
Sam Thomsen
was his family’s
‘miracle’ baby

Ben Petrzilka
was ‘a natural

leader’

Aaron Eilerts
loved to help

others

Josh Fennen
enjoyed

exploring

“On my honor I will do my best
To do my duty to God and my country

and to obey the Scout Law; To help other people at all times;
To keep myself physically strong, mentally awake, and morally straight.”

BOY SCOUT OATH
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By Steve Jordon
WORLD-HERALD STAFF WRITER

Thebaby boybeganlife without many
advantages.

Bornmore than three months prema-
turely to amother and fatherwho
couldn’t raise him, hespenta month in an
incubator after his birth 13 years ago.

NebraskaChristian Services, anadop-
tionagency affiliated with Omaha’s
SouthwestChurch of Christ,had a diffi-
cult time placing a baby who might have
problemswith vision, hearing orother
functions.

Sharon and Larry Thomsen, longtime
membersof thechurch,were grieving.
Shehadsuffered two miscarriages,and
the couple hadnearly given up havinga
thirdchild, after daughtersLindsayand
Sara.

SharonThomsenbelievesGod brought
the babyinto their lives. “He was amira-
cle,” she saidThursday.They decided to
adopt, and partof the miraclewas thathis
early birth causedno lasting problems.

His mothersaidshebelieves Sam hada
purpose in life that would continue.

“I’msoproudofhim,”Sharon Thomsen
said. “He really had aheartforGod.”

Scouting, hismother said, was impor-
tant tohiminpart because of several
older boyswhowererole models, “excel-
lent young men” whomhe admired.His
goalwastobean Eagle Scout,and he
lovedcamping.

“Samis readyfora weekinthegreat
outdoors,” he wrote on his page inFace-
book,an onlinenetworking site, justbe-
fore leaving for hisfirst time at the Little
Siouxcamp.

Sam’s Facebook page lists his interests
asJesus, football, the Huskers, Xbox
video games andthe Roadrunners,a bas-
ketball teamforhome-schooled children.

“Samwasprobably one of the nicest
kids you couldever be around,” said
Sandy Glenn,his basketball coach.“He
was justenthusiastic, eager to learn, real
coachable.”

Glennsaid teammates liked Sam,who
triedhard andimproved tremendously
when hemoved upfrom theRoadrun-
ners’ 12-and-underteam.

“He’s just agreatkid,”said Dr.Jim
White, the family’spastor. “Hewasa typ-
ical teenager,always has asmileonhis
face.”

LarryThomsenis a longtime Douglas
County employee, supervisingresiden-
tialappraisersfor the Assessor’s Office
andformerlywiththeRegister ofDeeds
Office.Sharon Thomsen, ahomemaker,
also works forthe Hyatt Reservations
Center.

“The office ismourningand praying
for the family,”Assessor Roger Morris-
seysaid.

TheThomsens and Sam’s birth mother
were notgiveninformation about each
other, but theThomsens are willing to
talk if thewomanwants. If she’s still in
the area, SharonThomsensaid,shemight
figure out the connection.

The family hadplanneda specialocca-
sion for Monday. It’s Sam’s birthday, the
same day as one of his sisters.Sam
wantedtickets to theCollegeWorldSe-
ries,Sharon Thomsen said, and that’s
what he was going to get.

Larry Thomsen saidSam’sdeath
leaves “a big hole to fill,” andhe andhis
wife arefocusing ontheirdaughters.

“Our family isbroken, but thewhole
world isreally broken,”Sharon Thomsen
said, andshebelieves God is the wayfor
peopletomake the world whole.

By Virgil Larson
WORLD-HERALD STAFF WRITER

Ben Petrzilka, who just finished sev-
enthgradeatMary OurQueenCatholic
School,was praised Thursday as kindand
caringanda natural leader.

“Icantellyousomany wonderful
thingsabout this kid,” Principal Kayleen
Wallacesaid.“He alwaysgave it his best
effort. It isa verydevastating loss to the
school.”

The 14-year-old’sparentsareBryan
and ArnellPetrzilka.They have another
son, Jackson,a preschooler.

Thefamily belongs to MaryOurQueen
parish near 120th StreetandWest Center
Road. Themen’sclub at the churchspon-
sorsTroop448. Benhadbeen atroop
member for three years.

BryanPetrzilkawasa Cub Scout leader
whenBenwas aCub, saidMike Kirk,a
churchmember andfamily friend.

Steve Olson, thescoutmaster,had
knownBenfor years.Olsonwasa cub-
master whenBen became aCub Scout in
second grade.

“Great kid . . . a joyto have around . . .
verywell-liked,”Olsonsaid of Ben.“He
was one of those who stood out . . . asa nat-
ural leader.”

Olsonsaid Benlovedthe outdoors.The
teenspenta lot of timehuntingandfish-
ing withhis father.

Benhad reached Starrank, twosteps
belowEagle, the toprank,andwas assist-
ant leader of theNinjaPatrol ofTroop
448.

“HelivedtheScout Law,” Kirksaid,re-
ferring tothe 12-point list ofattributes
thatbeginwith “A Scout is . . . .”

Olson saidtwo other membersof the
42-member troop,Christian Jones,son of
Connie Jones,and Zachary Schlegel, son
of Gene and DebSchlegel, wereat the
Little Sioux, Iowa,camp Wednesday
night when a tornado rippedthroughthe
area,killing Josh and three other teens.

He saidthat Christian had someminor
injuries and that Zacharywas unhurt.

Olson saida Ben Petrzilka Fundhas
beensetupatOmahaStateBank.The
family plans to donatetheproceeds to
build storm shelters at the LittleSioux
camp.

