
American flag has been recognized across the globe
as a symbol of freedom for centuries. While the current Stars
and Stripes is most familiar to billions of people worldwide,
the flag has undergone many changes since the United States
declared its independence from Great Britain. According to
the National Flag Foundation, Old Glory has been revised 27
times in the two-and-a-half centuries since American colonists
fought for and won independence from British rule. Of course,
most times, those changes occurred as a new state or states
joined the union, with each addition marked by the inclusion
of another star in the blue field in the upper-left quadrant.
The initial 1777 flag included 13 stars denoting the original 13
colonies, which eventually became the first 13 states. Similarly,
the modern flag now features 50 stars representing the current
50 states — and it has remained unchanged since July 4, 1960,
when the 50th star was added in recognition of Hawaii’s 1959
admittance as the 50th state in the Union.
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‘I am proud of
this country when
we embrace the
idea that people
from everywhere

have gifts and
talents to offer’

ROAA AL-HEETI
Champaign attorney

I am happiest
and proudest to
be an american
when I guide
people through
the U.s. immigra-
tion system. Over
the past 19 years,
I have helped
spouses reunite
through family-based immigration,
helped young people build careers
with the work authorization that
can accompany DaCa, and helped
U.s. employers hire some of the
most talented people in the world
to strengthen their businesses.

I am proud of this country when
we embrace the idea that people
from everywhere have gifts and
talents to offer, and give them the
opportunity to live and work here
for the benefit of both the immi-
grant and the United states.

The process is far more difficult,
expensive and time-consuming
than most people imagine — and
that is when a path exists at all.
That makes the moments when it
works, and the lives it changes, all
the more meaningful to me.

I also know this journey person-
ally. My late husband immigrated
to the United states, obtained per-
manent residency and eventually
became a U.s. citizen and voted
in an american election. watching
him take part in the country he
chose to call home was one of the
proudest experiences of my life,
and it is something I carry with me
in every case I take on today.

‘A poor Black
kid from a small

Kansas town,
raised by a single
mother who only
had a GED, had a
chance to build an

impactful life’
HOWARD MILTON

Illini athletics’
chief development officer

I was most
proud of being
an american in
1998 when I
finally complet-
ed my formal
education.

Because I’m
an american cit-
izen, I was able

to receive a federal Pell Grant,
along with various federal loans.
without these programs, my life
would be much different today.

after completing my master’s
degree, I was overcome with

emotion, realizing that a poor
Black kid from a small Kansas
town, raised by a single moth-
er who only had a GeD, had a
chance to build an impactful life.

while I’m not always happy with
our country, I’m always proud of
the opportunities it provides and
proud to be an american.

‘So relieved and
happy to be home

again with my
family in the good

ol’ U-S-of-A’
BEN DYER

Champaign County
circuit judge

On July 3, 2005, I returned to
the United states after spending a
year teaching high school science
in eastern honduras. although
I’d met many wonderful people
in honduras, it was also the first

time I’d lived in a place where the
rule of law was not a given.

For all of its virtues, honduras
suffers from significant corruption,
poverty and violence, and parts of
my time there had been very hard.

The next day, my family took
me to a big Fourth of July pic-

nic, where the North Carolina
symphony played. as it got dark,
I remember looking up at the
fireworks exploding above the tall
pine trees, listening to beautiful
music and feeling so relieved and
happy to be home again with my
family in the good ol’ U-s-of-a.

I also recall being much less
concerned than other attendees
about the ravenous mosquitoes
because I knew I wasn’t going to
get dengue fever (again).

‘We rallied around
one another as

neighbors and as
fellow Americans’

JEWELL WHITE
Assistant dean,

UI Gies College of Business
I don’t think there has been

another day in my lifetime that
made me prouder to be an
american than seeing our country

respond to
the attacks of
sept. 11, 2001.

The tragedy
itself was heart-
breaking, but
what I remem-
ber most is what
came afterward.
For a brief time,
people set aside political differ-
ences, personal disagreements
and the things that so often
divide us. we rallied around one
another as neighbors and as fel-
low americans. we saw extraordi-
nary courage from first respond-
ers, volunteers, members of the
military and ordinary citizens who
simply wanted to help.

what made me proud wasn’t
the event itself — it was the
response. It reminded me that at
our best, americans are resilient,
compassionate and willing to
sacrifice for something greater
than ourselves.

I’ve always hoped we could re-
discover that same sense of unity
without having to endure another
national tragedy first.

AMERICA at 250

Happy 250th, America. ¶ To mark the occasion, Editor
JEFF D’ALESSIO asked dozens of community members to share
a memory about the time they were proudest to call this country

home. ¶ There’s much more to come in the days ahead, including
in Friday’s special Weekend Extra edition. ¶ To join in on the fun,

email your patriotic prose to jdalessio@news-gazette.com.

‘Champaign always made you proud to be a
citizen of our community, state and country’

DEENA CARICO
Mansfield mayor

I grew up in Champaign. My best memories of our country at its
finest are Fourth of July celebrations that took place each year.

we would start with the parade, which at that time went down
Green street. we would stand across from the Dairy Queen and
watch all the floats and bands and vehicles drive down the road.

It would be extra special if my dad was working at the Champaign
Fire Department that day and we would see him on the fire truck.
everyone was so respectful and in full red, white and blue clothing.

after the parade, there was always a picnic at the park before we
would head to the stadium for the fireworks. Champaign always
made you proud to be a citizen of our community, state and coun-
try. The patriotic music would be playing all day; there would be
flags waving on streets and houses.

The fireworks were the cherry on the top for the evening. Yes, I
was much younger, but I still had a sense that we were all proud to
be americans and neighbors.

‘Wherever I traveled, I felt that
Americans were welcomed and that our

nation was admired and respected’
JOE RANK

Retired Navy commander and Urbana resident
June 13, 1969, was the day I was commissioned as an ensign in the U.s. Navy after grad-

uating from the University of Illinois. as a young officer ready to take on the world, I began a
20-year naval career that took me throughout asia, europe and south america.

wherever I traveled, I felt that americans were welcomed and that our nation was ad-
mired and respected. In my view, the United states’ standing among the world’s democra-
cies reached its peak at the end of the Cold war.

“In recent years, some of our actions have diminished that reputation. I remain hopeful,
however, that we can once again be recognized as a beacon of democracy, opportunity and
principled leadership.

Robin scholz/The News-Gazette

Provided

TECNAVIA



 [CROPPDFINORIG]

crop = 10 10 10 10





Congratulations to the United States of
America on 250 years of independence,
resilience, innovation, and hope. From the
ideals that shaped the nation’s founding
to the generations who have worked to
expand freedom, opportunity, and unity, this
milestone is a powerful moment to honor the
past and look toward the future.

May this 250th birthday be a celebration of the
American spirit--bold, diverse, determined,
and always striving toward a more perfect
union. Happy birthday, USA!

With extreme Gratitude
Habeeb Habeeb and Family

Happy 250th Birthday, USA!
The News-GazeTTe Thursday, July 2, 2026 B-3
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LET FREEDOMRING

CELEBRATING 250 YEARS OF
INDEPENDENCE ON JULY 4TH

AMERICA at 250

‘What I find
most beautiful

about America is
not our sameness,
but our diversity’

KAITLIN FISHER
Champaign police lieutenant
The moments that make

me proudest to be an ameri-
can aren’t the ones that make
headlines. They’re the everyday
moments that remind me how
unique this country truly is.

as a police officer, I interact
with people from all walks of life.
we come from different back-
grounds, hold different beliefs
and often see the world through
very different lenses. we don’t al-
ways agree, and sometimes those
differences can feel bigger than
what brings us together. Yet one
of the things I value most about
america is that we are free to
express those differences openly.

what a privilege it is to be able
to speak your mind, share your be-
liefs and engage in public conver-
sation through whatever medium
you choose without fear of perse-
cution from your own government.
around the world and throughout
history, that freedom has not been
and is not a given — something

that is sometimes forgotten or
overlooked. It is a freedom worth
appreciating and protecting.

what I find most beautiful about
america is not our sameness,
but our diversity. The american
experience is enriched by people
with different cultures, faiths, tra-
ditions and perspectives. I believe
we are strongest when we treat
one another with respect, even
when we disagree. we don’t have
to think alike to care about one
another, and our differences often
challenge us to grow and see the
world in new ways.

