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as they had done for much of her life. When the
trees lose their leaves, the companies’ water
towers can be seen from the road.

Since the early 1980s, the Rohm and Haas
factory, then owned by Morton International,
had been tracking a plume of contaminated
groundwater that their studies show never
touched the village’s wells. Aside from the oc-
casional rotten-egg smell that the neighbors at-
tributed to them, the factories were rarely on
anyone’s minds.

The former neighbors’ reunion was bitter-
sweet. Joanne learned from Freund’s longtime
friend, Rusty Thomas, that Freund had been di-
agnosed in December 2004 with oligoden-
droglioma, a brain cancer that affects fewer
than one person in 100,000.

Joanne visited the Weisenbergers, who had
moved to Wonder Lake. She learned that doc-
tors diagnosed Kurt Weisenberger with the
same one-in-100,000 brain cancer the month
after Freund.

Once the three families overcame the shock
and were able to talk about it, the former
neighbors concluded that what was going on at
the Ringwood plants might, in fact, be their
business after all.

“When I heard about Bryan, I had no
doubt,” said Joanne Weisenberger, Kurt’s wife.
“It was no coincidence with three neighbors in
a row.”

The neighbors found and retained an ag-
gressive attorney who previously sued Rohm
and Haas over brain cancer deaths elsewhere.
Since then, many more plaintiffs have done the
same.

And the coincidences don’t end with the
first three plaintiffs.

The lawsuits

Philadelphia attorney Aaron Freiwald, 44,
sued Rohm and Haas, subsidiary Morton, and
Modine in April 2006 on behalf of Freund, the
Weisenbergers and the Branhams. He also filed
a class-action lawsuit for village residents. The
class-action lawsuit has not yet been certified.
[t still is awaiting a judge’s ruling 20 months
later.

In that time, 19 more plaintiffs have come
forward to blame their brain cancers or other
illnesses on Modine and Rohm and Haas,
which bought Morton in 1999 and took over the
Ringwood plant’s operations in 2005. Eighteen
of the plaintiffs have brain cancer, three have
pituitary cancer, and one has cirrhosis of the
liver.

Freiwald accuses the companies in the law-
suits of fouling the environment with carcino-
genic vinyl chloride, and
hushing up the magnitude
of the problem. The law-
suits state that decades of
Morton dumping chemicals
into an 8-acre landfill,
Modine dumping into a
smaller disposal site, and
numerous industrial acci-
dents, contaminated
McCullom Lake’s wells.

“They were pumping
this liquid waste starting in
1960 into this lagoon that
was not lined, and that was
essentially equivalent to
dumping it right into the ground,” Freiwald
said, and has alleged in the lawsuits.

The lawsuits also allege that efforts by
Morton, and later Rohm and Haas, to clean up
groundwater with an air stripper did so by
shooting contaminants into the air that the res-
idents breathed. The air stripper ceased opera-
tion several years ago in favor of a contained
treatment system.

Sitting in the 18th floor office of his down-
town Philadelphia law firm, Freiwald said
there was nothing happenstance about the
number of brain cancers connected to a town
of 1,000 people.

A former investigative journalist turned
lawyer, Freiwald is no stranger to locking
horns with chemical giant Rohm and Haas. He
sued the $8.2 billion company two years ago on
behalf of thousands of workers at one of its
Pennsylvania research facilities, where at least
15 people were diagnosed with brain cancer.
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“There is simply
no connection
that has been
found at all to
the Rohm and
Haas facility”
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McCullom Lake resident Bryan Freund closed his jewelry store after becoming sick with brain cancer. Freund, 46, was diagnosed in 2004. He is one of the original

plaintiffs to file suit against Rohm & Haas and Modine Manufacturing.

Some individual lawsuits still are pending.

After visiting the town, meeting with fami-
lies and reviewing what data was available at
the time, Freiwald said it was not hard for him
to reach a conclusion.

“We talk about rates of brain cancer on the
order of two or three, or four or five, per 100,000
[people] per year,” Freiwald said. “This is a lit-
tle community of maybe 1,000 people. There’s
no one else around.”

The companies

Just a few blocks from Freiwald’s office sits
those of Schnader Harrison Segal & Lewis, the
law firm that Rohm and Haas hired to fight
Freiwald’s lawsuits regarding both McCullom
Lake and the Pennsylvania facility. About a
mile to the east of the law
firm, adjacent to the
Liberty Bell, is Rohm and
Haas’ world headquarters,
where the chandeliers visi-
ble to passers-by are made
of Plexiglas, one of the
company’s many inven-
tions.

Rohm and Haas ac-
knowledges the problem,
through environmental
consultants and its cleanup
efforts, that it inherited
with its $5 billion purchase
of Morton. But Rohm and
Haas attorney Ralph Wellington said the com-
pany vigorously opposes the notion that con-
tamination from the specialty-materials plant
made people sick.

“There is simply no connection that has
been found at all to the Rohm and Haas facil-
ity,” Wellington said from the desk of his 36th-
floor office. “I'm sorry, they’re sorry that peo-
ple are sick — whether or not it’s an abnormal
number of people given the population [of the
McCullom Lake area] is even seriously at issue.
But the company also is not going to take re-
sponsibility for something it didn’t cause.”

