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History:   

The Chatham community of the southeast side of Chicago has long been considered a strong and 

secure community. Nat King Cole Park located at 85th and King Drive was known as a safe park 

surrounded by middle and upper middle class families with beautiful homes and successful 

schools. In the spring of 2010, Chatham residents comfort was shattered when two shootings 

occurred in the park. One of the shootings happened in the early spring during a basketball game. 

It was decided that the basketball rims would be locked to prevent another shooting. As fear 

arose, anger and uncertainty increased. The community was beginning to stabilize when on   

May 19, 2010, off duty Chicago Police Officer Thomas Wortham IV was shot and killed in a 

robbery attempt. Officer Wortham was leaving his parents home near Cole Park. The community 

was stunned.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Officer Wortham, a military reservist, was active in the community and president of the Cole 

Park Advisory Council. Officer Wortham assumed the role so that he could keep the park safe 

for children. Despite that an offender was killed during the attack and two subjects arrested; 

people were afraid and as a result prohibited their children from entering the park. News 

coverage reflected negatively on the community. Under the direction of Commander Eddie T. 

Johnson and Sergeant Dwayne Betts, the 6th District Community Policing Officers put a plan 

into action to ensure the community that Cole Park was still theirs to enjoy and re-implant the 

same sense of security that existed before. The staff, Officers arranged and coordinated an 

exceptional, unusual and remarkable event; Peace in the Park after Dark, an overnight 

camping experience for children in the age range 11 to 18 years.  
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2010 Campout Recap: 

Peace in the Park after Dark was held inside Cole Park from Friday to Saturday, September 3-

4, 2010. More than 75 Children along with 50 parents and volunteers participated in this first 

event of its kind. Guest speakers and police personnel gave advice to the children regarding the 

obstacles they would face growing up and also provided them with strategies for handling peer 

pressure. Members of Sierra Club assembled tents and taught camping basics. Recognizing the 

need to have fundamental outdoor skills, 5 friends serving in the military with Officer Wortham 

assisted with the outdoor training including team activities and nature awareness. Group 

activities were structured to invoke critical thinking by the children and help them gain a better 

understanding of themselves and the challenges they face. A segment of the night out allowed 

reformed offenders to speak openly and discourage violent behavior.  Community volunteers 

cooked and fed campers with food contributed by citizens and donors: Jewel-Osco, Food for 

Less and American Dog before settling in for the night. Commander Johnson, Sergeant Betts and 

the Community Policing Officers camped out overnight amongst the children and community 

volunteers.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The children were awakened to a bugler and began dismantling their tents before clearing waste 

from the campsite. The campers received a hot McDonaldôs breakfast and back to school 

supplies from NOBLE- Chicago Metro Chapter and the Chicago Park District before leaving 

with their parents. The event was a success and received notable newspaper coverage as well as 

broadcast on every major television and news radio stations.  On September 04, 2010, the 

Chicago Tribune covered the event stating in an article ñResidents Reclaim Park with Overnight 

Campoutò. Peace in the Park after Dark restored citizen's faith in the police, and helped fulfill 
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the dream of Officer Thomas Wortham IV to make the park a safe place for children. Many of 

the children have continued to use Cole Park and still participate in police programs.   

 
   

We could not have done it without you!!    

   

 

Dozens keep the peace in Cole Park in memorial 
campout 

September 04, 2010|By John Byrne and Cynthia Dizikes, Tribune reporters 

Tents, campfires and children laughing at night will hopefully become an annual sight in the Chatham 
neighborhood's Nat King Cole Park, residents said Saturday as they pledged to make an overnight 
campout in honor of fallen police Officer Thomas Wortham IV a summer tradition. 

More than 100 people crowded into the South Side park for a Friday night "Peace in the Park After Dark" 
sleepover, meant to show community strength in the face of violence that has become an increasing fact 
of life in the long quiet neighborhood. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2011 Campout and Needs: 

The 6th District is hosting our 2nd outdoor CAPS initiative called Peace in the Park after Dark 

(PPAD). This overnight camping event for youth ages 11-18 will be held Friday - Saturday, 

August 26
th 

- 27
th
, 2011 starting at 5:00 p.m. until 9:00a.m.  The event will take place at Nat 

King Cole Park located at 361 East 85th Street. Participating in the event with our CAPS office 

are community volunteers, elected officials, park district staff and local businesses. We are 

expecting approximately 100 youth to participate in this event. 
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Peace in the Park after Dark  (PPAD) is a great opportunity for the Chicago Police Department 

to have important interaction with youth and promote crime prevention through mentoring and 

education. Additionally, PPAD will provide a unique outdoor experience and open air dialogue 

that focuses on anti-violence strategies. 

 

As you can imagine, acquiring the supplies and food needed for the day will be an enormous 

task. Currently, we are in need of tents to sleep 100, sleeping bags, camping supplies, food, 

chairs, fruit, water, ice, snacks and more. In addition we are looking for volunteers to assist us 

with the campground set up on Friday, August 26, 2011. 

 

Why Camping? 

Camping was chosen because of its profound effects on adolescents. Camping is not only a way 

to identify with the past experiences but to prepare for the future. Stress levels can significantly 

decrease in nature, without all the worries and complications of everyday life; it allows you to 

clear your mind and look at your current situations from another perspective. Or maybe you 

donôt want to think while outdoors, with a clear mind and a cleansed spirit you can tackle those 

situations when you return, knowing you are renewed and can give it your all. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


