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Hall of Famer still twirling pizza 
Long before he was to become a standout runner, at age 8, Jim 

Hall began working at Orsi’s Pizza. Page 2. 

Remembering a unique Omaha runner 
Though he died 15 years ago, “Crazy” Leonard Vavra will not be 

forgotten for his distinctive hoot. Page 5. 

L ooking for a great way to kick off the new year of run-

ning? Plan on starting in February by attending the 2026 

Chiller Challenge and ORC Annual Meeting. The event returns 

to Papillion Landing (1046 W. Lincoln Street) and begins with 

three races. 

The first is the 1K 

kids’ run, which 

goes off at 10:55 

a.m. Finisher med-

als will be awarded 

to all participants. 

At 11:05 comes the 

8K run, where run-

ners will compete 

for overall and age-

group awards. 

Wrapping up the 

morning events at 

11:10 is the 2-mile 

fun run. 

If you register for 

the runs (free to ORC members if completed by Jan. 31), you’ll 

pick up your race bib that morning. Awards will be announced 

during the annual meeting, which begins at 1 p.m. Volunteers 

will be serving lunch ahead of the start of the meeting. 

Only current ORC members will have the opportunity to vote 

for the Club’s Directors and Officers. The results will be an-

nounced to kick off the program. Also on the agenda is a pre-

view of the 2026 Club-managed events. 

The highlight, of course, is the announcement of the new in-

ductees into the ORC Hall of Fame. Last year’s honorees were 

Jodi Semonell and Mike Huggenberger, making them the 52nd 

and 53rd members. The Hall of Fame began in 2004 with seven 

inductees. Sadly, we have lost several Hall of Fame members. 

If y0u know of anyone who would like to join the Club, have 

them attend the Feb. 1 event and register at the door. If you’d 

like to volunteer for the Chiller, please contact Daren Konda at 

402-651-5269 or email omaharun@gmail.com. 

Chiller Challenge set for Feb. 1 

FEBRUARY 1, 2026 

2026 Chiller Challenge races: 

● 1k Kids’ Run (finisher medals for the 

kid’s run) 10:55 am 

● 8k Run (overall and age group awards 

in the 8K) 11:05 am 

● 2-mile Fun Run (no awards in the 2-

mile fun run) 11:10 am 

(Races are free to ORC members if regis-

tered by Jan. 31.) 

To register, click on this link: 

Chiller Challenge & Annual Meeting 

registration information at Get-

MeRegistered.com  

https://secure.getmeregistered.com/get_information.php?event_id=MTc2MzQ4ODUyMjU4ODd2DB1w35atH9LF
https://secure.getmeregistered.com/get_information.php?event_id=MTc2MzQ4ODUyMjU4ODd2DB1w35atH9LF
https://secure.getmeregistered.com/get_information.php?event_id=MTc2MzQ4ODUyMjU4ODd2DB1w35atH9LF
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Editor’s Note: Years before he was to become an All-

America runner at UNO, Jim Hall fell in love with 

Orsi’s Pizza — and not just because of its taste. Hall 

was just 8 years old when he started working there. 

Two years ago, Omaha Magazine published a profile of 

the 2011 ORC Hall of Famer. Here’s the story: 

One recent Sunday, the delicious scent of fresh-baked bread 

and a hodgepodge of other yummy smells wafted outside the 

Orsi’s building at 6th and Pacific. A steady stream of customers 

flowed in and out of the building. They made friendly conversa-

tion with employees while grabbing bread for Sunday dinner 

along with domestic and imported meats, cheeses, and olives 

for the perfect antipasto plate. Others snagged a prized and 

piping hot pizza to go. 

In the back, hustling to make it all happen, was Jim Hall. 

Hall’s first job was at Orsi’s. Times and labor laws have 

changed since a then 8-year-old boy wrapped bread and buns 

in paper bags. Now he and his wife, Kathy, own the Little Italy 

landmark. 

“It’s been part of me my whole life,” Hall says. Before he re-

turned full-time as owner, Hall worked at UPS and OPPD, but 

always kept a weekend shift at Orsi’s. 

