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Danger lurks underwater
Swimmer pulled
away by rip current

Strong waves carry
excess water to the
shore.
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Water briefly
flows parallel
to the shore.

How rip
currents form

Water then channels through
a near-shore sandbar break,
returning to the lake and forming
a 2 to 4 m.p.h. rip current.
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Rip currents are
powerful, channeled
currents of water flowing away
from the shore and can occur at
any beach with breaking waves.

Lake Michigan
incidents
From 2002-07

Rip currents—dangerous underwater streams—will soon get
a National Weather Service warning when conditions are right

In the Great Lakes, there
have been at least 60
drowning and neardrowning incidents from
2002 through 2007, most
caused by rip currents.
These strong water
forces account for about
80 percent of all rescues
made by lifeguards. One
especially dangerous
area for rip currents is
the southeast shore of
Lake Michigan.
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Safety

By Tim De Chant and James Janega
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After years of studying drownings in powerful, sudden
currents on the Great Lakes, the National Weather Service in coming days will begin issuing “lakeshore hazard”
messages—forecasts about the deadly combinations of
waves, sandbars and physics now known to cause rip currents.
The currents, which can accelerate beyond the pace of
Olympic swimmers, are created when water is piled onto
shores by heavy winds and cuts channels through sandbars as it rushes back to open water. Such streams sometimes push unsuspecting swimmers into deep water.
The Weather Service tracked at least 60 lake incidents,
the majority involving rip currents, from 2002 through
2007 in which people drowned or barely survived. The
service used the information to devise its new alert system, which is being rolled out days after a Chicago
Heights teen drowned after being caught in a suspected
rip current while swimming at the Indiana Dunes National Lakeshore.
Rip currents can be hazardous to swimmers off the
beaches of Chicago and the North Shore, but they are
more common along the shoreline of Indiana and southwest Michigan. That shore’s mix of wind, waves and sand
is primed to create such currents, and the Weather Service identifies it as one of the most dangerous areas for rip

IDENTIFYING
CONDITIONS
Case studies from six
years on the Great
Lakes have identified
four factors that
cause rip currents:
■ High wind speeds
■ Winds blowing
directly toward a
sandy beach
■ Wave heights of
3 feet or more
■ Long distances
between wave
crests—5 to 10
seconds between
waves or more
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St. Joseph

IF CAUGHT IN A
RIP CURRENT
You will either feel
yourself being pulled
away from shore or
notice you are making
no progress as you try
to swim back.
■ Remain calm and
don’t swim directly for
shore—that’s how
people tire and drown.
■ Swim parallel to
shore until you exit
the current—usually
only a few strokes
—then angle back for
the beach. Worst case
scenario? A 40- to 50yard ride into deeper
water, and a calmer
swim back, says Mike
Bremer of the
National Park Service.
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SOURCES: NOAA; Dave Gunther, Chris Brewster, U.S. Lifesaving Association, ESRI, TeleAtlas

Note: Information compiled by the National Weather Service
from published reports from 2002 through 2007 and may not be complete.
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Calm steadiness in a life of change

‘This baby
was loved’

A

A grief-stricken
Richard Lyons,
whose 9-year-old
daughter, Mya, was
found stabbed in a
South Side alley, is
comforted Saturday at her funeral. Some mourners
talked of the need
to quickly solve a
crime so heinous
that it shook their
sense of security.
Story, Page 3

nyone wobbling
through a change in
life could learn something from Leslie Hunter.
By the time he got to
college, Hunter, a 34-yearold with a broad, calm face,
had moved 16 times. He
bounced through Chicago
neighborhoods, grade
schools, apartments,
friends. Each of his three
siblings had a different
father. As a teenager, he
worked for a while in a
grocery and asked to be
paid in food for his family.
The one steady force in
Hunter’s childhood was a
church squeezed among the
troubled high-rises of the
Cabrini-Green housing
project. It was called Holy
Family Lutheran.
Starting at the age of 8,
Hunter went to Holy Family
services on Sundays, to
tutoring after school, to
programs in the summer.
No matter where he moved,
he always figured out which
bus would get him to the
squat cinder-block building
with the cross out front,
catty-corner from the beeper store.
At 14, he performed a rap
for the congregation, about
Mayor Harold Washington.