That everyday commitment to
freedom, mutual respect and uni-
ty amid diversity is what makes
me proud to be an american.

‘We could not
scoop our new,
limited-edition
flavor — Lunar

Cheesecake — until
the astronauts
landed safely’
JOAN DYKSTRA
Savoy village trustee

as a teenager
working the
sunday after-
noon shift at
Baskin-Robbins
in Rockford, staff
and customers
were excited, yet
anxious, as we
waited for news
of apollo 11.

we were under strict orders:
we could not scoop our new,
limited-edition flavor — Lunar
Cheesecake — until the astro-
nauts landed safely. at 4:17 p.m.,
the eagle touched down, and we
proudly put out the tub.

That night, my family watched
as Neil armstrong stepped down
onto the lunar surface and ut-
tered the famous words: “That’s
one small step for (a) man, one
giant leap for mankind.”

I was in awe of the courage
shown by armstrong, “Buzz”
aldrin and Michael Collins, and
deeply proud to belong to a
country that could achieve such
spectacular heights.

Photos provided

‘The day my dad pinned Navy Wings of Gold on my chest’
JOE TANNER

Danville High School alum and recently inducted U.S. Astronaut Hall of Famer
“The day I felt most proud to be an american was March 7, 1975. That was the day my dad pinned

Navy wings of Gold on my chest, making me a Naval aviator.
“I was proud because I had finished arduous training qualifying me to serve my country and protect

it with my life if necessary.
“Of course, I was very proud to serve our country on the four space shuttle missions, but that emo-

tion did not compare to the pride of earning my Navy wings.”

‘Please accept this flag
as a symbol of our appreciation
for your loved one’s honorable

and faithful service’
BILL INGOLD

Paxton mayor

I am a member of Paxton Prairie Post 150 of the
american Legion and one of my proudest moments is
when our honor Guard is asked to perform military rites
at a veteran’s funeral.

To show honor and respect to the veteran who has
shown the dedication to serve and to defend his or
her country is our reason and our duty to provide this
service.

It is folding the flag, calling commands for the detail
or the 21-gun salute that fills us with pride each time
we are asked to be a part of the funeral ceremony.

I have been privileged to present the folded flag to the
next of kin a few times and the emotion can be over-
whelming, only to be exceeded by the playing of taps:

“On behalf of the president of the United states, the
United states (insert branch) and a grateful nation,
please accept this flag as a symbol of our appreciation
for your loved one’s honorable and faithful service.”

If you know and you have been a part of this, you
would agree this is a very proud moment.
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AMERICA at 250
‘It was extra

cool to have a
bicentennial baby

in the family’
JEN SHELBY

President,
Flyover Film Studios

a childhood
memory has
come to mind
so many times
lately: the
Champaign-
Urbana Fourth
of July parade
in 1976.

Back then,
the parade
went down Green street and
right in front of steak ’n shake.
I was with my younger brother
and my grandparents — I am
fairly sure that my sister, who
was just born earlier that year,
stayed home.

anyway, we got our trusty car-
ryout from steak ’n shake and
headed to the curb.

I remember the parade being
huge and filled with things like
the shriners on tiny bikes or in
tiny cars or something fun.

I checked: It was one of
the largest crowds ever at our
parade — 75,000 to 100,000
people attended that day. I was
young but there was a sense
of community and a sense of
pride in the U.s., and cele-
brating the bicentennial was
important and meant some-
thing, although I guess I wasn’t
exactly sure what.

It was extra cool to have a
bicentennial baby in the family
that year and I think virtually ev-
erything she wore was red, white
and blue.

after the parade, we spent
the evening with the Kemper
family, as we did for years and
years. The highlight of every one
of those gatherings was Mrs.
Kemper’s homemade vanilla
ice cream served with a real
silver spoon — it’s colder — and
my grandmother’s chocolate
cookies.

It is one of those unjaded,
perfect childhood moments that
has stuck with me for all these
years.

‘Flags flew proudly
from homes,

businesses, vehicles
and buildings

throughout my
community’

BECKY PRESTON
Community bank president,

Bank of Springfield,
Champaign

Of all the moments in my life
when I have been proud to be an
american, none stands out more
than the days and weeks following

sept. 11, 2001.
Like so many

americans, I was
heartbroken by
the tragedy and
loss of lives. Yet
amid the grief,
I witnessed our
nation came to-
gether in a way I

had never seen before. People set
aside their differences and united
in support of our first responders
and our country.

One of the strongest memories
is seeing american flags every-
where. Flags flew proudly from
homes, businesses, vehicles and
buildings throughout my com-
munity. stores quickly sold out of
american flags because so many
people wanted to display their

love of country and a show of
solidarity.

I vividly remember attending
our fall festival parade in Princ-
eton, Illinois, with my two little
boys, who were just babies at the
time. as the fire trucks rolled by,
they waved their little american
flags. watching them, I felt an
overwhelming sense of pride and
gratitude and a little bit of sad-
ness. It still makes me emotional
when I think about that memory.

More than two decades later, I
still remember the sense of unity
that followed that tragic event.
while the circumstances that
brought us together were heart-
breaking, the compassion and
patriotism shown by everyday
americans made me incredibly
proud of our country.

‘Proud to be
an American

every day that I
am blessed enough

to wake up’
DALE BOYER

Community bank president,
Peoples Bank & Trust

of Tuscola
honestly,

there is not a
single event or
day that makes
me proud to be
an american. I
am proud to be
an american ev-
ery day that I am
blessed enough
to wake up.

Patriotism, for me, is not an
emotion that is ignited by a sin-
gle event or holiday. It’s some-
thing I feel every day.

I am honored to be the son
of a veteran who gave 22 years
of his life to the service of
our nation. Twenty-two years
that were marked by sacrifice,
extended travel overseas, time
away from family and an unwav-
ering commitment to something
greater than himself.

I had an uncle who walked
through the jungles of Viet-
nam, carrying memories from
that service that he was never
comfortable talking about. My
grandfather answered the call
to serve during world war II.
The sacrifices they made for
this country through service
will always be something I am
proud of.

when I look at the red, white
and blue, I swell with passion
for the country and what it
means to be an american. My
pride in america is personal,
earned through the sacrifices of
my family across generations,
across wars, across decades of
service.

It is a pride that does not
waver with politics or headlines,
because it is not rooted in events
that swell emotion, but in peo-
ple — the ones who loved this
country enough to pick up their
rifle and stand for it.

God Bless america!

‘When we all vote, we do not vote only for ourselves.
We vote for our families, our neighbors and those

whose voices are not yet fully represented’
KANITTHA FAY

Managing director, We Love Urbana
The happiest day of my life as an american

was Nov. 6, 2012, the day I took my third-grade
daughter to the polling place to watch me vote
for the very first time as a proud U.s. citizen exer-
cising my right.

The right to vote means different things to
different people. For me, it represents belonging,
humility, responsibility and hope.

It took me 13 years to become a citizen and
earn the right to vote. Those 13 years taught me
what it means to live in a country you deeply care
about while having no voice in shaping its future.

Like many immigrants, I worked hard, paid
taxes, raised a family and contributed to my
community. I did everything in my power to help
build a better society, yet for many years, I could
not choose the people making decisions that
affected my life, my safety, my daughter’s educa-
tion, my city, my state or the country to which I
had dedicated so much of my life.

That experience deepened my commitment
to voting and civic engagement. when we all
vote, we do not vote only for ourselves. we vote
for our families, our neighbors and those whose
voices are not yet fully represented. we vote for
people who contribute every day but are unable
to participate in the democratic process.

Years later, I came to understand just how
meaningful that first voting experience was for my
then-8-year-old daughter. watching me vote left
a lasting impression on her. It helped shape her
understanding of civic responsibility and ultimately
influenced the career path she chose.

That day was about more than casting a ballot.
It was about showing my daughter that democ-
racy is not something we take for granted. It is
something we protect, participate in and pass on
to the next generation.

If you turn 18 by Nov. 3, or if you have moved
or changed your name, please register to vote or
update your registration at ova.elections.IL.gov.

Provided
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‘This family was
one of many who
sacrificed for our

independence’
LOTT THOMAS

Champaign attorney
My proudest

moment as an
american was
the day I went
on active duty in
the air Force in
1956. In return,
the air Force
put me through
pilot training,
followed by many memorable
and sometimes challenging expe-
riences that were instrumental in
my personal growth and maturity.

