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Flying high
by arlene miles

 Ask John Rippinger what he does well and he 
will tell you that he has successfully run a number of 
insurance and employee benefits firms under the aegis 
of Rippinger Financial Group. Ask him what he loves 
to do well, and the answer will be different.

 Flying. It’s his life.
 While flying in and of itself is not such a 

rare pursuit, the type of flying Rippinger does, is. 
Rippinger is a member of the Lima Lima Flight 
Team, which is the only civilian six-airplane aerobatic 
formation demonstration team in the world.

 Chances are you have seen the Lima Lima 
Flight Team in action, or at the very least have seen 
footage of them performing. The team appears 
annually at the Chicago Air and Water Show, and at 
approximately 15 to 30 similar events throughout 
the United States each year, with at least 10 of those 
major air shows. Rippinger joined Lima Lima as a 
pilot in 1992, but his love affair with flying began 
years earlier.

 “My dad was a B-24 pilot in World War II and 
like many of the greatest generation, he came home 
and didn’t talk about it anymore, but I was fascinated 
with it,” Rippinger said. “So I started taking flying 
lessons when I was a senior in high school.”

 His eyesight was not good enough to allow 
him to fly aircraft for the Air Force, the Navy or 
the Marines. The Army was willing to take him as 
a helicopter pilot, but Rippinger wasn’t interested. 
Thus, while the Vietnam War was raging, he worked 
as a metallurgist for Northrop Defense Systems, 
manufacturing the tube that was at the heartof  radar 
jamming systems for B52s and F111s.

 In his spare time, he kept flying different types 
of aircraft, including hang gliders, fixed wing planes 
such as Pipers and Cessnas, and even hot air balloons. 

Page 22      schaumburg    live • work • play    march/april 2009       Page 23

Rippinger got so good at the latter that he became 
U.S. Gas Balloon champion in 1981 with partner 
Dean Stellas who was the owner/pilot of the balloon 
“Chicago.”
 After selling his last hot air 
balloon in 1989, Rippinger did 
not own an aircraft for the first 
time in many years, so he was 
on the lookout for something 
to buy.

 “I had always wanted a warbird, an ex-
military aircraft and I saw an ad for a share of 
ownership in a T-34,” he said.
 Rippinger became a partial owner, with 
a goal of being able to fly the plane competently, 
and maybe do a loop or a roll in the air. He soon 
discovered that his partners were part of the Lima 
Lima Flight Team, and inquired about flying 
as part of the team. His T-34 partners were not 
exactly welcoming.

 “I was put off by the whole thing because 
they told me, ‘You have to earn your way into this,’” 
Rippinger said. “They told me, “We’re not very 
friendly to outsiders. We have to know who you 
are.’”
 What that actually meant is that the team 
needed to see whether he had the mettle to perform 
acrobatic formation flying. Thus began a long period 
of training where Rippinger learned how to fly the T-
34 by touch and feel as well as learn acrobatic loops 

and rolls on a solo basis, followed by learning how to 
perform the stunts with two other airplanes.
 The training period also required Rippinger 
to unlearn three basic tenets of flying. Pilots are 
always taught to stay as far away from other aircraft 
as possible, to always look at the plane’s instruments 
because they tell the story of how the craft is flying, 
and to act autonomously. The first is disconcerting, 
he noted, because in formation flying, the planes are 
very close to one another, often only 10 to 15 feet 
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species although the room was sprinkled with couples 
and families with babes in arms, too. Background 
tunes also transport you to the backyard in summer 
- Green Tambourine by the Lemon Pipers; songs by 
Marvin Gaye and The Supremes; and Grazin’ in the 
Grass (“is a gas, baby, can you dig it; What a trip just 
watchin’ as the world goes past“), indeed. Wait staff, 
clad in crisp black duds, is nothing if not vivacious and 
practiced in all things grilled.

Stay in summery style and consider a refreshing 
sangria concoction: there are at least two  different 
recipes on the menu including a traditional red version 
and a feisty pomegranate Mandarin mixture. It’s easy 
to spot the most popular food and drink items on the 
menu - just look for the circled, red “W” and you’ll 
find, for example, that regulars are mad for the Passion 
Fruit-Mango Margarita; Zing-Zang Bloody Mary; 
and the Smokey Joe martini, a drink Bond would find 
insanely pleasurable made from Chicago’s own north 

shore distillery ultra-premium vodka, dry vermouth 
and hand-stuffed blue cheese olives. The list of grapes 
and brews is easy to navigate with captions steering 
you to “Big and Juicy Whites,” “Spicy Barbeque Reds,” 
drafts, bottles and “Bold Barbeque Beers.”  “Weber’s 
Backyard Brew” by Goose Island Brewery adds another 
local taste to the adult beverage roster.