Much closer to McCullom Lake, in Racine,
Wis., sits the world headquarters of Modine
Manufacturing, a company with net revenue of
$1.7 billion. The company similarly disavows
any connection between local brain cancers
and its manufacturing of radiators and cooling
systems. Although Rohm and Haas and its
legal counsel agreed to meet with the

Justin Runquist - jrunquist@nwherald.com

Northwest Herald, Modine preferred to limit
its contact to telephone interviews.

“We would feel badly if people were
harmed; however, based on where things stand
in the litigation process, we would defer com-
ment until a later time,” Modine spokeswoman
Susan Fisher said.

The first lawsuits also included manufac-
turer Huntsman Polyurethanes and its parent
company, Huntsman Corp. Freiwald dropped
them from the lawsuits in March — Huntsman
had been at the Rohm and Haas plant since
2000, when it bought the company’s
polyurethane operation.

Both sides have amassed mountains of doc-
umentation to prove their points. Rohm and
Haas and Modine both point to the numerous
studies undertaken since the 1980s that show

A breakdown of the cancers suffered by patients in the McCullom Lake lawsuits:

Photo Provided
Kristin Mass, 27, spends time with her mother, Julianna Mass, in her McCullom Lake home. Kristin be-
came her mother's primary caregiver more than a year ago when Julianna was diagnosed with glioblas-
toma multiforme. Julianna is a plaintiff in the lawsuits against Rohm & Haas and Modine Manufacturing.

the contamination plume far northeast of the
village and its wells. Freiwald has obtained
documentation and commissioned studies that
he says proves the companies’ conclusions
wrong.

But regardless of legal wrangling, experts
and statistics, one simple fact cannot be
avoided - a large number of people who lived
in or around McCullom Lake have been diag-
nosed with brain or nerve cancer.

After Freiwald filed the first cases, the
Northwest Herald received e-mails from for-
mer area residents, now plaintiffs, forced to
wonder whether their brain cancers were not a
quirk of fate.

There was Dan Kalash, whose wife died of
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Plaintiffs suffer
from brain,
nerve cancer

here are five types of

brain and nerve can-
cers diagnosed among the
22 plaintiffs suing Rohm
and Haas, its subsidiary
Morton International, and
Modine Manufacturing.

Two of the cancers —

glioblastoma multiforme
and oligodendroglioma —
come from the cells in the
brain that support or protect
neurons. The remaining
three develop on other
structures within the brain,
such as nerves and blood

vessels.

Primary brain cancers,
meaning cancer that starts
in the brain rather than
metastasizing from else-
where, occurs in 14 people
per 100,000. The World
Health Organization recog-
nizes more than 120 types
of brain tumors.

Glioblastoma multi-
forme is the most aggres-
sive type of brain cancer. It
spreads rapidly, and re-
gardless of surgery and fol-
low-up treatment, patients
diagnosed with glioblas-
toma multiforme have a
less than 3 percent chance
of surviving five years after
diagnosis.

The disease accounts for
about 26 percent of all pri-
mary brain tumors, mean-
ing 3.4 people per 100,000
are diagnosed with it. Nine
of the plaintiffs have been
diagnosed with glioblas-
toma multiforme, and four
have died.

Oligodendroglioma is
often benign and surgery is
frequently successful, but
survivors must get MRIs on
a regular basis to monitor
whether the tumor begins to
grow back.
Oligodendroglioma ac-
counts for about 3 percent
of all primary brain tumors,
or less than 1 case per
100,000 people. Five of the
plaintiffs have been diag-

nosed with it. None have
died, but two have re-
lapsed.

Meningioma grows from
the tissues covering the
brain and spinal cord. It ac-
counts for 27 percent of all
primary brain tumors —
about 3.8 cases per
100,000 people — but is be-
nign in all but a few cases.
Like oligodendroglioma, fol-
low-up scans are required
because the cancer can
recur decades after treat-
ment. Two of the plaintiffs
have been diagnosed with
the disease, and one has
since relapsed.

Hemangioblastoma
originates in blood vessels,
but commonly grows in the

cerebellum. It is the rarest
of the cancers in the law-
suits, accounting for about
2 percent of all primary
brain tumors. One of the
plaintiffs has been diag-
nosed with the disease.
Schwannoma arises
from Schwann cells, which
form a protective layer
around nerve fibers. The
cancer most often grows
from the Schwann cells of
the cranial nerves responsi-
ble for hearing and balance.
Surgery is the most com-
mon treatment, with care
taken to remove the tumor
without causing hearing
loss or damaging the
nerves responsible for fa-
cial movement. One of the

plaintiffs has been diag-
nosed with the disease,
which accounts for 7.5 per-
cent of all primary brain tu-
mors, or about 1 case per
100,000 people.

Of the remaining four
plaintiffs, three have pitu-
itary gland tumors and one
has cirrhosis of unknown
origin. The lllinois State
Cancer Registry and the
National Cancer Institute
classify pituitary tumors as
endocrine cancers.