I was fortunate there were no
conflicts involving our military
during my three-year stint. as a
friend who served in the Navy
and I used to say: “we did our
jobs. we kept the peace.”

On this 250th anniversary
of independence, I find myself
reflecting on the life of one of my
great-great-great-etc. grandfathers,
who was one of the minutemen
killed on april 19, 1775, when
British troops went from Boston
to Lexington and Concord to seize
stockpiled weapons of the patriots.

six months later, his wife died
and the children were raised by
the community. This family was
one of many who sacrificed for
our independence.

‘The strongest
reminders of what

makes America
special aren’t always

found in history
books or headline-

making events’
SETH FLOYD

Army veteran and
Piatt County circuit clerk

Rather than pointing to one
defining moment in my life, I can
say without hesitation that I feel
proud to be an american over

and over again
— almost every
single day.

I’ve come to
realize that the
strongest re-
minders of what
makes america
special aren’t
always found in

history books or headline-making
events, or even in life-changing
moments. More often, they’re
found in the regular actions of
everyday people we encounter.

National and international
events can certainly influence
how we feel about our country.
Political disagreements, economic
uncertainty and global crises can
make it easy to question one’s
love for america.

Yet whenever I look close to
home, I’m reminded that some
of the values that inspire pride in

our nation — kindness, gener-
osity, hard work, volunteerism,
resilience and a willingness to
help our neighbors — are alive
and well in communities across
america, and not just when a
headline event occurs.

It’s the neighbor who clears
someone else’s sidewalk after a
snowstorm without being asked.

It’s the volunteers who coach
youth sports, organize commu-
nity fundraisers or serve meals
at local events.

It’s the local business owner
who knows customers by name,
the farmers helping one another
during harvest, the veteran who
raises the american flag at dawn
even if nobody else will see it, the
mail carrier who delivers every
last piece of mail whether the day
is hot or cold, rainy or snowy, and
the people who rally around a
family in need with a meal train

or benefit auction.
These moments may seem

ordinary, but together they create
communities where people care
for one another, take ownership
in where they live and invest in
the wellness of others.

Their examples remind me
of Olympic gold medalist and
Champaign native Bob Rich-
ards, who said, “God must love
ordinary people because he
made so many of us. Yet, every
single day, in every walk of life,
ordinary people accomplish
extraordinary things.”

Those small acts ripple
outward, making our country
stronger — one person and
one community at a time. To
me, those ideals are far more
powerful in binding americans
together and are what make me
most proud to be an american
every day.

‘To experience
350,000 people

fall silent to hear
a single soldier
play a trumpet
from the flag

stand is something
that brings

goosebumps and
tears every year’

RUSH RECORD
Executive director,

Champaign County CASA
There are

many things
that make me
proud to be an
american. From
visits to histor-
ic places and
learning more
about our his-
tory to speaking
to veterans and hearing their re-
markable stories, there are many
reminders of those who gave all
and sacrificed for all of us.

I witnessed a soldier burial at
arlington that was impressive
and of course, the Changing
of The Guard is the epitome of
honoring our fallen.

One thing comes to mind,
though, that I have experienced
for 40-plus years now.

each May, my family cele-
brates Memorial Day at the In-
dianapolis 500. seeing all those
people together is quite a sight
and the race is always an event
to remember.

Pre-race festivities are always
something to see and while
some things have changed over
the years, the playing of taps
has not.

To experience 350,000 peo-
ple fall silent to hear a single
soldier play a trumpet from the
flag stand is something that
brings goosebumps and tears
every year.

Nothing compares to taps. It
is always solemn but with all
those people standing in abso-
lute silence, it is something to
experience.

AMERICA at 250
‘The belief that we all have the ability to

contribute to something larger than ourselves’
DENISE POINDEXTER

HR manager, MH CPA of Champaign
when I first read this question, I immediately

thought about all the answers I didn’t want to give.
I don’t have a single political moment or

historical event that stands out as the day I
felt proudest to be an american. Instead, the
moments that resonate most with me are the
countless times I’ve watched people show up
for one another.

Through my work and community involve-
ment, I’ve had the opportunity to mentor
young professionals, support organizations that
invest in women and girls and work alongside
people who generously give their time and
talents to make their communities better.

I’ve seen neighbors rally around families
facing hardship, volunteers step up when help
was needed and ordinary people quietly create
opportunities for others.

Those moments rarely make headlines, but
they are the moments that have shaped my view
of america.

If I had to choose what makes me proudest
to be an american, it is not a single day. It is the
belief that we all have the ability to contribute to
something larger than ourselves. It is the willing-
ness of people to invest in their communities,
support one another and create opportunities for
future generations.

For me, america’s greatest strength has never
been found in a politician, a party or a particular
moment in history. It has always been found in
its people. Kristin Darling

BBaasshh HHeeaattiinngg aanndd
Air Conditioning is a thrreeee
geneerraattiioonn ffaamilyy oowwnned

bussiinneessss that has bbeen serving
tthee Champaign-Urbana area

for neeaarrllyy 7700 yyeeaarrss.
Call your Commfort Craftsman today

ttoo ssccccchhhheeeedddduuuulllleeee yyyyoooouuuurrrr
A/C Check UUp for the Summer!

217-352-5126
BashHeeating.com
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AMERICA at 250
‘My grandfather
didn’t have to

give the ultimate
sacrifice, but he

understood it was
a possibility’
CHAD HOFFMAN

CEO, Habitat for Humanity
of Champaign County

The mem-
orable event
that makes me
proudest to be
an american
goes back to a
school project,
when I had to
identify a veter-
an and com-
plete a report on that individual.
I picked my grandfather on my
mom’s side, who served during
world war II.

Like most veterans, he rare-
ly talked about his time in the
military besides the horrible food.
Probably because it was for my
school project, he agreed to let
me interview him.

It was intriguing to learn
about his time in the military.
he served in Italy in the ski
patrol and helped liberate that
country. after a brief return to
the U.s., he was redeployed and
was on ship to asia when the
war ended.

he talked about becoming
an officer and serving in the
artillery unit during his time in
the service, and he was appre-
ciative of the distance that was
between him and the enemy.
some of his friends had a very
different experience.

My grandfather acknowl-
edged that they were real
heroes and truly sacrificed for
our country.

Based on my interview, it
was clear that he was proud of
his time serving our country,
but there were memories and
feelings that he didn’t want to
recall.

he never traveled overseas
again, never skied again and
never talked about his war ex-
periences after that report.

It is my grandfather’s humility,
pride and sacrifice that made

me feel patriotic. he left his life
and family, including an expect-
ant wife, behind to ensure free-
dom for others. My grandfather
didn’t have to give the ultimate
sacrifice, but he understood it
was a possibility. It’s those traits
that make me feel patriotic and
truly connected to the good in
our county.

It’s some of those feelings
that still reside in me as habi-
tat for humanity of Champaign
County looks to fully complete
their first veteran house in
multiple years and has already
selected a deserving family. In
part, supporting a veteran with
a new home is a great way to
honor my grandfather, father-in-
law, brother-in-law and all the
veterans that have served our
country.

Giving back to those who
have given so much brings the
patriotic feelings around my
grandfather full circle.

‘I believe we live
in the greatest
country in the

world’
CRYSTAL McCULLOUGH
Executive and worship pastor,

Meadowbrook
Community Church

The most
memorable
moment I can
recall is the
response to the
sept. 11 terror-
ist attacks. The
attacks were
shocking to
the nation and

caused a reset within the hearts
of millions of americans.

There was an increase in
prayer, church attendance, sing-
ing, flag displays and a genuine
common love for america.

I was proud to be an amer-
ican during that time because
we truly came together and
worked together for the good of
our fellow man and country.

I believe we live in the great-
est country in the world, and
July Fourth is one of my favorite
holidays.

God bless america!

‘Being American is not just about where
you live — it’s about how you show up,

for yourself and for each other’
LAURIE BRAUER

Champaign County coroner

Running a marathon made
me a proud american not
because of a finish time or a
medal, but because the expe-
rience reflected the very best
of what this country stands
for: perseverance, community
and the belief that ordinary
people can do extraordinary
things.

Training for a marathon was
humbling. It demanded disci-
pline, consistency and a will-
ingness to show up on days
when my motivation was low
and my excuses were plenti-
ful. That commitment mirrors
a core american value — the
idea that progress is earned
through effort. Mile by mile,
the work taught me to be
responsible for my own goals
and to respect the process.
There were no shortcuts, only
honest labor. That mindset is
deeply american.