Atkins and South Beach diets be damned and dig 
into the bread basket that’s studded with warm pretzel 
rolls, whipped butter and a cheddar cheesy spread. 
Starters check in at six choices plus a special appetizer 
of the day. A group might go for the Weber Sampler 
that offers rib fingers, beer can chicken tenders, steak 
skewers and BBQ shrimp - a definite orange alert of 
sensational tastes. We opted for Chef Luis Montesinos’ 
special appetizer of the night: four jumbo grilled 
shrimp each lying atop
a blue corn tortilla chip stacked with ground chorizo, 
pico de gallo and a spoonful of guacamole. Honey, 

I wanted to run to the kitchen 
and declare, “You had me at the 
appetizer!” 

I noticed countless wait staff 
delivering ramekins of steamy soup 
to nearby tables and apparently the 
baked onion number, swollen with 
melted mozzarella, Gruyere and 
Parmesan, was the popular cause. 
Our enthusiastic waitress encouraged 
just a sample of Chef ’s soup of 
the day - cream of chicken - and I 
balked. Why would I want to fill up 
valuable real estate in my belly for 
what could be the blandest potion 
on the planet?  Chef Montesinos 
challenged my bias with soup that 
starred smoky chicken and spices 
giving it a kick that Campbell’s 
would kill for. 

There are smaller and entrée salads 
that sell briskly during the warmer 
months but a New Year’s resolution 
may call for the satisfying New York 
Strip Steak Salad featuring thinly 
sliced beef, mixed greens, grill-
roasted mushrooms, smoked onions, 
croutons, blue cheese dressing and 
an Asiago cheese crisp.

The kitchen turns outs plenty of 
burgers during lunch and dinner 
hours and it’s no wonder - who can 
resist a flame seared, 100% USDA 
Black Angus beef burger (there are 
also turkey and signature veggie 
burgers) topped with a choice of 
cheese and/or apple wood smoked 
bacon? 

The chain’s chefs deserve praise for 
a list of entrees that gratifies foodies 
as well as solid Midwestern appetites. 
Expect sure-handed preparations, 
whether robust mesquite-smoked 
beef brisket or light Parmesan-
crusted Tilapia, with plenty prices 
ranging from around $15 to $29. 
Everything in the BBQ category is 
a keeper so you can’t go wrong with 

the Midwestern-style ribs that are 
slow smoked over Hickory, Black 
Angus meatloaf swathed in Weber’s 
BBQ sauce, grill roasted and glazed 
chicken or one of the combos in 
which you choose two or three 
items. The pulled pork is especially 
toothsome and comes in Midwestern 
or Carolina style, the latter full of 
kick and complexity. All Q is sided 
with a hunk of cornbread, Maker’s 
Mark bourbon baked beans and 
crunchy slaw. 

Not in the mood for Q? Travel 
south with grilled, blackened catfish, 
try honey-mustard glazed pork 
chops, iconic beer can chicken or 
go for a flawlessly grilled and rave-
worthy
steak. Small plates must be an affront 

A grilling revolution began 
 with the introduction of  the 

Weber Kettle in 1952. 

to Weber’s chefs - portions are generous and doggie bags 
are not uncommon. 

You can certainly go for one of the ample desserts but 
the trio of classic American desserts is a smart way for 
everyone to taste and not explode. Endorphins multiply 
at the first forkfuls of mini-versions of chocolate cake, 
apple pie and Key lime cheesecake.

Weber Grill does a big catering and carry out business. 
In addition to most items on the dine-in menu, you 
can tote home mouth-watering by-the-pound packages 
of BBQ chicken, smoked turkey breast, grilled smoked 
sausage, brisket and pulled pork, ribs and lots of sides.  
Check out the Lunch Club promotion, continuing 
until the end of March, 2009: have lunch at Weber four 
times and choose either a $20 gift card or one of the 

restaurant’s popular cookbooks. 
Have the grill master at your ranch enroll in one of the 

grilling classes held monthly only at  the Schaumburg 
location and he’ll dazzle friends and family with his 
chops this summer. Classes, including Grilling 101, fish 
and veggie grilling and classic barbeque smoking, are 
$75 per person and include the class, beverages, buffet 
lunch featuring the recipes reviewed and tax. 

If you have out-of-town guests, forget the usual 
Chicago deep dish pizza party and consider showing off 
how Midwesterners can tap dance around a hot, smoky 
grill, too.
Private dining rooms accommodate 10 to 100, seven 
days a week. 