Founded by Alfonso and Raphael Orsi in 1919, the bakery de-

scended through the family over the years. In 2006, Hall and 

Bobby Orsi Jr. took ownership from Bob Orsi, adding a deli 

counter with meats, cheeses, olives, oils, and dry goods around 

2007. In 2010, the Halls became full owners. 

If anyone thinks that the Halls’ full ownership signaled the 

changing of the family guard, they’d be at least figuratively 

wrong. Hall, an informally adopted Orsi, has been part of the 

lifeblood of the iconic South Omaha outfit most of his life. 

By age 12 Hall was entrusted with a set of keys and, along with 

Hall of Famer still slinging pizza 

an older neighborhood kid, opened up early each Sunday 

morning to start baking bread. 

“I’ve been here on Sundays since 1967,” says Hall. “I’m German

-Austrian by heritage, but I’m an adopted Italian.” 

He describes the South Omaha of his youth as an ethnically 

diverse place where “everyone got along,” but each proud pop-

ulation had their own churches, groceries, bakeries, and bars. 

Unfortunately, this tradition of niche family businesses isn’t as 

prevalent as it once was. 

“This is all that’s left of Little Italy besides Cascio’s now,” Hall 

muses. “These places were the special gems of the city.” 

But the pendulum is always swinging. 

“People are moving back down here now and it’s revitalizing 

the area,” he says. “It’s a lot more vibrant again.” 

Hall still works long hours along with Kathy, who handles 

bookkeeping. They suspect that many such businesses shutter 

when a family’s sons and daughters aren’t keen on the grueling 

time commitment involved in many small businesses. 

“If there’s no one in the next generation to take it over,” he 

notes, “a lot of them have faded on.” 

Hall says it may not be his kids, but perhaps one of the next 

generation of neighborhood kids — just like he once was — who 

pick up the Orsi’s baton when the time comes. 

But not just yet. It’s Orsi’s 95th year in business, and Hall says 

he will see it to the century mark and beyond. 

“I was always part of the family,” he adds, “and I want to keep 

going. I know our customers and like making them happy. And 

having new people discover us. Once they taste, they’ll be 

back.” 

Jim Hall continues to work at Orsi’s Pizza, which has 

catered its fare for the ORC’s annual meeting. 



At the end of another year, it’s time to look 

back on the many accomplishments of the 

Omaha Running Club. I am particularly 

proud of the successful return of the Omaha 

Marathon to our city streets. We were 

blessed with increased participation and 

received many positive comments on the 

race. 

Our Step into Running 

program led by Pam Car 

and the Distance Clinic 

led by Connie Garro and 

Kent Blobaum were suc-

cessful and well attended.  

I am particularly pleased 

with the success of our 

new kids’ program led by 

Pam Car, something I 

have wanted for the Club 

for many years. And even 

better, the Omaha Cor-

rectional Center running 

program started by Blake 

Ziegler this year has been 

very well received by the Center personnel 

and residents alike. I think we can indeed 

be proud of the ORC’s efforts this year. 

Yearend is another opportunity to extend a 

special thank you to each member of the 

ORC Board and our great advisors for their 

time and hard work to help our Club fulfill 

its mission of supporting the Omaha run-

ning and walking community. But most of 

all, I am extremely grateful to all the volun-

teers who give their time and effort so freely 

all year, as they are the ones that really keep 

us going. We would not be anywhere with-

out you. 

This was particularly true with the presen-

tation of the Omaha Marathon this year as 

our volunteers received many positive com-

ments from participants. I am grateful as 

well for all the runners who turned out to 

support our events and gave us their mark 

of approval by their participation. 

My sincere best wishes to our members for 

a healthy and successful 2026. Thank you 

for supporting our Club. I look forward to 

seeing you at the Lake Manawa and No-

Frills winter series runs, and at the Chiller 

Challenge and annual meeting of members 

that is scheduled for Feb. 1.  Check the ORC 

website for updates. 

Registration is open, and we are moving 

forward with plans to hold our premier 

event, the Omaha Marathon, on Sept. 27, 

2026. It is not too early to 

begin planning your fall 

event. 

If you are interested in ac-

curately measured and 

clearly marked courses, 

prompt and accurate re-

sults during the race, photo 

tagging and runner track-

ing, and race officials and 

volunteers who really care 

about your race experience, 

then we are the race for 

you. Check us out at oma-

hamarathon.com. And the 

best part? The proceeds 

stay right here in Omaha to 

facilitate the ORC's year-

round mission to support the local running 

and walking community. 