Troop 448 boys willbe asked to be in
uniformwhen they attendBen’sfuneral,
Olsonsaid.The funeral willbe at Mary
Our Queen Church. Thedayhas not been
set.
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Aaron Eilerts,14, had endless talents
and agood senseof humor,and hewould
goaboveandbeyond whateverwasasked
of him.

“He wasthekindestkid you could ever
meet,”said DawnSievertsen, principal of
Robert Blue MiddleSchool inEagle
Grove, Iowa,where Aaron recently fin-
ished eighth grade.

Hewasa memberofBoyScoutTroop
108 in Humboldt, Iowa.Aaronwas attend-
ing the LittleSiouxScoutRanchtobea
youth leader fortheBoy Scouts Junior
Leaders Trainingprogram.

“He wasvery outgoinganda very
friendlykid,”saidGerald Davis, scout-
masterof Troop108. “He would do any-
thing for anybody.”

Rob Logsdon,a 15-year-oldBoyScout
from Lawton, Iowa, saidAaronwas
buried beneath achimney.The two boys
hadbecome friends “prettyfast”at the
camp, Logsdonsaid.

“Aaron and Iwere in chargeof agroup
of seven other Scouts,”Logsdonsaid.“He
was areal goodguy.”

Aaron recently wasrunner-up fora
characterawardout ofabout40nominees
inIowa.

“He embodiedeverythingScouting
stands for,” Sievertsensaid.“Hewould
start these projects to earnbadges,but
took themvery seriously and would con-
tinue themlong after he earnedthe
badge.”

Whether it wascreating brightly col-
ored pillowcasesfor patients at local hos-
pitals, making fleece blankets for dogs at
theHumane Society ormaking table cen-
terpiecesforthe seniorcitizen dining
center inEagleGrove, Aaron was always
doingfor others.

“There willbea lot of holes left in the
community withhis death,”Sievertsen
said.

Colby Gochanour, 14,will haveone of
those holes in his heart.

“Wewere best friends,”hesaid.“He
wasalways there.”

The two enjoyed singing showtunes
from “Wicked.”

“We would be havinga serious conver-
sation, but if therewasa linefrom asong,
wewouldbreakinto it,” he said. “He wasa
greatsinger,andheadored music.”

Especially Elvis.
“He wasan Elvisfanatic,” Gochanour

said.“Hehad tonsofElvisCDs, andI
think he had afew Elvis posters inhis
room.”

Aaroneven wore ablack-and-redElvis
jacket and hadvisitedGraceland afew
times.

Aaron, whowas anaspiring chefand
planned tomoveto France, performed
“TheStar-Spangled Banner” at local
sporting events whenhe wasn’tonthe
field. He played football, ran cross-coun-
tryandwas inthe schoolband and choir.

He alsowas involved in communityand
school theaters.

Gochanour said, “He was agreat
friend.”

A prayer service washeld Wednesday
afternoonatOur Saviour’sLutheran
Church in Humboldt.

Funeral serviceswere pending at
Stokely Funeral Home inWest Point,
Neb.
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Josh Fennenwas aconfident, inquisi-
tive13-year-old with natural leadership
abilities.

“He wasa goodstudent, a hard worker,
and he was alwaystrying to becreative,”
saidJeff Alfrey, principalatAndersen
Middle School, where Josh recently fin-
ished eighth grade.

Alfrey wasn’tsurprised that Joshwas
at the BoyScoutcamp near Little Sioux,
Iowa,when thetornadothat killedhim
andthreeother boysswept through.

The campfocusedon leadership train-
ing, andJosh wasadventurous and hada
knackforexploring.

“I could see himthriving inthe wilder-
ness,” Alfrey said.“I could seehimbeing
agreat leader.”

Josh didn’tstand out physically.The
dark-haired, brown-eyed boywasofav-
erage heightand build for an eighth-
grader, Alfreysaid. But his inquisitive
natureseparated himfrom other stu-
dents. Theprincipal talkedtoJosh just
before schoolgot out about refininghis
inventive skills.

“Hismind wasalways working,”Al-
frey said. “He wasalways findingsome-
thing new to do, something toexperiment
with.”

Joshwas scheduledtoattend Millard
South HighSchool thisfall.His sister,
Erika, attendsMillardWest High School.
His parents are Charles and Dorothy Fen-
nen. The family moved fromDenver to
Omaha in 1997, whenCharleswasrelo-
cated throughhis job with Union Pacific
Railroad.

Thefamily —whichlives innorthern
SarpyCounty near the pathofSunday’s
destructivetornado —couldn’t be
reached Thursday. Co-workers ofDoro-
thy,whoteachesEnglishas asecond lan-
guage atBryan Middle School in the
Omahaschool district, saidofficials from
theBoyScouts of America picked up fam-
ily members Thursdaymorning to take
them to the LittleSiouxarea.

A familymember in Texas had no com-
ment. “We’re justgrieving right now,” he
said.

ChuckCormaci’sson, Jack, was Josh’s
bestfriend. Thetwo boysenjoyed hiking
and other outdoor activities together.

“Joshwas the smartestkidI ever
knew,” ChuckCormaci said. “We’re
going to misshim.He wasa special, spe-
cialboy.”

Millard Public Schoolscounselors
wereatMillardSouth, 14905 Q St., on
Thursdayto assist staff, studentsand
families in dealing with Josh’s death.
Theywill be there again today from 11
a.m. to1 p.m.

It’shard to copewith thesituation,Al-
freysaid.

“Wehave 800students at the school,
but somethinglikethis reallyhits home
andshowsyouthateverystudent is spe-
cial,” Alfreysaid. “Ourhearts goout to
thefamily.”

Our sincerest thanks to the Omaha World-Herald for use of these beautiful tributes to our Scouts. (Editorial note: The age for Ben Petrzilka should be noted as 13.)
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