Race day itself is where that
pride truly came alive. The
marathon wasn’t just a test of
individual endurance; it was
a collective effort. Volunteers
wake up early to staff water
stations. strangers cheered my
name from the sidelines and
lined the streets with home-
made signs and outstretched
hands. People of every
background — different ages,
races, beliefs and abilities —
stood together to support one
another. In that moment, we
were all united, not by politics
or ideology, but by shared hu-
manity and encouragement.

Running a marathon also
highlights the freedom we
often take for granted. The
freedom to move, to gather,
to challenge ourselves and to
pursue goals simply because
they matter to us. The ability to
train safely in public spaces, to
participate in organized events
and to celebrate personal

achievement openly is not
universal around the world.

Perhaps most important-
ly, the marathon taught me
resilience. There came a point
— late in the race, those last
few miles — when quitting
felt logical and continuing felt
impossible. Pushing through
that moment built confidence
in me that carried far beyond
running that first marathon.
It reinforces the belief that
persistence can move us
forward even when the road is
hard. Resilience is woven into

the american story, from past
generations to the present.

Crossing the finish line did
not make me proud because
I ran 26.2 miles. It made me
proud because the journey
reflected values I believe in:
hard work, mutual support,
freedom and resilience. In that
race, surrounded by strangers
who felt like neighbors, I was
reminded that being ameri-
can is not just about where
you live — it’s about how you
show up, for yourself and for
each other.

TECNAVIA



 [CROPPDFINORIG]

crop = 10 10 10 10





B-8 Thursday, July 2, 2026 The News-GazeTTe

Best
Seller!

Safe, Effective,
Non-Addictive
Pain Relief

Safe, Effective,
Non-Addictive
Pain Relief

Fast Dissolving,
Small, Easy-to-
Swallow Liquid

Gels

2008 CR 1800 East | Arthur, IL 61911
1 Mile South of Arthur | Ph: 217-543-3189

Soothe Naturally
FEEL BETTER

(217) 728-2760

(217) 543-2913

121 W Springfield | Arcola, IL
(217) 268-4889

Experience one-on-one care!
Transferring is easy as 1, 2, 3

Get your Purple Riders apparel here!

8:30-4:30 M, T, Th, F
8:30-5 Wed8:30-5 Wed

AMERICA at 250
‘The people of Iraq

are overwhelmingly in
support of the United

States’ efforts’
PETER BUCKLEY

Retired FBI special agent
and St. Joseph resident

In January of
2005, I volun-
teered to go to
Doha, Qatar, to be
the team leader in
charge of inves-
tigators from the
U.s. Department of
Justice as part of
the Regime Crimes
Liaison Office.

The office was assisting the new
Iraqi government in gathering evi-
dence to prosecute saddam hussein
and six of his lieutenants for crimes
against humanity. after 100 days, my
team was replaced by another team
that continued to work for the office.

The following is from the last email
I sent to Illinois before I left Qatar:

“Dear family and friends:
“This is probably my last e-mail

to you from Qatar. Thank you all for
the many e-mails I have received,
as these e-mails kept me sane and
helped ease the homesickness I
sometimes felt.

“while in Qatar, I enjoyed meet-
ing new people and relished in the
fact that many of them were as
weird as me. The mission I worked
on at the Regime Crimes Liaison
Office was very important, but I am
ready to come home.

“The Iraqi people went through
hell while saddam was in power,
and I now have no doubt we did the
right thing by invading Iraq. I have
spoken with Tom Noble (another
FBI agent), who just arrived from
Baghdad. he visited the mass grave
sites and has spoken to many Iraqis,
and despite what the press may say,
the people of Iraq are overwhelm-
ingly in support of the United states’
efforts, especially in pursuing trials
against the former regime.

“Tom said he saw infants’ bodies
with bullet holes through their head.
he described mass grave sites shaped
like a community swimming pool,
where women and children were
forced to walk down a ramp into the
bottom of the pool, where they were
killed by shooting. Tom said the men
were placed into a similar pit, where
they were shot in the legs at first — to
prevent them from running away —
then were eventually shot and buried.
some of them were buried alive ...

“I saw photos of prisoner cells
where children were detained. These
cells still had pictures on the walls
that the children drew. I saw other
cells where adults were kept, and they
scrawled their names on the walls
because they knew they were going
to die and they wanted someone to
know that they had been killed.

“I always knew I was lucky to have
been born in the United states, but
this experience in the Middle east
has really enforced my feeling of
gratitude. I hope I retain this feeling
for some time to come.

“I can’t wait to see you all. hugs
and kisses to everyone.”

‘Something special about an immigrant
American welcoming new Americans’

PAM LAU
Parkland College president

addressing new citizens at
the naturalization ceremony
held in Parkland’s harold and
Jean Miner Theatre stands out
for me. each time I deliver
opening remarks as the col-
lege president, my heart wells
up with pride and joy.

There is something special
about an immigrant american
welcoming new americans
into the fold.

One reason the natural-
ization ceremony stands
out is that I get to highlight
our shared experience. The
journey to citizenship is a long
one, requiring some sacrifices
and hard decisions, much grit
and determination, and many
lessons in patience. But there
is another reason.

standing on stage and
looking at the new citizens
before me, I am reminded of
the profound sense of grati-
tude that I felt some 25 years
ago when I took the oath of
allegiance, grateful that this
great nation was willing to
accept me as one of its own
and offer me the privileges
and opportunities that come
with citizenship.

This sense of gratitude and
appreciation remains strong
with me.

I have personally experi-
enced how the United states,
my adopted homeland,
provides the opportunity for
us to grow, for our aspirations

to take flight, for us to experi-
ence success.

I am a living current exam-
ple of how it is possible in this

country for an immigrant to
move from the margins into
the mainstream of society,
enjoying the full benefits that

come with being an american
citizen. This remains a realistic
possibility today. I am proud
to be an american.

‘Seeing our nation
elect its first

African American
president was

profoundly
meaningful to me’

ANGELA SLATES
Program manager,

Cancer Center at Illinois

One of the moments that
made me proudest to be an
american was witnessing the
election of Barack Obama as
president.

seeing our nation elect its
first african american presi-
dent was profoundly meaning-
ful to me, both personally and
historically. It represented the
possibility of progress and re-
inforced the idea that, despite
our historical challenges, the
United states can continue to
evolve and expand opportuni-
ties for all citizens.
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AMERICA at 250
‘Serving in the
Peace Corps
remains the

proudest
chapter of my

American story’
LYNNE DEARBORN

Associate director of design,
UI School of Art & Design
In my life, nothing has made

me prouder to be an american
than serving as a U.s. Peace
Corps volunteer. That journey,
full of anticipation and uncer-
tainty, took me to the island
nation of Fiji for a life-changing
two-and-a-half years.

while my college friends
chose europe, I sought some-
thing deeper: a real challenge,
not a comfortable semester
abroad. with degrees in build-
ing science and architecture,
I wanted to use my skills for
real impact, learn through full
immersion and test myself far
from home.

Growing up in the 1960s and
’70s, the Peace Corps held a
certain mystique, a promise of
service and adventure. By my
final year of college, I had set
my sights on joining. I could
not have known then just how
deeply this decision would
shape my life’s goals, profes-
sional purpose and appreci-
ation for the freedoms and
privileges of U.s. citizenship.

after an 18-month vetting
process, I left for Fiji with 35
fellow volunteers. I was eager
to share my architectural
training while a lecturer at the
Fiji Institute of Technology,
anticipating how I could serve
through teaching.

But my perspective shifted
during the intensive three
months of pre-service lan-
guage, culture and teacher
training. Living with a family in
a rural village, I quickly real-
ized how much I still had to
learn. I slept on the floor with
everyone else and discov-
ered that the concrete floor,
installed with the best inten-
tions through a UsaID project,
worsened the arthritis of older
family members.

I observed how 12 extended
family members, spanning four
generations, shared a single
12-by-14-foot one-room house,
with their traditions shaping
how every inch was used. I saw
how the lack of opportunities
weighed on the young people
in such villages, creating a qui-
et undercurrent of uncertainty
and discontent.

all these lessons came be-
fore I even began my volunteer
assignment, challenging my
assumptions and opening my
mind.

