






'Sneaky family' competes at Naperville-style 'Survivor' 

T
hey started with Hearts, a seemingly innocuous 
game of cards, but nothing about the contest was 
hannless. Instead, it foreshadowed 48 hours of an 
often-desperate struggle - a struggle, bluntly put, 
to swvive. 

"It's ugly," contender Tom Walter said. "It gets mean. 
That's what makes it fun.' 

This was "Survivor,· Naperville&yle, planned and execut­
ed by 18-year-<>1d Justin Walter, who used the wildly popular 
1V series as the catalyst for two days of mental and physicaJ 
battles. 

"My famj)y, we an pretty much watch 'Survivor:· Justin 
explained 

With an intensity that could make the Hatfield-McCoy feud 
seem like a toddlers' quarrel, 16 family members and friends 
confronted each other last weekend through a series of chal­
lenges. They ate "gross" foods, put together king-sized puz­
zles and competed in a human treasure hunt through the 
woods behind the Walters' back yard. After each challenge, 
the woods also served as the spot where the losing "tribe" 
convened to vote off one of its members. 

Justin, a senior at aperviIIe North High School, used the 
organizational skills of a corporate CEO to schedule a chal­
lenge nearly every two hours, from early in the morning 
until late at night He divided up the rivals, who ranged in 
age from 11 to 60, into two tribes balanced by gender, ath­
leticism and age. He hid the equipment he bought and saved 
his plans on a computer disk so that even his parents, Tom 
and Cheryl Walter, and Justin's twin brother, Tommy, 
couldn't sneak a peek. 

Relatives entering the campaign in addition to the three 
Walters were the Jenero family of Schaumburg; the 
Thomases of West Chicago; the Casalis of Elmwood Park; 
and Lucy Johnson, the oldest "Survivor" contestant, from 

Florida. They were joined by close family friend Kathy 
Claes, of Downers Grove, whose husband, Bob, videotaped 
the proceedings, and by Mike White, Justin's friend since 
kindergarten_ 

"He's like the adopted son of our family," Justin said. 
Each paid $20 to enter and receive bandanas their director 

fashioned with a "Survivor" logo. The springboard for the 
two days of trials came last year, after Justin won a mini "Sur­
vivor" weekend an aunt planned for the kids in the famiIy_ 
Fwe months ago, he began working on an extended version 
for the whole family. 

"We have a pretty large family, and we're very close," he 
said. "We have a lot of family parties." Fdteen family mem­
bers, in fact, returned just before the "Survivor" weekend 
from a trip to New York, where they attended a relative's sur­
prise birthday party. They foUowed it with two days at Ohio's 
Cedar Point Amusement Park. 
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As close as they were, however, 
the combatants soon discovered 
they needed persistence, endtmlnCe, 
teamwork, cunning, creativity and 
strong ankles - and stomachs - to 
best the other entrants. After an, the 
final survivor would earn $150 and, 
jnst as important, bragging rights 
among the relatives and friends. 

Justin immediately surprised the 
contenders: The top three finishers 
from both tribes in Hearts would 
get to sleep in the air-conditioned 
house overnight; the others would 
be confined to two small tents. 
Also, the winning team would re­
ceive a homemade breakfast, cour­
tesy of Justin's aunt, Patty Thomas, 
who was the only one privy to her 
nephew's plans. 

For other meals, they would 
make do with items such as dry ceo 
leal (water, but no milk), canned 
goods and hot dogs they could 
cook over small barbecue pits. 

The cutthroat competition sur­
faced early, said Annette Jenero. 

"I helped win the home-cooked 
breakfast, and 1 got to sleep inside, 
then I was the first to be voted out 
of my tribe!" she grumbled. 

Justin, a member of North's stu­
dent government who was selected 
to attend a nationwide J. Kyle Braid 
Foundation leadership conference, 
used a team-building activity to 
kick off Saturday morning. He gave 
each tribe four rug squares on 
which they were to stand but flip 

" It turned into the 
younger group tried to 
vote out the older 
group. Then they tried 
(voting out) by sex. " 
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over without stepping of[ 
"You think it'd be easy, but it's 

not," he said. 
Mid-afternoon brought one of the 

most challenging events. Food that 
many people avoid - octopus, pigs' 
feet, liver, tripe and the like - re­
sulted in some gagging and nausea. 