SOURCES: American Brain Tumoi
Association, National Brain Tumoi
Founaation, Central Brain Tumo
Registry of the United Staftes,
plaintiff lawsuits
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Meet the McCullom Lake cancer plaintifts

Modine Manufacturing have close ties to

T he 22 plaintiffs suing Rohm and Haas and

McCullom Lake. All but one lived in the village or
on the McHenry side of the lake. Here are brief biogra-

phies, listed in the order in which they filed suit.

1..Bryan Freund, 46, has
lived in McCullom Lake for
more than 20 years. His
December 2004 diagnosis
of oligodendroglioma has
cost him both his job as a
truck driver, and his home
jewelry business. He is
one of the original three

plaintiffs — both of his former neighbors also were
diagnosed in about the same time period.

2. Kurt Weisenberger,
66, a retired homebuilder,
lived in McCullom Lake for

The numbered locations on the map show where
each plaintiff lived. Because some of the plaintiffs lived
in more than one location in McCullom Lake, the map
represents the address where they spent the most
time, or their most recent area residence.

8. Brian DiBlasi, 47,
grew up on the south side
of the lake. He was in
great health until 2004,
when he was diagnosed
with oligodendroglioma.
He lost his job as a manu-
facturer, and since has
dedicated his time to brain
cancer awareness. DiBlasi now lives in Cary with
his wife and two children.

9. Nichole Baird, 38,
bought her first home in
McCullom Lake in 1990

Plaintiffs who
currently live
in McCullom Lake
village boundaries.

[l Plaintiffs who
no longer live in
the McCullom Lake
area.
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30 years before moving to
Wonder Lake. He was
good friends with Franklin
Branham, and helped him
build his home on
McCullom Lake Road next
to Freund. He was diagnosed with oligoden-
droglioma the month after Freund. Weisenberger
and his wife raised two children in the village.

" 3. Franklin Branham
. (deceased) lived in
McCullom Lake for 30
years, and raised five chil-
dren with his wife,

1 Joanne, before moving to
- Arizona to enjoy semi-re-
=T tirement. His health began

declining rapidly before he

was diagnosed in May 2004 with glioblastoma
multiforme. He died a month later at age 63.

. .

4. Scott Milliman Sr.,
46, is the only plaintiff who
never lived in or near
McCullom Lake village.
He routinely patrolled the
area as a McHenry
County sheriff’s deputy,
parked in the defendant
factories’ lots to catch
speeders, and drank water from domestic wells.
Milliman, who returned to the force after his 2002
surgery for oligodendroglioma, lives in Crystal
Lake, and has a wife and three children.

5. Judith Weisheit (deceased), lived in
McCullom Lake with her husband, Frank, before
moving to Ringwood. They lived in a house previ-
ously occupied by plaintiff Shelby Mazzone, and
next to two homes formerly occupied by plaintiff
Cynthia DePaepe. She was diagnosed with
glioblastoma multiforme three weeks before the
first lawsuits were filed, and died in February at
age 64, leaving behind Frank and two adult sons.

6. Sandra Wierschke,
45, has lived in McCullom
Lake for the past 13 years
with her husband, Tim.
She was diagnosed with
glioblastoma multiforme
shortly after the first April
2006 lawsuits were filed.
She has returned to her
job with an air freight company, and she and her
husband, Tim, own a bowling pro shop. But the re-

with her husband, John.
She later moved to a
small western lllinois
town, but was diagnosed
with two pituitary tumors,
and the family of four
moved to McHenry so her family could help her.

10. Patrick Kane (de-
ceased), grew up on the
lake shore on the

a pituitary gland tumor
that was removed in his
early 20s. He moved to
New England and got

married —the couple adopted five boys. Kane died

in 2005 from metastatic cancer, at age 51. His
mother would later contract brain cancer and sue.

11. Robert Nelson, 49,
spent almost 30 years liv-
ing in or near McCullom
Lake. Now living in San
Jose, Calif., he was diag-
nosed in October 2005
with a pituitary gland
tumor. The tumor still is
there, and Nelson, an
electrician, requires regular shots to compensate
for its effects. He is married and has an 18-year-
old son.

12. John Stepp, 56, has lived in the village for 20
years, and underwent surgery in September 2006
for glioblastoma multiforme. He lives across the
street from the home previously occupied by the
Branhams and the Kalashes, both of whom have

sued over loved ones who died from the same dis-

ease.

13. Kenneth Betts Sr.
(deceased), lived for
about a decade in
McCullom Lake before
moving to McHenry. For a
time, he co-owned The
Cullom Knoll restaurant in
the village. Betts was di-

agnosed with glioblas-
toma multiforme in 1994, and died the following
April at age 63. He left behind a wife and five
grown children.

14. Lance Kuhns, 53,
grew up on the McHenry

McHenry side. He grew to
over 7 feet tall because of

Source: Google Maps

Northwest Herald graphic

16. Susan Kalash (de-
ceased) met and married
her husband, Dan, in
Chicago, and for years the
couple spent every week-
end and holiday with her
in-laws in McCullom Lake.
The registered nurse was
diagnosed in September

1996 with glioblastoma multiforme, and died a
month later at age 42, leaving behind her husband
and two children. One of the homes the Kalashes
occupied previously had been lived in by the

Branhams.

