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A car easily passes under the railroad bridge that stretches over the west end of Big Lake Road on August 27, 2024.

Low clearance leaves many vehicles with scars

ANDREW SMITH
Council Bluffs Nonpareil

If the slew of yellow and black striped
warning signs doesn’t scare you, let this
be the warning to mind your height when
driving through Big Lake Park.

The park is wrapped by two rail lines; Ca-
nadian National owns the rails to the west
and Union Pacific owns those to the east.

Vehicle passage through Big Lake Park is
tied to Big Lake Road, which itself winds

(@) (e) VIEW: For a video showing some
of the victims of “The Ripper,”

® I point your smartphone camera
at the QR code, then tap the link.
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around the aptly named Big Lake. This is
only possible by traveling under at least one
of two railroad bridges.

The greater offender is the bridge that
spans the gap west of the lake, whichisrated
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with a clearance of 8 feet, 8 inches. While
a motorcycle, sedan, sport utility vehicle
or an average -sized pickup truck should be
fine to cross under, moving trucks, cargo
vans, campers and other taller vehicles are
at risk of adding paint — or more — to the
scars that run underneath the bridge.

There are cars that shift into reverse, and
cars that go full speed ahead.

Please see RIPPER, Page A2

Chamber looks to future as m

SCOTT STEWART
Council Bluffs Nonpareil

Leaders of the Council Bluffs Area Cham-
ber of Commerce don’t really know what
the organization will look like in a few years.

And that’s by design.

As the chamber continues moving for-
ward with a merger with The 712 Initiative
and as their new combined leader contin-
ues to settle into his role, the short-term
plans are clear: keep doing what they’re
doing, wrap up the merger, and work on
strategic planning.

Looking toward the horizon, though, the
sky’s the limit. That’s part of what Chris
LaFerla finds exciting about his still-pret-
ty-new job as president and CEO of the
chamber and 712.

When the chamber was first formed,
LaFerla said, the goal in 1916 was to grow
Council Bluffs into a community of 100,000

the idea of being a part of that rich history
of a chamber of commerce that has that
mission. Together, our 718 members right
now have an opportunity to share in that
vision of growing and developing Council
Bluffs”

Beyond facilitating growth, there’s plenty
of certainty about the future work of the
chamber. It will still promote the interest of
businesses in Council Bluffs. Through the
merger with 712, it will also play a role in
promoting housing and economic devel-
opment in the community.

Collaboration is another cornerstone,
as the organization seeks to act in concert
with others in the community instead of
trying to chart its own path at odds with
City Hall and other civic institutions, such
as the Jowa West Foundation.

Dave Zimmerman, market president of
Availa Bank and past chair of the chamber’s
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people. board of directors, told The Nonpareil that ~ Chris LaFerla, president and CEO of the Council Bluffs Area Chamber of Commerce, mingles
“QObviously, we haven’t reached that goal during a chamber mixer in the space formerly occupied by Jefferson’s Lounge on the 100 Block
yet,” LaFerla said. “I’mreally excited about Please see CHAMBER, Page A2 Of West Broadway on Tuesday, Aug. 27, 2024.
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Creekside Church to host
Labor Day fireworks
display Sunday

For those community members
sticking around town over Labor
Day weekend, Creekside Church
is hosting an event that is free for
the public to enjoy.

Creeksidepalooza will have in-
flatables, games, prizes, music, and
face painting. The event will also
be selling hot dogs and chips for a
dollar and hosting a car demolition
fundraiser.

The night will end with a fire-
works display where guests are

encouraged to bring blankets and
lawn chairs to use while watching.

Creeeksidepalooza will occur
Sunday, Sept. 1, from 6 to 9 p.m.
at Creekside Chuch. The church
is located at 3320 Harry Langdon
Blvd.

Council Bluffs police seek
information on Thursday

shooting

A 17-year-old was shot Thurs-
day evening near South 26th Street
and Third Avenue.

The Council Bluffs Police De-
partment said in a news release

Friday that police responded to the
area about 9:30 p.m. Thursday to
discover a teen had been shot and
was taken to a hospital before they
arrived.

The teen was shot in the chest
and the leg, police said in the re-
lease. He was taken to CHI Health
Mercy Hospital and is expected to
survive the injuries.

An initial police investigation
indicated a disturbance took place
in front of 215 S. 26th St., during
which someone produced a firearm
and fired multiple shots.

The investigation remains on-
going. Anyone with information

is asked to call the department’s
Criminal Investigation Division at
712-328-4728. Anonymousreports
can be made via Council

Bluffs Crime Stoppers at 712-
328-7867 or tinyurl.com/cbpd-
crimestoppers.

Double homicide at 1-29
Speedway remains under
investigation

An investigation is still under-
way following a double homicide
at the I-29 Speedway in Pacific

Junction earlier this month.
On Aug. 10, shots were fired

prior to the start of an outdoor
concert. The I-29 Speedway was
hosting the Pull Up Car Show and
Music Fest, featuring rappers Lil
Boosie, Rob49 and Rich the Factor.