During my two years teach-
ing at FIT, I was an oddity — a
woman teaching primarily men
in a male-dominated field, an
american who “walked too
fast,” a foreigner navigating
unfamiliar customs that ranged
from body language to clothing
to basic conversations with
colleagues.

Yet, as I settled into my
role, I found myself forming
unexpected bonds with my
students. They told me I was
different from their other
teachers, that they could tell I
cared about both the subject
and their growth.

what surprised me most
was how much my students
taught me. They challenged my
assumptions and helped me
grow, not just as a teacher but
as a person. watching them
juggle obligations and limit-
ed resources, I learned how
kindness bridges cultural di-
vides. Over time, we built trust
through everyday moments.

They showed me true di-
plomacy happens quietly, in
listening and respect. Looking
back, I hope I gave as much
as I received. I left a piece of
myself in Fiji, and I carry the
lessons and friendships always.
serving in the Peace Corps
remains the proudest chapter
of my american story.

Provided

‘Our legal system
is the envy

of the world’
RITA GARMAN

Retired state Supreme Court justice
I have always been proud to be an american.

Our legal system is the envy of the world. Due
process and the right to trial by jury do not exist
in many places in the world. Our Constitution
has guided us for the past 250 years, even
though society and circumstances have changed
and challenged us.

when I served as a judge, I was asked on at
least two occasions by the honorable David
Bernthal to speak to the naturalization cere-
mony in the Central District of Illinois — one at
the Carle Forum and the other at the old state
capitol in springfield.

at both events, I spoke about the mean-
ing of citizen versus subject. The audience of
immigrants from around the globe had just
successfully completed the process of becoming
a naturalized citizen. as they stood to take the
oath, they were all so proud and excited about
their new status.

It was quite an emotional experience to see a
room full of our newest fellow americans smil-
ing and enthusiastically waving american flags
and I was so proud to be a part of the journey.

‘Land of the free and
the home of the brave’

STU MEACHAM
Champaign investment adviser

everything in life needs the support of a strong foundation. Our
founding fathers’ Declaration of Independence, drafted 250 years
ago, started us off well …

“we hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created
equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain un-
alienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and pursuit of
happiness.”

we are fortunate to live in a “land of the free and the home of the
brave.” Yes, our country is built upon a solid foundation.

when we look around, we can also see that the only way to build
a strong home, a strong company or a strong team is by starting
with the “right bricks” — the foundation.

Maybe as tricky as anything is building the foundation of a strong
marriage. Fortunately, if we realize a “cord of three strands is not
easily broken,” we can thank our savior that adding him to our
marriage equation leads to a spiritual foundation. I know it’s made a
difference in my marriage.

Provided
THE MEACHAMS

‘One of America’s greatest strengths is
its ability to inspire each new generation
to dream bigger than the one before it’

BRIAN BRINK
Unity schools superintendent

when I think about the moment that
made me proudest to be an american, I
go back to November 2008 when Barack
Obama was elected president.

at the time, I was a physical education
teacher at Pontiac Junior high school in
Fairview heights. The student body was
fairly evenly split between Black and white
students. what I remember most is not the
election itself, but walking into school the
next day and seeing the excitement on the
faces of many of my Black students.

For many of them, it was the first time
they had seen someone who looked like

them achieve success on that level. even
years later, I can still remember the energy
in the building and the conversations that
took place that day.

what made the experience so meaningful
for me was the perspective it gave me. as
a white person, I had never really thought
about how often I saw people who looked
like me in positions of leadership, on televi-
sion, in history books or in advertisements.
It was simply something I had always taken
for granted. watching my students react
helped me understand something I had
never fully appreciated before.

The moment was not about politics for
me. It was about possibility. It was about
seeing young people realize that oppor-
tunities they may have once viewed as
out of reach were within reach, after all.
whether they dreamed of becoming teach-
ers, doctors, business leaders or public
servants, they could see a new example of
what was possible.

Nearly two decades later, I still remem-
ber that day. It was a reminder that one
of america’s greatest strengths is its ability
to inspire each new generation to dream
bigger than the one before it.

Robin scholz/The News-Gazette
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Happy
250th Anniversary

America!

AMERICA at 250 Thursday, July 2, 2026

America’s 250th birthday provides a good opportunity to recognize some pivotal
moments in East Central Illinois history — events and trends that shaped the

communities we call home, and the people behind them. ¶ With that in mind,
multimedia reporter KATHY REISER asked several history-minded locals to tell us

which aspects of local history they think the history books might overlook.

‘A significant role model ... and a standard for Black excellence’
BARBARA SUGGS MASON

Retired school superintendent and educational consultant
Suggs

Mason chose
Albert R.
Lee as an
unsung
hero of local
historyyry. Lee
was born on
a Champaign
Countyyty farm
in 1874 and was a descendant
of one of the earliest known
African American families who
settled in East Central Illinois
during Reconstruction; his
father had been enslaved.

“Like so many of these ear-
ly settlers, Lee’s family were
ordinaryyry men and women
who brought with them the
values of self-determina-
tion, resilience, ingenuity, an
understanding of the impor-
tance of education for racial
and social uplift, and faith
that the future promised a
better world for themselves
and their children,” she said.

Lee enrolled at the UI after
graduating from Champaign
High School in 1893. One

of the few Black students at
the time, he left his course
of study and in 1895 was
hired as a messenger in the
Office of the President of
the University of Illinois, the
second Black employee at
the university. He spent five
decades in that office, rising
to the position of chief clerk
before retiring in 1947.

During these years, Lee be-
came known as “the unofficial
dean” of Black students at the
UI, Suggs Mason said.

“It was a time of segre-
gation when Black students
could attend the university
but could not live in student
housing or eat in local restau-
rants,” she said. “Lee saw the
need to expand his duties be-
yond his regular clerical work
in the office and took it upon
himself to become the person
Black parents relied on to
help find safe and proper
housing for their children who
were attending the UI.”

A highly regarded leader in
the broader Black community,

Lee found these places in the
homes of local African Amer-
ican citizens. He became an
advocate for these students
and their go-to person for
guidance and advice. Lee
looked out for their spiritual
needs, too. As a member
and leader of Bethel A.M.E.
Church, he established the
church as a “home away from
home” for these young peo-
ple who may not always have
found the larger community
welcoming.

“I never met Mr. Lee, but
his name was often re-
peated by my mother and
her siblings as a significant
role model for them and
a standard for Black excel-
lence,” Suggs Mason said. “I
heard more than one storyyry
about the ways in which he
advocated for the students,
including them, and com-
munity members. He left a
historyyry of the time he served
at the university in the libraryyry
archives, providing us with a
wealth of information.”

University of Illinois Libraryyry

Albert R. Lee, shown in 1938, worked in the Office of the
President of the Universityyty of Illinois from 1895 to 1947.
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‘F.K. Robeson built
one of central

Illinois’ premier
department stores,
making downtown

Champaign a
regional shopping

destination for
generations’

HARALD HOLZER
Champaign city historian

holzer says
three families
stand out in his
mind as pillars
of local history.
The county seat
of Urbana was
established
on 43 acres of
land donated
by Isaac and Matthew W. Busey
along with T.R. Weber. The Busey
family’s legacy continues to shape
Champaign County to this day.

“a second family is the harris
family. Benjamin Franklin Harris
brought with him from the east
many of the county’s first modern
conveniences, including its first
sawmill, mower, reaper, carriage,
organ, bricks and cook stove,”
holzer said. “he transformed the
Champaign Daily Gazette into
one of central Illinois’ leading
newspapers and founded the First
National Bank of Champaign un-
der a charter signed by his friend
abraham Lincoln. his contribu-
tions touched nearly every aspect
of the county’s early development.

“Finally, there is the Robeson
family. F.K. Robeson built one of
central Illinois’ premier department
stores, making downtown Cham-
paign a regional shopping desti-
nation for generations. The rivalry
between the Robeson and harris
families helped produce competing
newspapers — the Champaign
Daily News and the Champaign
Daily Gazette — as well as compet-
ing banks, the Champaign National
Bank and the First National Bank of
Champaign.”

holzer said their competition
spurred innovation, while the
Robeson family’s philanthropy
continues to benefit the com-
munity today. The banks and
newspapers still exist following
economically driven mergers.

he believes the single greatest
force shaping Champaign County
— a literal sense — was the
retreat of the glaciers.