17. Shelby Mazzone, 53, lived in McCullom Lake
for 25 years before moving to Colorado with her
husband, Matthew. She was diagnosed in 1998
with a schwannoma, a rare cancer of nerve cells,
in her right ear. Her home later was occupied by
Judith Weisheit, who died earlier this year of
glioblastoma multiforme.

18. Irene Suchor, 69,
has lived for almost 40
years across the street
from plaintiff Julianna
Mass — Suchor’s five chil-
dren grew up with Mass’
seven children. Doctors
six years ago diagnosed
her with advanced cirrho-

sis, but could not determine a cause — Suchor
does not drink and never contracted hepatitis.
Suchor is doing well after a 2002 liver transplant.

19. Marion Kane, 75,
was born in her grandpar-
ents’ home on the
McHenry shore of the
lake. She later bought the
house, and lived there for
19 years. Her late son,
Patrick Kane, grew to
more than 7 feet tall be-

cause of a pituitary tumor — his widow sued the
Ringwood factories in October 2006. Last
September, Marion was diagnosed with glioblas-
toma multiforme and underwent surgery. Doctors
have given her just weeks to live.

20. Sandra Kemmerer, 55, grew up on the

side of the lake. He was
diagnosed in 1993 with
oligodendroglioma, and
underwent surgery to
have the tumor removed.
He relapsed earlier this
year, underwent surgery
again, and lost his job. He now lives in Crystal
Lake and works as a part-time maintenance man.

covery has been an expensive one for the

McHenry side of the lake, across the street from
Wierschkes, who have three grown children.

plaintiff Lance Kuhns, who is two years younger.
She was diagnosed in 1992 with benign menin-
gioma, and had surgery to remove the tumor. The
tumor returned in 2004.

7. Cynthia DePaepe, 44,
lived in McCullom Lake for
13 years before eventually
relocating to lowa with her
husband and three chil-
dren. She began having
dizzy spells and
headaches the year be-
fore she moved, and was
diagnosed in December 2005 with hemangioblas-
toma, an extremely rare blood vessel cancer in
her brain. The family is just getting by financially
because of her iliness. The two homes she lived in
were next to one occupied by plaintiffs Shelby
Mazzone and the late Judith Weisheit.

21. Judith Roszak (deceased), was the longtime
caregiver for her elderly parents, who lived a block
from the lake on the McHenry side. She spent
several days a week caring for them in the home,
which used well water. She was diagnosed in
September 2006 with glioblastoma multiforme,
and died last April at age 69. Roszak had four
grown children.

15. Julianna Mass, 68,
has lived in her home on
the shore of McCullom
Lake for 40 years. The
semi-retired nurse, whose
sense of adventure took
her to Europe, Australia
and elsewhere, was diag-
nosed last year with
glioblastoma multiforme. Although she is weak
from the surgery, she has exceeded doctors’ prog-
noses. She has seven grown children and 14
grandchildren.

22. Michael Smulski,
58, a longtime McHenry-
area resident, lived on the
McHenry side of the lake.
In 2002, he underwent
surgery for meningioma
on his 30th wedding an-
niversary. He still is able
to work at Sears, but
struggles daily with the effects of the surgery and
his medication.

www.nwherald.com/mccullomlake
Longer, more detailed profiles of each of the cancer patients.

Call 815-459-4122, e-mail us at mccullomlake@nwherald.com or comment on the stories online at NWHerald.com
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the same cancer that claimed Branham, and
Brian DiBlasi and Lance Kuhns, who both
grew up south of the lake in McHenry and
were diagnosed with oligodendroglioma like
Freund and Weisenberger.

“Your article about the cancer cluster in
McCullom Lake shocked me,” DiBlasi e-mailed
the week after the first lawsuits. “Not sure if
this has anything to do with my tumor but if
there is a chance to help other[s], I am more
than happy to help any way I could.”

Eleven of the plaintiffs have been diagnosed
with brain cancer in the past four years, not
counting another who was diagnosed earlier
but has relapsed. Six of the plaintiffs were di-
agnosed last year, five of them with lethal
glioblastoma multiforme.

The neighbors

Longtime residents Glenn and Donna Gates
feel fine, but they have watched two neighbors
die, and other friends and neighbors get sick.

The Branhams lived next door to the Gates’
home on Orchard Drive before moving a few
blocks north to McCullom Lake Road, a home
that Kurt Weisenberger helped Franklin
Branham build.

Glenn Gates, a retired truck driver, and his
wife don’t like to draw attention to themselves.
But that changed when the Weisenbergers and
Freund contacted Freiwald.

The more the Gateses thought about the ill-
nesses, the more they worried about the four
children they raised in their home. It was for
their friends and their own family that they
filed a class-action lawsuit on behalf of resi-
dents to get access to medical monitoring and
guarantee existing property values.

“I'm thinking, ‘Oh my God, my Kkids were all
born in the 1970s, here,” ” Donna Gates said.
“They grew up here, and I'm scared to death.”