Mary Schmich
At 15, he preached a sermon. After he graduated
from Concordia University,
he married, had two sons
and landed his dream job—
assistant pastor at the
church that felt like home.
At last, he had found a
steady life—only to discover
change in a whole new way.
“We’d never been able to
see the Sears Tower from
here,” Hunter said, pointing across a field of weeds,
through the specter of a
demolished high-rise, when
I dropped by Friday.
Change, he noted, isn’t all
bad. Sometimes it opens up
great views.
Every time I come by,
change has pressed in harder on this little church. This
time, a chain-link fence
stood next to its back wall,
and in the neighboring lot
loomed cement mixing
towers, lumber piles, huge

white cranes, an orange
earthmover and, farther on,
Parkside of Old Town, a
mixed-income communityin-progress.
Out front, the beeper
store was gone, and a sign
outside the rehabbed strip
mall says, “COMING
SOON! Stores for Rent.”
Behind the stores, gleaming
and grand, towered the new
Park Community Church.
On Sundays in the few
weeks since the church held
its first service, Hunter has
looked across Larrabee
Street and watched a
stream of people in their 20s
and 30s, mostly white, head
for the elevated, glasswalled sanctuary and its
skyline vista.
He knows that’s the future over there.
But the future remains at
Holy Family too. It’s just
less obvious. It’s in the kids
who came bounding out the
doors Friday, blowing bubbles. Up to 60 kids a day,
many of whom live in Cabrini’s shrinking remains,
attend the church’s summer
programs.
Hunter hopes that as the
neighborhood shifts around
PLEASE SEE SCHMICH » PAGE 2
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WHAT’S YOUR PROBLEM? NOT GETTING RESULTS? WE CAN HELP

Woman billed for other’s TV porn
By Jon Yates
TRIBUNE REPORTER

Demetra Ashley did not order Penthouse TV. Nor the
Playboy channel. Nor any of
the other 36 pay-per-view softcore porn programs that RCN
claimed she purchased in
April.

In fact, Ashley and her son
hadn’t even moved into their
new South Side condo when
the shows were ordered.
But that didn’t stop RCN
from charging her $480.87 for
the programs, then insisting
she pay.
“It’s so bizarre,” said Ashley, who tried for months to

get the bogus charges erased.
“It’s weird. I don’t even
understand it.”
The cable company set up
service at her new home
April 11, about a week before
Ashley moved into the condo.
On April 12, someone began
PLEASE SEE PROBLEM » PAGE 4
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» CURRENTS

Man, 31, charged
in cop’s dragging

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1

currents in the Great Lakes.
The new alerts are expected
to help both the public and officials exercise greater caution.
“You would think it’s a simple concept. But people are
dying,” said Mike Bremer, the
National Park Service’s chief
ranger at the Indiana Dunes,
where the body of DaVante
Jackson, 14, was recovered
Wednesday. “There’s got to be
something we’re missing
somewhere.”
Meteorologists say they
will issue forecasts based on
conditions known to produce
the currents. Likewise, the
most dangerous beaches were
identified through drowning
reports. But even concerted
efforts may fail to predict all
rip currents, area rescuers
say, because there simply are
too many.
On the other Great Lakes,
the areas with the most rip
current emergencies were a
50-mile stretch of Lake Erie
between Cleveland and Huron, Ohio, and a narrow spit
of sand along Lake Superior
between Duluth Harbor and
the wider lake.
But the wide beaches on the
southeast corner of Lake
Michigan, hemmed in by towering dunes and submerged
ranks of massive sandbars,
accounted for at least 26
deaths and seven rescues
from 2002 to 2007, said Dave
Gunther, a Weather Service
meteorologist who compiled
the incident reports.
Some rip current warnings
were issued in the last two
years but were buried in
other severe weather forecasts. The need for separate
alerts is clear, he said.
“We’ve been wanting to do
this for some time,” Gunther
said. “Starting this year,
there’s going to be a more detailed forecast.”
The National Weather
Service has issued warnings
about dangerous rip current
conditions for years on the
Atlantic, Pacific and Gulf
Coasts of the United States.
It is thought that nearly 100
people in the United States
drown each year after being
pulled into deep water by rip
currents, and they are
blamed by the U.S. Lifesaving
Association for more than 8
in 10 surf-related rescues.
In planning rip current
forecasts for the Great Lakes,
researchers traced interest to
a summer day in 1985, when
high water levels and windy
conditions pounded 9-foot
waves against the beach at
Whitefish Dunes State Park
in Door County, Wis.
A young man bodysurfing
with friends disappeared in
waters so chaotic that Coast
Guard rescuers tied themselves to their boat to keep
from being thrown off the
deck. The cause remained unknown until investigators

Police say he struck
officer with car, fled
wrong way on Ike
By Monique Garcia
and Melissa Patterson
TRIBUNE REPORTERS

Tribune photo by John Smierciak

A Kemil Beach sign warns of the potential for rip currents along the Indiana Dunes National
Lakeshore. A teenager drowned last Sunday after being caught in a suspected rip current.