“They left behind the mineral-
rich parent material that, to-
gether with thousands of years
of prairie grasses, produced our
remarkable black soil,” he said.
“Yet fertile land alone was not
enough. Farmers transformed the
‘wet prairie’ by installing miles of
drainage tile, making large-scale
agriculture possible.

“The arrival of the railroads then
connected the county to national
markets, accelerating population
and economic growth. without
these developments, it is doubtful
that Illinois would have selected
Champaign County as the home
of the Illinois Industrial University,
now the University of Illinois. To-
gether, these events laid the foun-
dation for the thriving community
we know today.”

AMERICA at 250

MICHAEL MARKSTAHLER
Champaign renewal developer

Markstahler said Mark Carley gets his vote as
the most interesting man ever to live in Cham-
paign. even though Carley died nearly 130 years
ago, “I still suspect he owns that title.”

Born in New hampshire in 1799, Carley
resolved as a young man to see the world as he
earned a living. his thirst for adventure took him
to New Brunswick, Cape hatteras, New Orleans,
Cuba, Oregon and California gold-rush countryyry.
he worked as a sailor, entrepreneur, millwright,
builder and judge of the miners’ court before he married and set-
tled down as an Ohio farmer.

The Carleys came to Illinois in 1853, shortly before the Illinois
Central Railroad came through Champaign County. Carley was a
contemporaryyry of Curtis F. Columbia and J.P. White, and all three
had a knack for making deals with the Illinois Central and devel-
oping land near the railroad. From time to time, they may have
been privyyvy to some inside information that made those deals
especially lucrative.

Carley erected the first grain warehouse in Champaign, built a
brick agricultural warehouse on Main street and a brick liveryyry sta-
ble on Market street. active in politics, he was the first township
supervisor of west Urbana (now Champaign). he even owned
the first piano in town.

Carley’s granddaughter wrote “when Lincoln was ever in Cham-
paign Countyyty, my grandfather would ask him to dinner. Lincoln
was a most unusual and brilliant man in the opinion of my grand-
father. he used to tell us that he could never say enough about
Mr. Lincoln. I recall that my grandfather gave his legal business to
Lincoln because he thought he had such skill as a lawyywyer. Grandfa-
ther said that you didn’t need to tell Lincoln about anyone, for he
had a way of knowing a person’s character almost at once.”

BILL MAHER
Retired UI archivist

while Champaign County historyyry books
are loaded with references to local architects
Joseph Royer and Nathan Ricker, Maher said
George P. Stauduhar also deserves recognition
for his role in shaping the built environment of
the places many of us call home.

“Born in Decatur and raised in Mahomet, he
graduated in 1889 from the Universityyty of Illinois’
school of architecture, the first public school of
architecture in the countryyry, then went on to be-

come a prolific architect,” Maher said. “why should we remember
him? well, if you or your parents, grandparents, great-grandparents
or even great-great-grandparents ever attended st. Patrick Church
in Urbana, st. Malachy Church in Rantoul, st. Boniface Church near
seymour, st. Joseph Church in Ivesdale, sacred heart in Farmer
Cityyty, or st. Lawrence Church in Penfield, you have George staudu-
har to thank for their existence.

“he was the one who designed and built them all.”
In fact, between 1890 and 1928, he designed and built

more than 200 churches throughout Illinois, Iowa, Kansas,
Nebraska and as far away as North Dakota. he built dozens
of hospitals, banks and commercial buildings throughout the
Midwest, as well.

“In other words, he touched thousands upon thousands of
Midwestern lives, particularly here in east Central Illinois,” Maher
said. “Not bad for a child raised in Champaign County!”

‘Natural areas ... would have been permanently damaged or destroyed
if not for the thousands of people who rallied to save them’

DIANE MARLIN
Former Urbana mayor

“In the late 1960s, one
of the most significant his-
torical movements in our
region was begun to pro-
tect rivers from dam and
channelization projects,”
Marlin said. “a coalition of
local, state and national
conservvrvation groups, farm
organizations and other

stakeholders focused on public education,
political organizing and communityyty advocacy

to build support and pass legislation at the
state and federal level.

“Their efforts saved local treasures
such as allerton Park and Retreat Center
(sangamon River), laid the groundwork for
Illinois’ only National wild and scenic River
(Middle Fork River), protected drainage on
over 100,000 acres of Central Illinois farm-
land and preservvrved forest corridors such as
warbler woods along the embarras River.

“all of these natural areas and many more
would have been permanently damaged or

destroyed if not for the thousands of people
who rallied to save them. The lessons
learned here in central Illinois were shared
with groups across the U.s, contributing
to protection of areas like Red River Gorge
(Kentucky), Big Pine Creek (Indiana), Litttttle
Miami River watershed (Ohio) and Dela-
ware water Gap National Recreation area.

“Notably, today’s statewide conservvrvation
leaders such as Prairie Rivers Netwwtwork can
trace their roots directly back to the earlier
efforts.”

The News-Gazette

On May 7, 1969, the Committtttee on allerton presented almost 78,000 signatures gathered for its ‘save allerton Park’ drive in
opposition to the proposed Oakley Reservvrvoir project to william Cellini, lefttft, state director of public works.

Courtesy Rock Island argus

MARK CARLEY

Provided

an older version of the Cham-
paign County Courthouse in
use from 1861 to 1901 in
downtown Urbana donated by
Isaac and Matthew w. Busey
and T.R. weber.
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FALCON ESC AND THE AMERICAN LEGION DEPT. OF ILLINOIS
PRESENTS TO YOU THIS RAFFLE:

Winning Prize: 60-inch Cut Bad Boy ZT-Elite Mower
Featuring a Kawasaki Engine

Warranty Included: 2-year warranty on the Mower itself and a 3-year warranty on the engine
Tickets: $25

Proceeds Benefit: Operation Comfort Warriors

217-582-2299
Info@falconesc.com
www.falconesc.com
102wBroadway, ogden, Il 61859

For Tickets or More Information: Please contact the American Legion Department of Illinois -
Address - P.O. Box 2910, Bloomington, IL 61702, OR 2720 E Lincoln St, Bloomington, IL 61704

Phone: 309-663-0361

For Mower Information:
Contact Falcon Equipment and Supply Company –

217-582-2299 - Info@falconesc.com - www.falconesc.com – 102WBroadway, Ogden, IL 61859

Tony Wesselman, Agent
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AMERICA at 250

‘Well past 90, she continues
to mentor and lead by example’

PHYLLIS WINTERS-WILLIAMS
Retired University of Illinois building-service worker

winters-williams said Barbara Linder started the
C-U One-to-One mentoring program 31 years ago
“and, until the last couple of years, has trained every
mentor in the twin cities. students who are men-
tored, even one hour per week, are more likely to
stay in school, graduate and succeed in life. all of
that for one hour! That is real community building!

“Barb trained us in starting conversations,
building rapport, and remains available to help as
mentors and mentees navigate growing older and
growing up. Through the years, mentees get taller and mentors get
a little older.

“Barbara Gillespie is the C-U One-to-One mentor I hope to be
when I grow up!” williams said. “small in stature and mighty in
presence, I have witnessed her greeting most every child in the Dr.
Preston williams (elementary) lunchroom and seen the effect of
her warm greeting and gentle shoulder pat or a smile can have on
children who desperately want to be seen, all while on her way to
visit with her own mentee. well past 90, she continues to mentor
and lead by example.”

Robin scholz photos/The News-Gazette

LEFT: Barbara Linder, founder of the C-U One-to-One mentoring
program, near her office at Urbana Middle school in 2016, just
before she retired from that job after 22 years. RIGHT: Barbara
Gillespie is shown in 2023 next to the abraham Lincoln statue
outside the University of Illinois alice Campbell alumni Center on
campus in Urbana.

‘She stood her ground through great pressure
and condemnation as a young mother while
raising three boys and successfully keeping

the family intact to this very day’
BARBARA WYSOCKI

Former Champaign County Board chair and retired history teacher

wysocki cited “Ellen McDowell, who spent
a great part of her life feeding the hungryyry
in Champaign-Urbana. Through that daily
activity, she led the transition of the Catholic
worker house in Urbana into the Daily Bread
(soup Kitchen) in Champaign and, along the
way, created a more sustainable organiza-
tion, building and encouraging community
between and among the volunteer help, and
between volunteers and those in need.