And they didn’t have to go beyond their
front lawn to figure out that something was
wrong.

The Kalash family moved next door to the
Gateses after the Branhams moved out, and the
Gateses took an immediate liking to them.
Donna became fast friends with their daugh-
ter-in-law, Susan Kalash, who came over every
weekend and on holidays with her husband,
Dan. The women both were pregnant with
their last children at the same time.

Susan, who became a nurse after having a
son and a daughter, was diagnosed with
glioblastoma multiforme and underwent sur-
gery in September 1996. Dan
promised not to sleep in
their bed until his wife of 21
years recovered.

She died a month later in
the hospital at age 42, the
day before she was supposed
to come home. Dan’s week-
end visits now are to his
wife’s grave in Northlake.

“There’s got to
be something
going on in this
particular area,

Kristy Ann Mann - kmann@nwherald.com

Kurt Weisenberger was a resident of McCullom Lake for 30 years. Weisenberger has an inoperable brain tumor. He is one of the original plaintiffs in the case.

to worry about.

Wierschke, then 44, had sought three med-
ical opinions for the spasms in her right leg
and arm that had started six months before.
The spasms started in front of Wierschke’s lat-
est doctor, who told her that they were in fact
seizures that required an immediate brain
scan. At the same time, the brain cancer cases
started making headlines.

The day after the town gathering, the scan
results revealed a tumor the size of a golf ball
in Wierschke’s left cerebral hemisphere. It was
diagnosed as glioblastoma multiforme, the
same malignant brain can-
cer that killed Franklin
Branham.

“I was numb. It was dev-
astating,” Wierschke said,
her voice breaking. “I did-
n’t know what to think. It
all happened so fast.”

Also joining Wierschke
in the meeting - and shar-

He carries her death certifi- ing her fear - were former
cate wherever he goes. Dan hOW can so village residents Frank and
got rid of their bed. 1 Judith Weisheit, married

“There’s got to be some- m 42 years. Three Weeks be-
thing going on in this partic- . any peop € gorg"th d%itors'thdlalg‘n]gfed
ular area,” Kalash said in W1 _ udith, 64, with glioblas-
his Ingleside home. “How th rare can toma r}rllu(lltiformlf. Tl(lie ;ur-
can so many people with ° ° gery had weakened ner,
rare cancers have similar di- CErI'S have SlmllaI' and her upcoming

agnoses?”

Just across the street
from the Orchard Drive
house that the Branhams
and the Kalashes called home lives John Stepp,
who shares the same illness — doctors diag-
nosed him in September 2006 with glioblas-
toma multiforme.

Stepp filed suit in October 2006, as did Dan
Kalash two months later, after conferring with
his two grown children and his second wife.

The residents

Freiwald held a town hall meeting April 27,
2006, for worried village residents, two days
after he filed the first lawsuits. Twelve-year
resident Sandra Wierschke, who had received
an MRI of her brain the day before, had plenty

Cancer case

diagnoses?”

chemotherapy, while giving
her a fighting chance at
life, would be another
struggle.

The Weisheits lived in town six years before
moving to nearby Ringwood, where they
planned to enjoy their retirement. Instead,
Frank watched his wife worsen, and watched
medical bills eat away at their retirement nest
egg.

Both the Wierschke and Weisheit families
filed suit a month later. So did Scott Milliman,
a McHenry County sheriff’s deputy who pa-
trolled McCullom Lake and underwent surgery
in 2002 for oligodendroglioma, the same brain
cancer affecting Freund and Weisenberger.

Sandra Wierschke, who had her tumor re-
moved several weeks after the meeting, is beat-

and left behind a wife and

ing the odds. Judith Weisheit did not. She died
in February 2007, a week before Valentine’s
Day.

Milliman said he patrolled the McCullom
Lake area since 1997 and frequently parked by
the plants to watch for speeders. A health fa-
natic who worked out five days a week,
Milliman said he routinely refilled his water
jug from village wells and the Rohm and Haas
plant.

“As soon as I saw [the first newspaper arti-
cle], I said, ‘Son of a bitch,” ” Milliman said. “I
came home, showed my wife the paper, and
said: ‘That’s it. That’s what caused my cancer.’”

Plaintiff Brian DiBlasi, 47, who grew up on
the McHenry side of the Ilake, shared
Milliman’s love of exercise. That came to an
end in August 2004, when he woke up in an am-
bulance after suffering a grand mal seizure at a
Des Plaines health club. He also was diagnosed
with oligodendroglioma.

DiBlasi had his brain cancer surgery on his
13th wedding anniversary. When asked for the
date while sitting at his dining room table in
Cary, he pulled off his wedding ring to read the
inscription.

“If it’s not written down, I don’t remember
it,” DiBlasi said. “It’s hard to remember for
questions that are asked of me right away.”

DiBlasi filed suit in July 2006. As the
months passed, more and more plaintiffs added
their names to the list. And more and more co-
incidences surfaced.

Family ties

As Harvard resident Nancy Smith sped her
mother Marion Kane to Memorial Medical
Center in Woodstock last September, she knew

in her heart that she was right about the cause
of her mother’s splitting headaches.

