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Rites honor something found in death of student

In tragedy, Brian Welzien belonged not only to his mother, but also to Chicago. 

Many followed his disappearance and death, seeing something of themselves in the young man. 

ELGIN, Ill.


The gravedigger knew too much.

Usually he just knows the name of the person he's burying, sometimes the age. But as Mark Christopherson went about his work under swollen skies Wednesday behind the Apostolic Christian Church in northwest suburban Elgin, he felt strange. 

He felt as if he knew Brian Welzien.

"I was surprised to find out I was the one burying him," said Christopherson, who, at 21, is the same age Welzien was when he died, after disappearing on New Year's Day. His body washed ashore in Gary, Ind., last week--2 1/2 months after Welzien vanished from Chicago's Gold Coast in what police have ruled was an accidental drowning.

Welzien's story galvanized a city, drawing together a cross-section of humanity joined in unlikely alliance by a fragile bond: an affinity for the grieving mother and her only son.

So it was that on Wednesday--the day that the last, melancholy chapter was written in the life of Brian Welzien--his funeral attracted people who hadn't even heard his name until his disappearance became news.

Among the 450 people assembled inside the church on a crisp spring morning were a suburban woman whose father went missing last September while taking an evening walk in Knoxville, Tenn.; a group of women from the New Christian Valley Full Gospel Baptist Church who had made the 1 1/2 hour drive from South Holland; a man who wrote a song about Welzien in hopes of drawing more attention to the case; and a trucker who contributed to the reward money that was offered for information about Welzien.

"It's amazing to see what I've seen," said Don Johnson, a private investigator hired by the family. "At the YMCA, people from all walks of life were handing out fliers. It's unbelievable who all hit the streets."

At Welzien's wake Tuesday night, two veteran Chicago police detectives stood side by side at the coffin wearing long, dark trench coats. For Detective John DeBartolo, a 31-year veteran, it was the first time he had attended a funeral for a case he had worked.

"We just wanted to come up here and pay our respects," said DeBartolo, who has a college-age son of his own. "We thought it was the right thing to do."

Standing with DeBartolo was Sgt. Bob Battalini.

"We got to know Mrs. Welzien," Battalini said.

Stephany Welzien, a slight, quiet woman who has endured the ordeal of losing her son with stoic dignity, was flooded with phone calls, letters and e-mail--from strangers as well as friends and family.

The outpouring was immense, and it started almost immediately after her son vanished early Jan. 1. Brian Welzien disappeared in front of a Gold Coast hotel after celebrating New Year's Eve with friends at a bar in Lincoln Park.

"I read about your tragic story on the Internet and I just want to let you know that my prayers and my family's prayers are with you--even though we are an entire continent away," wrote Sean Walsh of Sydney, Australia, in an e-mail on Feb. 9.

On March 4, from Iowa, came a card from Christine Metzger--a woman who had ridden the school bus with Stephany Welzien when they were girls.

"It's amazing," Welzien said. "I hear from people and wonder how they've heard. People from all over.

"A lot of people identified--had a brother, had a husband, had a son."

After awhile Brian Welzien no longer belonged only to his mother. With news of his disappearance, it seemed the whole world adopted him: "Because it could have happened to anybody," said Keith Schambach, a church friend of Brian Welzien's.

Kate Kaplan, a Gold Coast resident who opened her home to Welzien and her family and friends during their search for Brian, is a mother of twins and carries the haunting memory of two long-unsolved missing-child cases in her native Iowa.

"My heart went out when I heard about Brian," said Kaplan, who missed the funeral only because one of her children was ill. "That happened two blocks from my house."

Those who have helped compose "an interesting, eclectic mix," Kaplan said.

Tim Kellenberger, a member of Apostolic Christian Church, moved his family plot over one space so Brian could be buried beside his parents.

"Stephany didn't know she would need three graves," Kellenberger said.

Wednesday afternoon before the funeral, the sounds of a hymn wafted softly out across the parking lot and into the graveyard where Christopherson lay mats and erected a tent for the graveside service at the hole he had dug the day before.

"O what peace we often forfeit, O what needless pain we bear," an a cappella choir sang as mourners drifted into the church.

Entering the church, Barbara Lascola of Evergreen Park stopped at the guest book.

"I didn't know Brian, yet I felt I did," she wrote. "I, too, have a 20-year-old son."

Outside the chapel, Chip Wilkins stood alone, gulping back emotion. Wilkins, a burly man, never knew Welzien but wrote a song about the case to help keep it in the public eye.

"As long as you don't find something, there's always hope," said Shelia Vojack, whose father, Larry Meyer of Knoxville, has been missing since Sept. 17.

As Vojack took a seat in the church, Stephany Welzien stood huddled with five women who had, said one named Anna Love, taken up the cause of helping her out of the goodness of their hearts. The women had come from the new Christian Valley Full Gospel Baptist Church.

The funeral, which lasted an hour, was a solemn affair rife with scripture, prayer and hymns. Welzien's coffin was covered with a spray of sunflowers, gerber daisies, roses and wildflowers at the front of the church.

"Jan. 1, 2000, was the perfect time in God's plan to take Brian home," pastor Chuck Kellenberger told the packed church.

"Sister Stephany has the world praying for her."

The pallbearers carried the coffin out to the blue hearse. One of them, Nick Young, had been in the group with Welzien on New Year's Eve. Young's jaw was bunched and set, his eyes red.

"Lord, we don't understand, we don't understand, why Brian isn't with us today," said Ed Strahm, a minister at the church.

Ushers sobbed into their handkerchiefs.

Christopherson, the gravedigger, leaned against a van, arms crossed, as the mourners walked past and up the hill on their way back to the church for dinner.

"The wind blew over Lake Michigan and blew the body ashore," Wes Knapp, a church elder, said in the pre-meal prayer.

"The wind could have blown in any direction.

"That's how great thou art."