In addition, “I think Vashti McCollum deservvrves recognition
for her efforts to defend a democracy that features the principle
of ‘separation of church and state,’” wysocki said. “she stood
her ground through great pressure and condemnation as a
young mother while raising three boys and successfully keeping
the family intact to this veryyry day.”

a Champaign resident, McCollum was the plaintiff in the land-
mark 1948 U.s. supreme Court case McCollum v. Board of edu-
cation, which struck down religious education in public schools.

aP file photo

Vashti McCollum holds a copy of The News-Gazette announcing the supreme Court’s 1948
ruling in her favor in her case against the Champaign school board over religious classes
being taught in public schools.

ELLEN McDOWELL
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For 127 years, we have ensured that local workers
have the freedom to join a union, work each day free
from fear or intimidation and to create a good life for

themselves and their families.

CELEBRATING 250 YEARS OF OUR NATION’S FREEDOM

Those freedoms have been ensured by those
who have served our country – including

dozens of our members – and to all of you,
we say thank you.

AMERICA at 250

SOCIAL NETWORKING
In addition to reaching out directly to a few dozen community

leaders, we invited members of the ‘Champaign Urbana History’
group on Facebook to recognize people and events that shaped

their hometowns and the rest of East Central Illinois:
➜ Rachel Vosgrove: TIMOTHY NUGENT’s

“advocacy for disabled student athletes paved
the way for C-U being one of the most accessi-
ble communities I’ve had the privilege of calling
home. his work helped create Disabilityyty Re-
sources and educational servvrvices and equal ac-
cess for education in our communityyty. I personal-
ly would not live here without his contributions
to C-U and the disabled communityyty overall.”

➜ Lloyd Baker: ‘how about the founding of the Urbana Free Libraryyry? To clar-
ifyyfy, in 1874, a non-subscription libraryyry was a radical idea, and I’d argue that it has
had a permanent and ongoing positive effect on (the) communityyty ever since.”

➜ Bruce Zimmerman: without the Land Grant Act of 1862, establishing
colleges that initially focused on agriculture and engineering, “C-U would not
be what it is today. Perhaps as much as half of what we think of as C-U would
not be here. while ag, banking, county government, etc., all would still be here,
much of the attraction and growth of the area has been accelerated by the Uni-
versity of Illinois at Urbana Champaign.”

➜ Joe Williams: “The founding of Parkland College in 1966 and its contin-
ued growth; affordable education and job skills plus opportunities for lifelong
learning. (and) the opening of the Max Abramovitz-designed Krannert Center
for the Performing arts, 1969. we can’t imagine our lives without the artists we
have been privileged to see. when they say ‘come as you are, leave different,’
they mean it.”

➜ John Turing: “The collaboration betwwtween the cities, Realtors and other public
and private organizations to institute and enforce racial segregation both legally
and extra-legally to protect the white-supremacist ‘character’ of certain neigh-
borhoods during, and often in response to, the Great Migration. The scars of this
process, and the generations of backlash to the Civil Rights movement that came
afterwwrward, are extremely apparent on our maps in disparities in almost everyyry local
institution ... from housing to health outcomes to education and criminal justice.”

Provided

The founding of the Urbana Free Libraryyry in 1874 gets Lloyd Baker’s vote for
an event that has shaped the past, present and future of C-U.

NUGENT
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We take great pride in the
United States and in the

freedoms that generations of
Americans have worked

to protect.

RenneR-Wikoff
Chapel and Crematory

1900 S Philo Rd., Urbana, IL 61802
217.367.1122

www.rennerwikoffchapel.com

ESTABBABLISHED IN 1875

AMERICA at 250
NANCY ABELMANN

‘If it hadn’t been for Dannel McCollum, we might
still be suffering those catastrophic floods’

KIP POPE
Businessman and attorney

Pope said it’s difficult now to imagine the severe flood-
ing that used to take place nearly everyyry year during and
following rainstorms in parts of Champaign.

“as the communityyty expanded, by 1915, the Boneyard
Creek could no longer accept the stormwater runoff, and
for decades, Green street in Campustown, the curvvrve on
south Neil street — ‘Lake Neil,’ as we called it — and all
the railroad underpasses would be under several feet of
water, blocking traffic and flooding businesses and homes,”
he said. “For decades, progress was stalled by fragmented

government units, failed bond issues and political divisiveness.
“If it hadn’t been for Dannel McCollum, we might still be suffering those

catastrophic floods. when he became the mayor of Champaign in 1987, one
of his top priorities — maybe his top priorityyty — was to end the flooding. he
worked relentlessly for years as the driving force behind getting the cityyty, park
district, other government units, engineers, businesses and citizens to coop-
erate, design and invest in infrastructure that resulted in the huge detention
basin northwest of scott Park and nearly 2 miles of underground 11-foot-
diameter pipes that absorb and control the former flooding.

“McCollum, who was also Champaign’s unofficial historian for many years
and has published prodigiously about the historyyry of our area, deservvrves great
credit and our gratitude for this turning point in Champaign’s historyyry.”

‘They were amazing
scholars, collaborators,

mentors and
community builders’

ELLEN SWAIN
UI student life and culture archivist

swain mentioned UI
anthropologist Nancy Abel-
mann (1959-2016) and histo-
rian Kathy Oberdeck (1958-
2022), who “built community
through the classroom.”

“Nancy co-founded the
ethnography of University,
a multidisciplinary initiative
(2002-2016) that empowered

students to study the university through an
ethnographic lens, enabling them to see them-
selves as part of UI’s story,” she said. “This origi-
nal student research — on topics such as ‘asian
american registered student organizations on
campus,’ ‘technology’s role on changing cam-
pus life,’ ‘racial climate and spatial segregation,’
or ‘why students bleed orange and blue’ — is
available in the UI Library’s IDeaLs repository.

“Kathy connected UI students and faculty;
campus and community archivists and librarians;
and the CU community through establishment
of a Public history Network; history harvest
courses (with the community), research and
support of the Fifth and hill neighborhood, and
hidden histories tours, designed and conducted
by students and community members, highlight-
ing student and community activism. They were
amazing scholars, collaborators, mentors and
community builders and are sorely missed.”

KATHRYN OBERDECK

News-Gazette file photo

The Boneyard Creek flows through the recently completed second street Detention Basin in June 2011 north of
scott Park in Campustown.

DANNEL McCOLLUM
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For more than 75 years, The Champaign
County Freedom Celebration has been the

heartbeat of Independence Day in
East Central Illinois.

Join us to celebrate a full day of
Red, White and Blue on July 4, 2026

HAPPY

H 8:30 AM Youth Run
H 9:05 AM 5K Run/Walk
H 11:05 AM Parade
H 6:00 PM Evening Entertainment: Featuring Cap-

tain Rat and the Blind Rivets on stage
located along Kirby Avenue between
First and Oak Streets. Parking available
in the State Farm Center SE parking
lot, the Activities and Recreation Cen-
ter (ARC) parking lots and around Re-
search Park.

Also, bounce house/inflatables, face painting,
sensory museum, food vendors andmore!

H 9:00 PM Announcements and presentations:
Singing of our National Anthem, invo-
cation and the retiring of our nation’s
flag

H 9:15 PM Fireworks Spectacular: Launch from lot
E-14 west of State Farm Center

This event is supported entirely by donations from
local businesses andmembers of the community like you!

Come out and enjoy a wonderful day!
Learnmore at https://july4th.net

(Dusk)

AMERICA at 250

News-Gazette file photo

The skyline of downtown Champaign is shown in 2015 from the Illinois Terminal Building. Many of the buildings are
owned by retired Christie Clinic Dr. william Youngerman and his family.

Luke Taylor/The News-Gazette

‘I promise to serve with humility, re-
spect and a strong commitment to this
community,’ Joan walls said after the
Champaign City Council voted unani-
mously to approve her as the next city
manager on Dec. 3, 2024.

‘The quiet, loyal,
trustworthy and visionary
force behind the scenes’

TRACY PARSONS
Community relations manager,

city of Champaign

Parsons said current
City Manager Joan Walls
arrived in Champaign in
the late 1990s to accept
the challenging position
of public information of-
ficer for the Champaign
Police Department. In
the late ’90s, Parsons
said there wasn’t a more
difficult job than being on the front line
navigating police-community relations,
and walls was the perfect person to build
relations with/within law enforcement and
multiple complex communities.