“You’re in Lake Michigan, but it feels like you’re in
a river, standing up to your waist with a strong
flow going past.”
— Pat Whalen, unit supervisor for Grand Haven State Park, Michigan

analyzed the conditions surrounding his disappearance
and found they bore eerie
similarities to rip currents
long known to be a risk factor
on ocean coastlines, said Phil
Keillor, a retired coastal engineer for Wisconsin Sea Grant.
More deaths on the lakes in
coming years confirmed the
suspicion. On July 4, 2003,
seven people died south of St.
Joseph, Mich., along Lake
Michigan’s eastern shore in a
terrible reminder of how
treacherous the lake can be
and the central role that rip
currents play.
Four factors are thought to
determine whether rip currents will form in the Great
Lakes. Wind must blow quickly and directly toward shore,
and it must cause waves that
are both tall and wide to pile
onto the beach.
As the wind piles water on
the shore, sandbars temporarily hold it there above the
lake surface. Gravity eventually wins out, pulling water
past the sandbar and back
into the open lake. A current
forms where the water widens tiny channels in the sandbar into an open rip—a violent burst that creates a river
through the waves back into
the lake.

‘You can feel the pull’
At the crowded Oak Street
Beach in Chicago, lifeguards
spot the currents because
people instinctively move
away. In Wilmette, officials restrict bathers to knee-deep
water at the first sign of rip
currents, about four times a

summer. But nowhere on the
lake are they as powerful or
dramatic as on the Indiana
and Michigan coast.
“You can actually see it in
the water—there’ll be 3- to 4foot waves, and in the middle
of that is an area where there
are no waves,” said Pat Whalen, unit supervisor for
Grand Haven State Park in
Michigan. “Even when you’re
in only 3 feet of water, you can
feel the pull over your legs.
You’re in Lake Michigan, but
it feels like you’re in a river,
standing up to your waist
with a strong flow going
past.”
And at a time when water
levels on Lake Michigan are a
foot below average, lake scientists say the low water adds
to the problem by exposing
wider stretches of beach on
which to strand water—a situation comparable to low
tides, which are known to increase the danger of rip currents on America’s saltwater
coasts.
Though the mechanism for
creating currents is familiar,
rescuers on Lake Michigan’s
southeast shoreline say rip
currents occur faster and
more often than forecasters
can predict them. Even a
strong passing thunderstorm
can cause one.
“It can change before you
realize it,” Whalen said.
The Chicago Heights teen
drowned last Sunday, when
weather
service
models
would have predicted only a
light to moderate risk of rip
currents on the Indiana
shoreline, Gunther said.

» PROBLEM
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1

charging the porn to her account.
All three dozen of the movies were ordered during a
four-day stretch, April 12-15,
days Ashley said the condo
was empty. She moved in on
April 19.
Ashley said she had no idea
the movies had been ordered
until she got her first bill in
May. She immediately called
RCN and said the programs
were not hers. An RCN representative asked her to recite
the serial numbers from her
two converter boxes. Ashley
read off the numbers, but neither one matched the converter box the porn had been ordered on.
The RCN representative
promised to run a trace on
that converter box.
Ashley said that in the
months that followed, she
called repeatedly to ask the
results of the trace.
Each time, she said, she
was told the trace had not yet
been run. RCN told her the
$480.87 would remain on her
bill until the trace was complete.
“The [RCN] people I speak
to on the phone say, ‘Yeah, I
see there’s a problem here.’ ”
Ashley said. “But nothing
ever happens.”
On July 2, Ashley asked
RCN to disconnect her service. The company agreed to
set up an appointment to unplug her cable, but continued
to insist she pay for the movies.
Frustrated,
Ashley
emailed What’s Your Problem?
The Problem Solver called
RCN
spokesman
Mike
Houghton, who researched
Ashley’s account. He quickly
determined Ashley was correct—the converter box in
question was not in Ashley’s
condo, and she did not order
the movies

Tribune photo by Zbigniew Bzdak

Demetra Ashley had not yet moved into her new South Side
condo when the pay-per-view cable shows were ordered.