The Lake Manawa winter series races 

opened with The Mick several weeks ago 

that brought a great turnout in memory of 

founder and guiding light Mick Freeman.  

The Lake Manawa and No-Frills winter 

series events for January, February and 

March are posted on the ORC event calen-

dar.  These events, even though sometimes 

challenged by weather conditions, provide 

an excellent opportunity to stay active dur-

ing the usual slow season. 

Run safely, and Happy New Year everyone! 

2026 ORC Board Officers 
and Board Members 

Officers 

President, Tom Whitaker 

lorraineandtom@cox.net 

VP & Marketing, Daren Konda 

darenkonda@hotmail.com 

Secretary, Mandy Kennedy 

mandykennedy@hotmail.com 

Treasurer, Tim Lens 

tmlens@yahoo.com 

Directors 

Nazima Aripova 

nazimaaripova@gmail.com 

Julie Borer 

mariajulieborer@gmail.com 

Jeff Brune 

plantman@gci.net 

Pam Car, RRCA State Rep. 

pacar@cox.net 

Marty Ertz 

martin.ertz@gmail.com 

Connie Garro, Distance Clinic 

Co-Coordinator 

cagcag822@gmail.com 

Matt Hoppe 

mhoppe02@gmail.com 

Derek Loseke 

dirkloseke@gmail.com 

ORC Advisors 

John Fey, Newsletter 

jmfey1952@gmail.com 

Connie Garro & Kent Blobaum 

Distance Training Clinic 

orcdistanceclinic@gmail.com 

Alan Higley, Event Scoring/Hall of 

Fame Coordinator 

alanhigley@hotmail.com 

Pam Car, Director Step into 

Running 

pacar@cox.net 

Gary Meyer, Equipment Coordinator 

gfmeyer.gm@gmail.com 

Kelli Sweet, Design Consultant 

sweetkelli@cox.net 

ORC email address: 

omaharun@gmail.com 

For more on the ORC, go to: 

omaharun.org 

Follow the Club on 

Facebook, X and Instagram! 
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President’s Message 

Tom Whitaker 

Here’s wishing all 

of our ORC 

members a Happy 

New Year! 
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Eye of the Editor 

Knee replacement was a success 
There’s an old saying that goes: Getting 

old isn’t for sissies. After turning 70 three 

years ago, I figured it was just a matter of 

time before my surgically repaired right 

knee was going to need more work — 

likely knee replacement. After all, I suf-

fered a torn ACL while playing flag foot-

ball in 1975 and didn’t get it tended to 

until 2004. 

After gutting it out for 29 years — I some-

how managed to run four marathons and 

several 10Ks — I finally saw an orthope-

dic surgeon. Dr. Mark Goebel at the newly opened OrthoNe-

braska Hospital performed ACL transplant surgery in May 

2004. I was told my running days were over, but I would be 

able to walk without pain. 

Over the next 13 years, I logged quite a bit of miles — often on 

the Keystone Trail. Then, in 2017, came our move to the Bucca-

neer Bay subdivision five miles west of Plattsmouth. I was hap-

py to find new routes within our new little community — in-

cluding, at the beginning, its hills. 

But as the years flew by, I often experienced discomfort and 

sometimes sharp pain in the knee. I eventually decided to have 

OrthoNebraska look at it, and I was happy to discover Dr. Goe-

bel was still on the staff. An X-ray revealed I was bone to bone, 

and he recommended replacement. 

Well, I put it off for another year or two until finally scheduling 

surgery for last Oct. 28. I wanted to time it so my recovery 

would be full enough to pick up my golf clubs when our course 

opened in the spring (or sooner). 

I didn’t fully know what to expect, but I had a pretty good idea 

based on hearing from others who had knees and hips re-

placed. The key to a quicker recovery, many people told me, 

was to be faithful with my physical therapy. My surgery was on 

a Tuesday, and the following Friday I was introduced to my 

physical therapist at Bellevue Physical Therapy. 

Starting on Halloween, Alysa Biggs became my “coach” for the 

next eight weeks. She was impressed with my progress with 

each passing week. I “graduated” with my final session Dec. 30. 