The shooting killed two Omaha
men: Marcus L. Johnson, 28, and
Charles A. Williams Jr., 27. Since
then, the Mills County Sheriff’s
Office has turned the case over to
the Iowa Division of Criminal In-
vestigation.

A spokesperson for the state
agency said Friday that there is no
new information to report at this
time and the incident remains an
ongoing investigation.

Ripper

From A1

The Nonpareil has reported
some larger accidents in the past,
including when a bus from an as-
sisted living facility struck the
bridge in May 2018 — injuring six
— and when the vehicles of two
drivers fell victim to the low bridge
in the same week in July 2014.

Since then, Canadian National’s
old train crossing has grown quite
an online following — roughly
3,400 strong. “The Ripper” was
born a couple years back with a
voting contest on the Council
Bluffs Scanner Facebook page af-
ter a poll unofficially named the
bridge.

Jeremy Thielen, creator and ad-
min of “The Council Bluffs Ripper
“The Beast Must Be Fed’” Face-
book page, said he’s proud of the
part he’s playing in bringing people
together.

“In this era of divisiveness, I
see this as something that brings
people together,” Thielen told The
Nonpareil in an interview. “I keep
crap off the page as far as like solic-
itations and stuff like that”

Thielen, a Carter Lake resident,
used to live on Broadway and
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A car easily passes under the railroad bridge that stretches over the west
end of Big Lake Road on August 27, 2024.

would watch truck drivers fall vic-
tim to the railroad bridge when he
was growing up. The idea to per-
sonify the bridge didn’t come until
his daughter moved to Louisville,
Kentucky, and sent him a page for
the “Can Opener,’ a local bridge
near the University of Louisville
with clearance of 11 feet, 8 inches.

“We’ve got one of those here in
town,” Thielen said. “Ijust kind of
thought about it as a beast that’s
hungry — eats trucks — and that’s

how it started, and people love it”

The bridge is often personified
by group members and is known
for it’s “feedings,” occasionally
“uttering” the sounds “nom nom
nom.”

Thielen works from home for
a mortgage company and checks
the page several times a day to see
what’s been posted. The Ripper
strikes intermittently, but contrib-
utors post photos and memes de-
picting other destructive bridges

and accidents around town.

Among the few requests Thielen
makes of group members is to
avoid posting images that have
already been published.

Weeks with more incidents draw
in more members to the group.
Thielen welcomed more than 160
new members with weekly posts
in August.

“People like it, share it and kind
of look what happened and then
all of a sudden it just snowballs,’
Thielen said.

Sometimes people brainstorm
what could be done to “The Rip-
per” to spare more vehicles.

“I'wonder if they can dig under,”
commented Julia Marie Davis on a
post from June.

Thielen, who has “a little bit of
an engineering background,” said
that doesn’t think that there’s
much that can be done for the
bridge, which has been “unde-
feated since 1936

“Tt’s already a swampy area and
whenitrains alot ... there’s water,”
Thielen said. “People say ‘Well,
raise it! You can’t really do that,
because it’s the grade you’d have
to change and usually if you raised
it only 3 feet, 3 feet of a grade for a
train in a short span, you’d have to
start raising the grade way far back

from the approach on either end””

At times, Thielen has even sold
merchandise featuring “The Rip-
per,” donating 25% of the profits
to the Midlands Humane Society.

Thielen said he chose to sup-
port the animal shelter in honor of
Grant Forristall, the son of Randal
and Michelle Forristall, who died
at age 23. Thielen said that Grant
loved animals. Memorials were
directed to the Midlands Humane
Society.

“It was actually on my birthday,
so I always feel something for that
kid,” Thielen said. “I thought, you
know, this would be a nice way of
remembering”

He hopes to do another run of
T-shirts if enough interest can be
drummed up in the group — per-
haps after media attention.

Thielen said the purpose is the
page is simply “good fun.”

“I just look at it as something
that kind of brings the commu-
nity together, getting good fun
and, regardless of what side of the
aisle you’re on politically, or any of
the other stuff that seems to divide
us, it’s one thing that I see is like,
this is what kind of Facebook, to
me, was meant for. It’s like, you
know, laughing over a common
thing again”’

Chamber

From Al

the driving force for the organiza-
tion is to improve Council Bluffs,
not just the self-interest of the
chamber members.

“You've got a staff that is just
extremely motivated and excited,
and the group that Chris has been
able to assemble, you just see the
eagerness to try to make Council
Bluffs better,” Zimmerman said.
“If Council Bluffs continues to get
better, then all the residents ben-
efit”

Getting better was the aim of
merging the chamber with The 712
Initiative in the first place.

LaFerla said the boards of both
entities voted in July to formally
merge, and since then the work
has included integrating systems,
resources, staff and office spaces.

Asked about how long it’s taken,
with the merger first announced
in October 2023, LaFerla said the
merger was paused to focus on the
leadership of the chamber, includ-
ing hiring him to fill the vacancy
created by the departure of Drew
Kamp in June 2023.

LaFerla started at the helm of
the chamber in January, and a fa-
cilitator was sought to help with
the merger. The facilitator began
in March, with due diligence and
stakeholder meetings with more
than 100 people in April and May
helping to prepare for a merger
committee’s work in May and June,
including sorting out how to com-
bine nonprofits under two different
tax-exempt classifications.