1'ommy ate the chicken giz­
zards, but couldn't eat the brussels 
spouts," Cheryl Walter said. 

Saturday evening brought a less 
stomach-stressful event, using two 
4--by-8-foot sections of wood Justin 
cut into 19 puzzle pieces. One per­
son from each tribe gave directions 
to blindfolded team members as 
they searched for the parts. Once 
the pieces were found, they had to 
complete the puzzle. 

By this time, though, there were 
already some unhappy campers. 

"It was freezing!" complained 
Justin's mom, a "loser" who spent 
the chilly and damp Friday night in 
a tent ~lt was so cold and wet, and 
the water was dripping on us." 

Kathy Claes went absent with 
leave after hurting her ankle in a 
challenge where a runner from 
each tribe tried to find team mem­
bers in the forest who used only 
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A heartbeat in the home ... 

HaVe YOU Recently Moved? 
Whether you've moved across the country, or 
across town, we want to meet you to say hello 

and to help you with tips as you get settled. 
Our basket is loaded with useful gifts, information 
and cards you can redeem for more gifts at local 

businesses. Get to know Naperville through 
us and have your questions answered. We are your 

neighbors and look forward to meeting you. 
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Jan Heafey (North) 357-4016 
Gretchen Wollerman (East) ~99 

Gayle Mclaren (West) 983-1749 
Susan Davis (Southwest) 420-1076 
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whistles to signal their where­
abouts. She returned Sunday as an 
observer. 

And ousted Tom Walter was, by 
his own admission, not doing too 
wen. 

~It turned into the younger group 
tried to vote out the older group," 
he said, "then they tried (voting 
out) by sex." 

~tt's really brutal," said his wife. 
"Dad feels he got tricked," said 

Justin, who had already planned a 
rearrangement of the tribes to 
shake up the dynamics. 

For a late-night Saturday chal­
lenge, Justin placed concrete blocks 
on the ground. The one who, while 
hokling a Tiki torch, stayed on the 
block the longest would be declared 
this event's winner. 

Sixty-year-old Lucy lasted 48 
minutes before dropping out, earn­
ing some plaudits from her rela­
tives and leaving six temporary 
survivors on the blocks. Justin's 
uncle, Billy Thomas, stepped down 
at an hour. 

"My feet are asleep," he said. 
Tommy Walter began doing 

stretching exercises on his precari­
ous perch as time crept by. Then 
AnnaJenero, who had stood on the 
block barefooted, was lured down 
by the mysterious offer of a covered 
plate (which she would later 6nd 
out held two pieces of pizza and two 
cookies). 

Finally at midnight, three hours 
and 15 minutes after the challenge 
began, Tommy was the lone sur­
vivor contestant standing. He also 
won the final challenge, which em­
ployed questions about the week-
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end, such as "Who was the fifth per­
son to step off the concrete 
blocks?" 

But as the competition ended 
early Sunday night before a barbe­
cue, it was Anna who stood tall She 
beat out her final two challengers, 
Mike and Tonuny. 

"At Cedar Point, I told people in 
my family to watch out for them," 
Justin said. "Even before the week­
end, those three plotted to be the 
6na\ three. Mike admitted to being 
the big liar of the game, trying to 
get everyone to trust him. The 0th­
ers had a warning," he said, -but 
nobody listened." 

The threesome, in fact, even 
shared the prize money, part of the 
pact they had forged before the 
Survivor weekend began. 

Justin, who is a member of 
North's National Honor Society 
and First Class, which promotes 
good character, said he's not sure 
he'd organize another family sur­
vival weekend. 

"Td have to think about it," he ex­
plained, ~because next time, I'd 
want to be in it" 

And he feels that way in spite of 
his assessment of the weekend. 

"Sneaky family,· Justin conclud­
ed. "Sneaky family." 

e-mail us your comments: thesun@scnl.com 