“It wasn’t her,” Houghton
said. “Absolutely.”
He said Ashley’s original
order for service was coded
erroneously, and that’s why
the mysterious third converter box was attributed to her
account.
Why RCN customer service
representatives were unable
to determine that earlier—
and why the charges were not
removed from her account after she called—is not clear.
“We usually have checks
and balances to make sure
that goes correctly,” Houghton said of the coding. “The
service reps who handled her
query did not respond according to the protocol we have in
place. We’ve taken steps to follow up, to go back and make
sure they’re educated and
know how to handle it correctly in the future.”
Houghton said RCN was
still trying to trace the location of the converter box in
question.
The company also will interview the installer.
“I’m sure that’s part of the
process,” he said. “I know

they’ve gone back and investigated why this happened.”
RCN refunded Ashley a total of $623.90, including all of
the charges for porn, credit
for something called “digital
vision” that she did not order,
charges for the extra converter box and a month of service.
Ashley said the company
also apologized. She decided
to continue her cable service
after all.
“I was very pleased,” she
said. “They asked me to continue to be their customer.
They offered me one month
free. I was fine with that and
accepted their offer.”
HAVE A PROBLEM?
E-mail us your story, providing as many details as possible, to yourproblem@tribune.com or write to What’s
Your Problem, Newsroom,
Chicago Tribune, 435 N. Michigan Ave., Chicago, IL 60611.
Please include your name and
a way to contact you. We cannot respond to everyone, but
we’ll get to as many as we can
and publish the results on
Wednesdays and Sundays.

And the area where Jackson and 10 other youths clambered into the water on a
crowded stretch of national
lakeshore,
investigators
found a series of three sandbars, each sandwiching a
trough deeper than the last,
Bremer said. The youths had
just left Indiana Dunes State
Park, where lifeguards sensing trouble had emptied the
water. The national park
wasn’t staffed with lifeguards.
Witnesses saw a suspected
current pull three of the
youths off the farthest sandbar.
One boy was able to swim
away by himself, while another was rescued by friends.
Jackson disappeared under
the waves and his body wasn’t
found for days.
Even with the new forecasts, beach officials say they
still will rely on their own vigilance and experience.
And along the southeast
shore of Lake Michigan, they
say, crowds will continue to
wade into iffy conditions,
whether they are aware of rip
currents or not.
“We’re within an hour’s
drive of about 9 million people,” Bremer said. “And this
is the beach.”
tdechant@tribune.com
jjanega@tribune.com

A west suburban man
faces a multitude of charges,
including aggravated battery of a police officer, after
being accused of striking a
Chicago police officer with
a vehicle during a traffic
stop and fleeing the wrong
way onto the Eisenhower
Expressway during Friday’s afternoon rush hour.
Matthew Ristau, 31, of
Glen Ellyn also was charged
Saturday with possession of
heroin, driving under the
influence and aggravated
fleeing in a crash that
caused bodily harm and
damage to public property,
among other charges, said
John Mirabelli, a Chicago
police spokesman.
The passenger in the car,
Thomas Hogueisson, 53, of
Wheaton, was charged with
possession of heroin, Mirabelli said.
Hogueisson, who was
shot in the torso by an officer, remained in Stroger
Hospital Saturday night,
Mirabelli said. His condition is unknown.
The men are expected to
appear Sunday in Bond
Court.

Two officers were patrolling the Garfield Ridge area
about 1:45 p.m. when they
made a traffic stop at South
Lavergne Avenue and West
Polk Street as part of a narcotics investigation, police
said.
When one of the officers
approached the vehicle, Ristau refused to get out, police
said. He then accelerated,
hitting and dragging one of
the officers a short distance.
The injured officer was
taken to a local hospital and
was in good condition Friday evening.
After hitting the officer,
the suspect drove east in the
westbound lanes of the
Eisenhower, police said.
There was a crash after officers in another vehicle attempted to arrest the suspect, police said.
When
both
officers
stepped out of the car, the vehicle moved toward an officer and his partner fired,
hitting Hogueisson, police
said.
Because an officer fired
his weapon, the incident is
under investigation by Chicago’s Independent Police
Review Authority.
The westbound Eisenhower was closed for four
hours and every highway in
the Chicago area experienced traffic delays as a result, officials said.
mcgarcia@tribune.com
mlpatterson@tribune.com