By then, I was starting to walk again — just a mile at the begin-

ning before eventually stretching it out to three miles. 

At this writing, I’m not close to being completely recovered, but 

I feel that with each week, I will be soon. Depending on how 

things proceed, I may try to pick up running again. Stay tuned. 

* * * 

Looking back on 2025 (where did the time go?), I’d like to con-

gratulate the ORC Board — led by our president, Tom Whitaker 

— for a very successful year. The highlight, of course, was 

bringing back the Omaha Marathon. As Tom said in his mes-

sage, participation hit record levels, and the race committee 

pulled off a highly successful event. 

Of course, that’s not all the Club accomplished in 2025. With 

several Club-managed races and fun runs during the winter, 

spring, summer and fall, members had several chances to join 

in on the action. I remember joining the ORC nearly 30 years 

ago with the goal of making new friends, and that’s just what 

happened. Sadly, some of those friends are no longer with us, 

but the memories of people like Gary Julin and “Crazy” Leon-

ard Vavra will never fade. 

Winter doesn’t mean we have to hibernate. There are the two 

ongoing outdoor weekend series for those who don’t mind the 

cold. The first Club event is the Feb. 1 Chiller Challenge and 

annual meeting (as referenced on the front page). It’s a good 

chance to enjoy the company of fellow runners/walkers. The 

highlight is the announcement of the newest Hall of Fame in-

ductees. I’ll always remember the thrill of being inducted along 

with our son Derek in 2021. 

Please plan on attending this year’s meeting. And bring a friend 

along to learn more about our Club. 

John Fey 

My “graduation” gift was a T-shirt from Bellevue Phys-

ical Therapy. 
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Honoring past ORC Hall of Famers 

Vavra was crazy about running 
Editor’s note: With this issue, we look back at the life 

of “Crazy” Leonard Vavra, who longtime ORC mem-

bers remember as one of the more unique characters 

within the Omaha running community. The article 

below was written in 2005 by ORC newsletter editor 

John Fey during his 20 years at the Omaha World-

Herald. Vavra, who was inducted into the ORC Hall of 

Fame in 2007, died May 11, 2011. 

Leonard Vavra realized a couple of years ago he needed knee-

replacement surgery. The wear and tear of nearly 100 mara-

thons took its toll on the 76-year-old Omahan known as 

“Crazy” Leonard. He was expected to maybe jog again on his 

artificial knee. 

He wasn’t expecting a complication to develop a day after his 

Sept. 30 surgery that resulted in the amputation of his left leg 

above the knee. 

“It was a very sad deal,” said Vavra, known for bellowing out 

with enthusiasm while exhaling during runs. “When it first 

happened, I was in a down mode a little bit. But I’m back up 

there now. It’s happened, there’s nothing I can do about it.” 

After the Oct. 4 amputation, he became seriously ill. 

“He had some really bad days,” said Delphine Vavra, his wife of 

52 years. “It was a shock to the poor guy. He was angry at first. 

He didn’t know what was going on.” 

Once the shock, sickness and sadness subsided, Vavra went 

into recovery mode. One morning while recovering at home, a 

call came from a fellow amputee, Bob Kerrey. The former Ne-

braska governor and senator, who met Vavra years ago at a few 

road races, wanted to help lift his spirits. 

“Human suffering can be very much an isolating experience, 

because you feel like you’re all alone,” said Kerrey, who lost 

part of his right leg in 1969 while serving in Vietnam. “It’s im-

possible to feel somebody else’s pain.” 

Vavra and his wife weren’t the only ones devastated by the am-

putation. 

Dr. Bill Smith, who performed the knee-replacement surgery, 

was more than Vavra’s surgeon. Smith used to run with Vavra. 

“It’s a disaster,” Smith said. “I’ve been doing this for 32 years 

now, and I’ve never had anybody lose a leg. He almost died.” 

Smith said it is likely an aneurysm formed in a vessel behind 

the knee. 

“He lost the blood supply to his leg,” Smith said. “When that 

happens, you get toxins in the bloodstream from the leg that’s 

dying. It’s a pretty gruesome deal.” 

Kerrey said he could tell Vavra was bouncing back from the 

initial shock. 