“I understand that how it may
look like this process has taken
a really long time,” LaFerla said,
adding that, in his view, the work
has proceeded on “a pretty quick

Meet the team
Chris LaFerla - President & CEO

Lynn Dittmer - Director of
Redevelopment

Lindsey Grote-Rodgers -
Director of Marketing & PR

Jacob Cool - Director of
Member Services

Jessica Escamilla - Director of
Events

Rachael Jensen - Director of
Workforce Development

Anne Silknitter - Program
Coordinator

Brandy Van Riessen -
Administrative Assistant

Cieandra Tripp - Project
Coordinator

Brandi Drvol - Farmers Market
Manager

timeline.”

LaFerla observed that the cham-
ber and 712 “share a mission of
growing and developing the com-
munity,” and the chamber had
a strategic partnership with the
Pottawattamie County Develop-
ment Corporation before The 712
Initiative was formed — so it makes
sense to bring the organizations
back together now.

“This partnership will make it
possible for these two organiza-
tions to amplify our impact in the
community by pooling and sharing
our resources and our talents as a
team and being more strategic in
terms of making sure that these two
organizations are moving forward
together in partnership to move big
rocks in the community,;” LaFerla

Meet the board

George Barton - ConAgra Brands

Dave Burd - Methodist Jennie
Edmundson

John Dresher - American Family
Insurance

Jennifer Fletcher - CyncHealth

Wyatt Greenwood - Midstates
Bank

Mark Hanwright - Heartland
Properties

Scott Hartman - US Bank

Brent Hoesing - Lewis Central
Schools

Shane Hoss - ETI

Dan Kinney - lowa Western
Community College

Amy McDermott - Black Hills
Energy

Vickie Murillo - Council Bluffs

said. “I'm excited about that”

The progress so far, which in-
cluded the integration of staff
members into a shared office
space on the 100 Block of West
Broadway, was celebrated Aug. 22
with a private event at Bayliss Park
Hall, according to a news release.
The event brought together board
members, community partners and
staff.

“The event marked the begin-
ning of a new chapter, celebrated
with fellowship and refreshments,”
the release stated. “The timing of
the celebration coincided with
Farmers Market Council Bluffs, of-
fering attendees the opportunity to
enjoy the market afterward. Farm-
ers Market Council Bluffs is just
one of the many programs that the

Community Schools
Nikki Rauth - CHI Health Mercy

Hannah Smith - Trivium Life
Services

Kerrie Snyder - Assistant
Pottawattamie County Attorney

Evan Summy - Midwest Ag
Services

Jessica Vanderpool - Kinseth
Hospitality Co.

Dave Wise - TS Bank
David Zimmerman - Availa Bank

Officers are chair Mark Hanwright,
chair-elect Dave Burd, past-chair
Dave Zimmerman and treasurer
Jen Fletcher. Executive Committee
members are Mark Hanwright,
Dave Burd, Dave Zimmerman,

Jen Fletcher, Amy Carolus, Wyatt
Greenwood and Amy McDermott.

new organization will continue to
support and expand upon as part
of its ongoing commitment to the
community”

Over the next several months, the
chamber will focus on establishing
anew strategic plan toidentify and
guide future initiatives, with the
expectation that discussion will
continue onward as the chamber
and 712 are fully combined.

“This initial strategic planning
conversation will really be chart-
ing the course for the next year,
year and a half, and once that in-
tegration is fully complete, then
we’ll come back together for amore
comprehensive strategic plan,’
LaFerla said.

LaFerla has the opportunity to
help guide those discussions, just

as he helped shape the make up of
the organization’s staff, Zimmer-
man said.

“How often do you get to walk
into an organization with a blank
slate and say, ‘What do I want it to
be?’ And that’s really the oppor-
tunity that Chris has had here,”
Zimmerman said. “It’s not just one
person’s vision, but it’s the vision
of the board and the greater com-
munity — what’s best for Council
Bluffs — and how does the chamber
fit into those goals”

LaFerla said the organization will
also work to ensure legal compli-
ance and team unity, as well as look
at the organizational structure and
foster the right culture for the or-
ganization, all while contemplating
what change it wants to implement
in the future.

“The mission of the chamber of
Commerce and The 712 Initiative
just really aligns with the work
that I want to do in Council Bluffs,”
LaFerla said. “I’'m really excited
about the different opportunities
that we get to do that here with this
organization, just in terms of eco-
nomic development, workforce de-
velopment, tackling big challenges
in our community right now, such
as housing, and, ultimately, work-
ing to make Council Bluffs a better
place tolive”

Once the plan is in place, the
chamber’s efforts in the commu-
nity should be clearly understood
and clearly communicated, Zim-
merman said.

“We don’t want people to guess,
‘What is the chamber doing?’”
Zimmerman said. “It’s important
to try to get Council Bluffs to that
next level, keep it growing, stay
progressive with what we’re going
to do, bring new business in here,
expand existing business — and it’s
going to take everybody”
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