The emergency room doctor considered
meningitis a possibility, but Smith did not.

Her mother had lived on the shore of the
McHenry side of McCullom Lake for almost 20
years. The widow of Kane’s late son, Patrick,
sued the companies for the pituitary gland
tumor that caused him to grow to 7 feet, 3
inches tall.

“I'said, ‘Doctor, I hate to open my mouth, but
are you familiar with the McCullom Lake
brain cancers? ” Smith said. “He said, ‘Ooooh,
yes,” and I said, ‘Well, this is a former resident,
and her older son died.””

The subsequent brain scan revealed
glioblastoma multiforme. Surgeons removed it
but gave Marion Kane a prognosis of 90 days.
She underwent radiation to fight it, despite
doctors’ recommendations against doing so,
Smith said.

Former McHenry resident Lance Kuhns, 53,
beat the odds. Twice.

Kuhns was diagnosed in 1993 with oligoden-
droglioma. He, too, contacted the Northwest
Herald after the stories broke and victims sur-
faced. When his sister read him the articles, he
said, “That’s me.”

He recovered only to relapse earlier this
year and required a second operation that left a
softball-sized dent in his head.

“I went for an appointment, and we dis-
cussed our options. There was surgery, or the
doctor said, ‘If you don’t do anything, you'll
turn into a vegetable and eventually die.” ”
Kuhns said. “I chose surgery.”

Kuhns grew up across the street from plain-
tiff Sandra Kemmerer, two years his senior.

McCullom Lake
cancer cases

1992-2007

he lives of the 22 plain-

tiffs in the McCullom
Lake cancer cases
changed drastically when
each was diagnosed. Here
is a brief timeline that de-
tails events in the lives of
the cancer patients.

1992

Sandra Kemmerer, who
grew up on the McHenry
side of McCullom Lake, is
diagnosed at age 40 with
benign meningioma.

1993

Lance Kuhns, who grew
up across the street from
Kemmerer, undergoes sur-
gery at age 39 for oligoden-
droglioma.

1995

Kenneth Betts Sr., who
grew up in Ringwood and
lived in McCullom Lake for
10 years, dies in April at
age 63 from glioblastoma
multiforme. He formerly
owned the Cullom Knoll
restaurant in the village,

five children.

1996

Susan Kalash, who vis-
ited her in-laws in
McCullom Lake every
weekend and holiday for 23
years, dies in October at
age 42 of glioblastoma mul-
tiforme. One of the homes
the in-laws occupied was
once owned by fellow brain
cancer victim Franklin
Branham. Kalash leaves
behind a husband and two
children, ages 20 and 17.

1998

Shelby Mazzone, a 25-
year resident of McCullom
Lake now living in Fort
Collins, Colo., is diagnosed
at age 44 with schwan-

noma, a benign nerve
tumor that is found near her
right ear. She used to live in
the same home as brain
cancer victim Judith
Weisheit, and baby-sat at
the home of victim Julianna
Mass.

2002

Irene Suchor, a resident
of McCullom Lake since

1969, gets a liver transplant
after being diagnosed with
cirrhosis. She does not
have hepatitis and does not
abuse alcohol.

Scott Milliman under-
goes surgery for oligoden-
droglioma in July at age 41.
The Crystal Lake resident
had patrolled the McCullom
Lake area as a McHenry
County sheriff’s deputy

Danielle Guerra - dguerra@nwherald.com
Scott Milliman jokes with his daughter, Jessica Milliman, after Thanksgiving dinner Nov. 22, 2007.
Scott joined the McCullom Lake case as a plaintiff after learning of the initial lawsuits through
newspaper reports. He was diagnosed with oligodendroglioma in 2002.

since 1997, and routinely
drank from area and defen-
dants’ wells as part of his
bodybuilding regimen.

Michael Smulski, who
lived on the west side of the
lake, undergoes surgery in
April for meningioma at age
52.
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She was diagnosed with brain cancer, benign
meningioma, the year before Kuhns was, and
relapsed two years before he did.

And the coincidences don’t end with Kuhns
and Kemmerer, just as they didn’t end with the
Kane family, the Gateses or the original three
neighbors.

The Weisheit home previously had been oc-
cupied by Shelby Mazzone, who lived in
McCullom Lake for 25 years before moving to
Fort Collins, Colo. Mazzone filed suit in March
2007, blaming the defendant companies for her
1998 diagnosis of a right ear schwannoma, a
rare and often benign nerve cell cancer.

Mazzone, in turn, lived next to Cynthia
DePaepe, a 13-year village resident. DePaepe,
now 44 and living in Muscatine, Iowa, sued the
companies in July 2006, eight months after
being diagnosed with hemangioblastoma, an
extremely rare disease accounting for only 1
percent of primary brain cancers.

Get busy living

The concept of a normal life dies with a
brain cancer diagnosis.

Milliman realized with his diagnosis that
he had something in common with the one in
three Americans who will face cancer some-
time in their lives. He chronicled his experi-
ences in a book, “My New Family,” and spends

much of his free
The

time e-mailing en-

couragement to peo-
ple fighting the dis- t f
ease.

