,”
Barr said. “We were
there when the protests
on campus happened.
They brought the Nation-
al Guard in town.

“It was a period of
change. With change
sometimes comes pain.
It was a time that shaped
the country and long
term for the good.”

While working on the
reunion, Barr and Valcik
realized the special na-
ture of their class.

“We’ve got folks in
medicine, academia,
business, the trades.
How well everyone has
done across the board is
really impressive,”Barr
said.

Going to high school in
Champaign, a communi-
ty with a Big Ten univer-
sity, offered advantages.

“Our sophomore year
was the first Earth Day,”
DeMaris said. “The
whole school was closed
down so we could go
over to the events at the
University of Illinois.
When I tell young people
that they say ‘What, you
already knew the envi-
ronment was in trouble?’
They can’t believe it.
They think they’re the

first generation to be
aware of this.”

DeMaris remembers
being excused from
classes at Centennial
so she could go hear a
speech by feminist icon
Gloria Steinem.

“Being in this commu-
nity, we had opportuni-
ties that other people
our age did not have,”
DeMaris said.

Familiar place
Current Centennial

Principal Scott Savage
was kind enough to let us
in the building earlier this
month for photos and an
interview. He even took
the picture of the ‘72 al-
ums. He has been in their
shoes. Savage is a proud
Centennial graduate
who is happy about the
upcoming reunion.

“Whenever alumni
can come back and be a
part of our school, it’s
always a good thing,”
he said. “It builds the
bridges between the
current student activi-
ties in the school com-
munity and the students
and school community
that paved the way.”

When Savage took the
job, he started to hear
from alumni.

“From various class-
es, even from the first
Class of 1968,” Savage
said, “All the way to the
Class of 2020.”

Savage is the 10th
principal in Centennial
history.

Davis, who was the
principal in ‘72, was
also Savage’s in ‘86.

The school has
changed quite a bit since

then. The building under-
went a major upgrade.

“The way education
is, we have to keep
pace with our science
classrooms to provide
the best lab experienc-
es,” Savage said. “The
facility itself, we want
to be as green conscious
as possible, less waste,
more natural sunlight.”

There is a practical
side for taxpayers.
Good schools draw fam-
ilies and business to the
community.

“You want to have high
academic achievement,”
Savage said. “Those are
the kind of things we
are pushing, beautiful
facilities and excellent
instruction by our teach-
ers and our staff. And
also just students doing
great things.”

Savage, a University
of Illinois graduate, ap-
preciates the relation-
ship between his alma
maters.

Savage is thrilled that
Saturday’s school tour
is considered one of the
highlights of reunion
weekend.

“We want our alumni
to be proud of the school
they attended,” Savage
said. “We want the com-
munity to be proud.”

Yes, the place looks
different. But there is a
constant: The courtyard
is still there.

“That’s like our heart-
beat, and we extend from
there,” Savage said.

Bob Asmussen can be
reached at 217-393-8248
or by email at asmussen@
news-gazette.com.
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CHARGERS: ‘We had opportunities’
Continued from B-1

Provided

The high school courtyard as it appeared at an earlier time. Then-teacher Dave Casteel helped set it up.

Provided

Gayla Pellum, left, and Jeanne Valcik were two of the organizers of the Centennial
High School Class of 1972’s 50-year reunion. Pellum, the yearbook editor while in
high school, designed the reunion logo.

Taking a stroll
down Memory Lane
Members of Centennial’s Class of 1972 shared some of

their favorite memories from their high schools days:

Vicki (Westfall) Montgomery, Tolono
“Our dress code changed while we were in high school.

We started out having to wear skirts and dresses, and then
we were able to wear blue jeans, which made total sense
because I don’t think some of our skirts were longer than
our fingertips. I don’t know how we reached in our lockers.
We’re probably a hypocritical generation if we ever told our
daughters their skirt was too short. We were there, too.”

Jane (Ogden) Wilson, Champaign
“One of the things I enjoyed very much was we had

a senior lounge where we could go if we had our work
done or if you didn’t have a class that hour. We’d all play
cards. It was in here in the cafeteria. Just for seniors.”

Donna (Dee) Pittman, Champaign
“My memory is learning to play bridge with a group of

guys. They called themselves the Windsor Park Aces. We’d
play it in the evenings and during the lounge time. It was
really fun.”

Ginger (Boise) Lenz, Champaign
“My husband, Kent, and I graduated here. In fact, I just

went to the tour for the ‘71 class. We graduated in ‘71, but
I’m from the Class of ‘72. We got married during his senior
year. We’re still married all these years, 51 years. I’m proud
to say my three daughters and six of my grandkids all
graduated from here. We stayed within six blocks of here
for a long time.”

Jodie (Bokenkamp) Thies, Champaign
“I don’t have just one, but all of my favorite memo-

ries surround the basketball games, the football games,
anything we did as a group like decorating our hallway for
spirit week for homecoming. Lot of good memories. I was
a cheerleader. We’d get together once in awhile, the girls,
and play flag football.”

Sarah (Glenn) DeMaris, Valparaiso, Ind.
“I loved being editor of the newspaper. The faculty

adviser, Mrs. Nolan, was an excellent adviser. I wrote for
the paper when I was a junior. I wrote editorials that were
serious.”

Dave Barr, Champaign
“Senior lounge. We actually created the senior lounge.

Specifically, it was playing spades at the senior lounge.
“I do have very fond memories of a lot of the teachers.

There were some outstanding ones that shaped my direc-
tion going forward.

Jeanne (Tuley) Valcik
“My best memories of high school were just the social-

ization, lunch times, senior lounge. Playing cards. Playing
spades.”

Jim Berger, Champaign
“The worst memory that I have was going up against

Urbana (in cross-country). We had them the day after they
were racing Champaign Central. We decided we would
psyche ourselves up by going to watch them fatigue them-
selves the day before. Urbana finished with 11 people
tying for first place. They beat us.”

Marc Shaw, Champaign
“Our senior class did the courtyard development. Mr.

Dave Casteel was in charge of our conservation club. He
ran that show out there. It was Plain Jane, and we did a
lot of stuff, open lunch was a big deal. Wienererschnitzel
was one of the cheapest places, and you could run there.”

Jay Miller, St. Joseph
“I played football three years and baseball two years. We

were not allowed to play Central. There was animosity. They
were worried about trouble. We didn’t play them until our
senior year. We played in the regional final (in basketball).
They were supposed to beat us pretty badly. The Central
crowd on the other side started yelling ‘Annex. Annex,’ (a
derogatory term) trying to dig at us. I was in the crowd. We
just yelled back at them. We beat them by 19 points and
sent them home with their tails between their legs.”

Scott Wilson, Champaign
“Mrs. (Virginia) Galli, my algebra teacher. We were pretty

close. She gave me a D-plus so I could graduate. I loved
her for that. And the memories of Chances R and Red Lion
and all those bands that were going through this city at
that time. They were selling Pepsi.”

Provided

Reunion organizers during a planning meeting at
Champaign’s El Toro Bravo.