“It’s a measure of his character that he’s feeling good about 

what’s going to happen to him next,” he said. “I think he’s very 

optimistic, his spirits are good. And both of those are appropri-

ate. But I told him he’s also going to have moments when he’s 

going to feel real grief and real sadness and real anger. And he 

should go ahead and do that.” 

Vavra said his wife has been a key to his recovery. 

“She’s been a big, big, big plus,” he said. “When you have one 

leg, there’s not a lot you can do. She’s my number one lady.” 

Vavra also is grateful for Kerrey’s encouragement. 

“It was almost unbelievable that he called,” Vavra said. “That 

was the last person that I would ever think would call me.” 

Despite the years of knee pain, Vavra competed in area running 

events, even if it meant walking. And he always wore his smile 

— and sent out his trademark hoot that coined his nickname. 

“I have never known him not to have a smile on his face and a 

positive thing to say,” said Susie Smisek, a longtime runner and 

race director for the Omaha Marathon. “As I talked to him on 

the phone (after his amputation), a tear ran down my cheek as 

he hooted and blew me a kiss over the phone. 

“He is what makes me put my running shoes on some days 

when I am complaining.” 

The cards and letters that continue to arrive amaze the humble 

Vavra. 

“I’m not a very important runner, never was,” he said. “I have 

some enthusiasm. That’s how everybody knows me.” 

Leonard Vavra undergoes physical therapy in 2005 

after losing his leg to amputation. (World-Herald 

photo.) 



6 

ORC Hall of Famers Bob Garcia and Craig Christians will look 

back at 2025 as the year of the injury. One was sustained out of 

the blue, and the other 

came during a race. 

Craig joined his Bellevue 

University cross country 

runners for a warm-up 

workout ahead of the No-

vember NAIA national 

meet in Tallahassee, Flori-

da, when he suffered a 

severe hamstring injury. It 

made for painful watching 

that day, although the 

reward was seeing his top 

runner, freshman Grace 

Steinmetz, place fifth 

overall. 

Craig’s long road to recov-

ery began with a hospital 

stay. He posted an update 

on his Facebook page last 

month. 

He wrote: “A friend commented recently, ‘Remember when we 

used to have a right leg and a left instead of a good one and bad 

one?’ I Got the ‘good one’ fixed today with a hamstring surgery. 

On the comeback trail again!” 

Injuries sideline Garcia and Christians 

Barricades gone 
Those who often use the 

Keystone Trail north of the 

railroad bridge can rejoice 

with the news that the 

barricades affecting the stretch 

from Mercy Road to Grover 

Street were removed late last 

fall. It’s a busy section that gets 

heavy use from runners, 

walkers and cyclists. 

Craig Christians suffered a 

hamstring injury while 

coaching his BU cross country 

team in Florida. 

Bob Garcia, left, took first in his 5K age group, despite 

dealing with severe knee pain. 

Garcia, 70, who continues to not let Father Time beat him, 

closed out 2025 with a Dec. 28 race in Boca Raton, Florida. He 

injured his knee but still managed to win his 5K age group. 

“I probably won’t run again until I can see someone for this con-

dition,” Bob posted on Facebook.  “I rarely notice it unless I'm 

jogging or running.” 

Bluffs Track Club asks: Who is ready for winter? 
Saturday, Jan. 17 

Saturday, Feb. 7 

Saturday, Feb 21 

Saturday, March 7 CB 13 

Saturday, March 21 

For complete 

information, go to 

the Bluffs Track 

Club Facebook page 

or call 402-507-7105. 
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2025: The year in pictures 



The ORC is a proud 

member of the RRCA! 

ORC Membership Discounts 

 

 

 

Peak Performance 

 10% off regular-priced shoes & clothing at: 

 78th & Cass (398-9807) 

 156th & Maple (398-0100) 

 36th St. & Hwy. 370, Bellevue ( 884-1853) 

  

Fleet Feet 

 10% off regular-priced shoes at: 

 Aksarben Village, Wright Plaza and Lincoln 

Honoring Denny Sides’ life 

A large group of family and friends gathered Nov. 15 at the Kros Strain Brewery in La Vista for a celebration of 

the life of Denny Sides, husband of ORC Hall-of-Fame member Bea Sides. 