Although he no COHCCp O
longer is able to
e ey anOrmal
facturing industry, . °
DiBlasi is doing bet- llfe leS
ter than most .
other plaintiffs. He VV]th a
devotes his time to .
brain cancer
awareness, and his braln
doctor has pushed
back his MRIs to cancer

twice a year rather
than once every
three months.

Kuhns and
Freund, who both lost their jobs and relapsed,
have not been so lucky.

But they in turn are luckier than Marion
Kane, who doctors concluded would not live to
see next year.

Across the lake from the Kane family’s for-
mer home, plaintiff Julianna Mass languishes
from the same cancer and is fighting a simi-
larly pessimistic prognosis.

Regardless of health, the suffering contin-
ues for plaintiffs’ families, most of whom have
been bankrupted by the illnesses. Expenses
forced the Branhams out of the Phoenix home
they built to live out their semi-retirement.
Joanne Branham now lives in a trailer home
in neighboring Apache Junction and takes
care of her adult son, Franklin’s namesake,
who suffers from schizophrenia.

“If we had known, we could have been buy-
ing bottled water,” she said. She paused to com-
pose herself. “Or if we knew, Frank could have
been treated way before now. He might have
had a chance. But he didn’t ever have a chance.
He didn’t even have a chance to fight.”

“It isn’t fair. It just isn’t.”

diagnosis.

Source: Google Maps Northwest Herald graphic

Chemlcals Alayman’s look at vinyl chloride, vinylidene chloride and trichloroethylene

Did chemical exposure cause cancers?

Experts disagree on
findings in studies

hemicals listed in the McCullom

Lake brain cancer lawsuits

sound more like tongue twisters
or the stuff of science fiction than health
hazards.

The existence of vinyl chloride, vinyli-
dene chloride and trichloroethylene in
groundwater flowing from two Ringwood
manufacturers is not fiction, but fact.
Vinylidene chloride, also known as 1,1-
DCE, has been traced to the closed
landfill at Rohm and Haas, while
trichloroethylene, or TCE, has been
traced to Modine Manufacturing Co.’s
closed disposal pit.

It also is scientific fact that both
chemicals, which do not occur naturally,
break down into vinyl chloride. Studies
since the 1960s have tied this chemical
to certain cancers.

Vinyl chloride is not something you
would want to ingest. The U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency, the
U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services, and the International Agency
for Research on Cancer list vinyl chlo-
ride as a known human carcinogen. The
EPA sets the maximum safe dosage in
drinking water at zero — in short, no
amount is safe.

But does vinyl chloride cause brain
cancer? The answer falls along very pre-
dictable lines in the lawsuits.

To the defendants’ attorneys and the
experts they have retained, such as
Duke University neuropathologist Dr.
Darrell Bigner, vinyl chloride can be
linked to other cancers, such as ex-
tremely rare liver angiosarcoma, but its
link to brain cancer is inconclusive.

“It is my opinion that the [chemicals in
the lawsuits] would not cause brain or pi-
tuitary [tumors] in humans even after
lifelong exposure to maximum tolerated
doses,” Bigner wrote in his report.

The absence in the village of cases of
liver angiosarcoma, of which only a
handful are reported in the U.S. each
year, is proof that vinyl chloride never
reached McCullom Lake residents, ac-
cording to defense toxicologist Dr.
James Whysner.

“If [vinyl chloride] were causing can-
cer in McCullom Lake Village, it would
be a cluster of liver cancers not brain
cancers ... the evidence has been
deemed sufficient by Federal agencies
that VC causes liver cancer, whereas
the evidence for brain cancer has been
characterized as weak and inadequate,”
Whysner wrote.

Experts retained by plaintiff attorney
Aaron Freiwald have cited years of stud-
ies of vinyl chloride workers in North
America and Europe as proof that vinyl
chloride causes brain cancer.

Furthermore, Freiwald does not hesi-
tate to cast doubt on studies that contra-
dict. In one 1991 study cited by defen-
dant experts, the epidemiologist publicly
recanted his conclusions that vinyl chlo-
ride can cause brain cancer after the
study’s funder — the Chemical
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Photo by Justin Runquist - jrunquist@nwherald.com

Manufacturers Association — objected.

To date, the federal Agency for Toxic
Substances and Disease Registry lists
brain cancer as a possible effect of vinyl
chloride exposure.

Dr. Gary Ginsberg, a toxicologist re-
tained by Freiwald, has concluded that
residents were exposed to vinyl chloride
over decades. But much of that expo-
sure was not drinking it, but inhaling it —
because vinyl chloride rapidly evapo-
rates, Ginsberg said victims breathed it
in as they drank, showered and bathed.

“[Vinyl chloride] air concentrations in-
side McCullom Lake Village homes for a
25-year period are estimated to be, on
average, well above regulatory thresh-
olds of concern ... in other words, the air
concentrations estimated for McCullom
Lake Village homes are far above the
levels regulatory bodies would consider
safe and would likely be mitigated,”
Ginsberg wrote.