“I remember distinctly, the great John Lee
Johnson saying to me, ‘Joan is special,’” he
said. “Joan then moved to city of Cham-
paign administration under the leadership
of steve Carter and Dorothy David. In her
roles, she was the quiet, loyal, trustworthy
and visionary force behind the scenes that
has led this city to years of excellence fiscal-
ly, economically and socially.

“In December of 2024, she became the
first african american city manager. she
is doing an unbelievable job leading this
$350 million organization. Daily, Joan is
providing positive direction, guidance and
requiring accountability for this community
while addressing each social, educational
and economic issue.”

‘There is endless strength in collaboration and cooperation’
ALAN NUDO

Realtor and developer, former Champaign County Board member

Nudo recalled that
in the mid-1970s, the
downtown area was
vibrant with strong
locally owned retail
stores.

“Robeson’s Depart-
ment store, Joseph
Kuhn’s Men’s store,
Reed Jewelers, J.C.

Penney, spritz Jewelers, Noel Fash-
ions, along with many other fine small
retailers like a drugstore, a record shop,
a sporting goods store, restaurants,
and, yes, even five movie theaters for a
time,” he said.

The next 10 years saw the move of
retailers to malls in Champaign and
Urbana. This shift meant not only the
loss of anchor retailers, but less foot
traffic to support all the other business-
es. a pedestrian mall that was meant to
revitalize the downtown area soon had
quite the opposite effect.

when the downtown Champaign
mall canopy was removed and the

streets reopened, “many of the historic
buildings and spaces were empty, and
in need of restoration and rebirth to
make the downtown attractive for the
businesses and the public,” Nudo said,
and Kyle Robeson and Dr. William
Youngerman “used their resources, grit
and determination to take on many
projects for the betterment of the
community.”

Robeson’s Department store an-
chored downtown until 1990. with
two other partners, Robeson planned

and built the Robeson Meadows and
Robeson Meadows west subdivisions,
as well as the Village at the Crossing
shopping center. he contributed to
area parks and schools, as well.

Youngerman, “whose passion and
determination to see the historic
properties saved and renovated for
new uses, began a revival in downtown
Champaign,” Nudo said. “his ongoing
restoration of the many buildings has
single-handedly led to a renaissance
of eclectic businesses like Fire Doll,
Mad Goat Coffee, Greener Goods, Ratio
architecture, Barrelhouse, Jupiter’s, CU
Venue event Center, Maize, Black Dog,
Kessler Optical, Needful Things, and
Pour Bros. thriving in those properties.
he is by far the leading developer in
downtown Champaign, and his multi-
million-dollar renovation of the Joseph
Kuhn building is just getting started!

“None of these things happen be-
cause of one man or woman, or one
idea. There is endless strength in collab-
oration and cooperation,” Nudo said.

KYYKYLE
ROBESON

DR. WILLIAM
YOUNGERMAN

TECNAVIA
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Come See Gale Cunningham
At the AgNetwork booth….
Your Ag leader

Fair food, livestock shows, grandstand events,
local talent, family fun, and fair weekmemories

made right here in Champaign County.

SEE
YOU

THE
RE!

July 25-August 1, 2026
Urbana, Illinois

Champaign County Fair

Saturday, July 25 • Military Day
10:00 am – Judging for Kesler Hall Exhibits
10:00 am – Gates Open
1:00 pm – Carnival Opens
5:00 pm – Demolition Derby
Sunday, July 26 •Western Day
10:00 am – Gates Open
9:00 am – Open Horse Show
12:00 pm – Carnival Opens
12:00 pm-5:00 pm – $30 Unlimited Ride Bracelet
4:00 pm – Draft Horse Show
Monday, July 27 • Kids Day
8:00 am – Open Swine Show
8:30 am – Open Dairy & Sheep Shows
10:00 am – Gates Open
10:00am-12:00pm – Pre-School Rides in Kiddie Land
5:00 pm – Carnival Opens
7:00 pm - Queen & Little Miss Pageant
Tuesday, July 28 • Senior Citizen Day
8:30 am – Open Beef Show
10:00 am – Gates Open
10:00 am-2:00pm Activities for Seniors
1:30 pm – Junior Dairy Show
5:00 pm – Carnival Opens
5:00 pm-10:30 pm – $30 Unlimited Ride Bracelet
5:00 pm – Harness Racing

Wednesday, July 29 • Livestock Day
8:00 am – Junior Swine Show
8:30 am – Junior Beef & Sheep Shows
10:00 am – Gates Open
5:00 pm – Carnival Opens
7:00 pm- Monster Trucks
Thursday, July 30 • 4H Day
8:15 am – 4-H Livestock Shows
10:00 am – Gates Open
5:00 pm – Carnival Opens
7:00 pm - Rodeo
Friday, July 31
10:00 am – Gates Open
5:00 pm – Carnival Opens
7:00 pm - Motocross
Saturday, Aug 1 • First Responder Day
10:00 am – Gates Open
12:00 pm – IPA Tractor Pull
12:00 pm – Carnival Opens
12:00 pm-5:00 pm – $30 Unlimited RiR de Bracelet
3:00pm – Jaxson Dillon-Fish, Beer Pavilion
6:00 pm – ITPA Tractor & Semi-Truck Pull

Located at the intersection of
Coler & Fairview Avenues in Urbana, Illinois
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OUR
COMMUNITIES

Allerton

Alvin

Arcola

Armstrong

Arthur

Atwood

Belgium

Bellflower

Bement

Bismarck

Bondville

Broadlands

Buckley

Camargo

Catlin

Cerro Gordo

Champaign

Chrisman

Cisco

Cissna Park

Clinton

Danville

DeLand

Dewey

Elliott

Fairmount

Farmer City

Fisher

Fithian

Flatville

Foosland

Garrett

Georgetown

Gibson City

Gifford

Hammond

Henning

Hindsboro

Homer

Hoopeston

Hume

Indianola

Ivesdale

Jamaica

LeRoy

Loda

Longview

Ludlow

Mahomet

Mansfield

Melvin

Milford

Monticello

Muncie

Newman

Oakwood

Ogden

Onarga

Paxton

Penfield

Pesotum

Philo

Potomac

Rankin

Rantoul

Ridge Farm

Roberts

Rossville

Royal

Sadorus

St. Joseph

Savoy

Saybrook

Seymour

Sibley

Sidell

Sidney

Sullivan

Thomasboro

Tilton

Tolono

Tuscola

Urbana

Villa Grove

Watseka

Weldon

Westville

White Heath

the beautiful
As we the people get ready to mark 250 years of life, liberty and the pursuit of
happiness, here’s some slices of life from a few of the ‘Great 88’ towns in our

coverage area, as shown above and every day in the ‘Our Communities’ section.
Head to news-gazette.com to see the full gallery with one photo from each.

holly hart/The News-Gazette

The world Famous Lawn Rangers delight the crowd at the Broom
Corn Festival Parade on sept. 9, 2018, in downtown arcola.

Provided by Craig Pessman

The Rural Patriot is a popular part of arthur’s Fourth of July fire-
works show. The 2024 version is shown above.

Provide dby sam Logan

Fireworks explode over state Farm Center during the finale of the 2015 Champaign County Free-
dom Celebration show in Champaign.

Provided

Former homer Mayor Ray Cunningham’s september
2017 photo of a sunrise aligned with railroad tracks
near Fairmount — an event he plans for, as the align-
ment only happens twice a year — went viral online.

Robin scholz/The News-Gazette

Roy Pintar of Georgetown shares a laugh with Miss
Georgetown Fair Queen second runner-up Bryn wy-
ant, 17, of allerton at the Golden wedding Day event
at the 2022 Georgetown Fair.

News-Gazette file photo

Patriot Guard Rider John Pigg stands near the vet-
erans memorial marker at woodlawn Cemetery in
May 2018 near Indianola.

News-Gazette file photo

world war I veterans parade through downtown Ludlow in 1919.

CHAMPAIGNARTHUR

ARCOLA

LUDLOW

INDIANOLA FAIRMOUNT GEORGETOWN

TECNAVIA
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Comfort Suites
Urbana Champaign,
University Area
2001 North Lincoln Avenue
Urbana, IL 61801

217.328.3500
choicehotels.com/IL366

Celebrate the
250thAnniversary

of the USA

HAPPY BIRTHDAY
AMERICA
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