But other experts said the jury still is
out on whether vinyl chloride definitively
causes brain cancer. Dr. James Ruffer,
radiation oncologist at Advocate Good
Shepherd Hospital in Barrington, said
modern medicine still does not know
much about why people get brain cancer.

H. Rick Bamman - hbamman@nwnewsgroup.com
The village of Ringwood is home to Rohm and Haas (top) and Modine Manufacturing plants.
Ringwood is located about 1.5 miles north of McCullom Lake. The two companies are defendants
in lawsuits that allege contamination from the plants caused 22 plaintiffs to becomeill.

Ruffer is not involved in the litigation.

“Besides ionizing radiation and some
very rare genetic causes, the jury is out
as to what causes brain tumors in peo-
ple,” Ruffer said.

But to Dr. James Dahlgren, a nation-
ally known environmental toxicologist
not involved in the litigation, the jury is
in, and vinyl chloride is guilty as
charged. Dahlgren was invited by
Centegra Health System to address
vinyl chloride’s toxicity, specifically be-
cause of the McCullom Lake cases, at
an Oct. 24 symposium on neurology.

“To say that the jury is out on brain
cancer and vinyl chloride is wrong,”
Dahlgren said. “And | can say that be-
cause there are lots and lots and lots of
studies.”

Although Dahligren steered clear of
assigning any culpability to either Rohm
and Haas or Modine, he said that vinyl
chloride from the breakdown of volatile
organic compounds would be a prime
suspect in the illnesses.

“If there was exposure, it certainly is
one of the most likely candidates,”
Dahlgren said.

— Kevin P Craver
kcraver@nwherald.com

2004

Franklin Branham, a 30-
year resident of McCullom
Lake, dies in June at age
63 of glioblastoma multi-
forme, one month after his
diagnosis. He leaves be-
hind a wife and five grown
children.

Brian DiBlasi, of Cary,
undergoes surgery at age
42 for oligodendroglioma.
He grew up on the
McHenry side of McCullom
Lake and routinely visited
McCullom Lake village.

In December,
Branham’s next-door
neighbor, Bryan Freund, is
diagnosed at age 44 with
oligodendroglioma.

Kemmerer’s menin-
gioma returns.

2005

Freund’s other next-door
neighbor, Kurt
Weisenberger, is diag-
nosed in January at age 64
with oligodendroglioma.

Patrick Kane, who grew
up on the McHenry side of
the lake and grew more
than 7 feet tall because of a
pituitary tumor, dies in
October at age 51 from
cancer. He leaves behind a
wife and five adopted sons.

Robert Nelson is diag-
nosed in October with a pi-
tuitary gland tumor at age
47. Now living in San Jose,
Calif., Nelson spent the first
28 years of his life in
McCullom Lake and its sur-
roundings.

2006

Cynthia DePaepe, of
Muscatine, lowa, under-
goes surgery in March at
age 42 for a hemangioblas-
toma in her left cerebral
hemisphere. She had lived
in McCullom Lake at two
neighboring addresses be-
tween 1983 and 1996.

Nichole Baird is diag-
nosed in April at age 36
with two pituitary gland tu-
mors. She had lived in
McCullom Lake from 1990
to 1996.

The first lawsuits -
Weisenberger’s, Freund’s
and a class-action lawsuit —
are filed April 25.
Branham’s widow files suit
three days later.

Judith Weisheit, a for-

mer McCullom Lake resi-
dent living in Ringwood, un-
dergoes surgery in April at
age 64 for glioblastoma
multiforme.

Sandra Wierschke un-
dergoes surgery in May at
age 44, for glioblastoma
multiforme. She has lived in
the village since 1994. She
files suit May 26, along with
Milliman and Weisheit.

DePaepe and DiBlasi file
suit July 20.

John Stepp, a 20-year
McCullom Lake resident
who lives across the street
from the former home of
the Branham and Kalash
families, undergoes sur-
gery in September for
glioblastoma multiforme at
age 54. He files suit Oct.
10, along with Baird,

Nelson and Kane’s widow.

Freund’s oligoden-
droglioma relapses.

Julianna Mass, a 40-
year resident of McCullom
Lake, undergoes surgery in
November for glioblastoma
multiforme at age 67. She
files suit Dec. 1, along with
Kuhns and Betts’ widow.

Susan Kalash’s widower
files suit Dec. 21.

2007

Weisheit dies in
February of glioblastoma
multiforme at age 65. She
leaves behind a husband
and two grown children.

Mazzone files suit
March 27.

Lance Kuhns’ oligoden-
droglioma relapses.

Judith Roszak, who vis-

ited McCullom Lake several
times a week for decades
to care for her elderly par-
ents, dies in April from
glioblastoma multiforme at
age 69. She leaves behind
four grown children.

Suchor files suit June 7.

Marion Kane, Patrick
Kane’s mother, undergoes
surgery for glioblastoma
multiforme in September
at age 74. She files suit
Oct. 1, as does Roszak’s
brother and meningioma
victims Kemmerer and
Smulski.

SOURCES: Plaintiffs’ lawsuits,
Northwest Herald archives