Luis Montesinos
You’d think that after slaving over 

a hot grill at Weber restaurants in 
Wheeling and Lombard and then 
helming the kitchen of Weber Grill 
Schaumburg since it opened three 
years ago, Chef Luis Montesinos 
would want to get home and eat 
something Scandinavian or Burmese 
or Pan-Asian. “My favorite thing 
to cook at home are steaks,” Chef 
explains, “on my Weber grill in the 
back yard - sometimes I even use it 
in the winter.” 

The love of fire-cooked food 
seems to lurk in the DNA of the 
chefs, cooks and wait staff at Weber 
Grill and the communal devotion 
can be felt by diners. It doesn’t 
hurt that there’s a shared desire 
for success, either. Chefs at each 
of the restaurants come up with 
new dishes, they congregate, taste, 
decide what’s polished and punchy 
and finally see how customers take 
to them. Montesinos showcased 
his ability to coax the maximum 
flavor from whatever’s in his reach 
when he found himself hungry, 
loaded a blue corn tortilla chip 
with various ingredients and a daily 
special appetizer was born. “I liked 
the spiciness of chorizo, coolness of 
the pico de gallo  and shrimp is one 
of my favorites, so I put it together 
and the other chefs said - yeah, this 
works. I’m a Mexican guy and I love 
to add a little spice to everything.” 
Just check out the half-dozen chili 
recipes that change every week. 
Montesinos favors the black bean 
chili with skirt steak, tomatoes and 
demi-glaze, the Cincinnati version 

that uses chocolate and beer and the 
green chili made with tomatillos and 
pork that smoked for 10 hours. 

Montesinos, 33, recalls intently 
watching his mother cook the diverse 
recipes of his native Oaxaca, Mexico 
so it was natural to get his first job in 
the U.S. as a cook in 1993.  Today, 
he’s married to Brandis and little 

Alexander is 2 years old and loves 
to watch his mother cook, too. “My 
wife makes a really good dried beef 
casserole with onions, garlic, pasta, 
cream, salt and pepper and my son 
can add ingredients to the pot and 
help her stir. He‘s starting early, so 
when he goes to college,  
no ramen noodles for him“! 

Chef’s Corner

Chef  Luis Montesinos likes to add a little spice to his recipes. 
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As a little girl growing up on the corner of 
Amherst Drive and Schaumburg Road, Nadia Geller 
didn’t really have dreams of grandeur. Yet, grandeur 
followed her childhood steps through Hoover 
Elementary, Jane Addams Middle, and Schaumburg 
High schools. 

The Schaumburg Saxon made great strides in 
cross-country and track and field including All 
Conference and All State. This year, the 1994 
graduate was named the school’s Distinguished 
Alumni recipient.

An accomplished decorator with her own interior 
design company, Geller lives in California. Her home 
is located in the Laurel Canyon area of Los Angeles, 
which has housed the likes of Joni Mitchell and 
the late Frank Zappa. Her Hollywood connection 
includes guest appearances on TLC’s “Trading 
Spaces” as well as regular roles on the network’s 
“Home Made Simple” and “While You Were Out.”

Designing herself
At the ripe age of four, Geller demanded full 

creative control decorating her bedroom. 
“I selected my own wallpaper and color palette,” 

Geller said. “My mom had picked out a different 
wallpaper and bedspread and went with purples. I 
changed it to light blue, brown, and yellow.”

Creativity comes from within
by mary jekielek insprucker

At the ripe age of four, 
Geller demanded

full creative control 
decorating 
her bedroom. 
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Due to budget restraints, Geller could only 
wallpaper one of her bedroom walls. She still uses 
this childhood trick with her clients today.

“I tell them if you don’t have the money to do a 
whole room, this works just as well to add color and 
texture,” she said.  

Geller’s father, Jim Macnider, department chair 
of physical education at Schaumburg High School, 
recalls Geller’s creative passion. He said she was 
always moving furniture around; something she still 
does to this day, often confusing her husband.

“She was always artistic,” Macnider said. “She was 
always changing things in a room. In the beginning, 
she definitely liked to draw. The designing came 
later.”

Macnider explained that Geller used ingenuity 
when it came to just about everything, including her 
wardrobe.

“She had a style of her own,” said Macnider. “She 
was not afraid to wear what she wanted, even if it was 
different than what the other kids were wearing.”

Kathy Kelly saw the same artistic side to all things 
Geller. Kelly, the mother of Molly Kelly Wilson, 
Geller’s best friend since fifth grade, played an 
influential part in the designer’s career choice.

“Kathy just loved to decorate her house and she 
introduced that world to me,” said Geller. “She was 
always putting up drapes or making some other 

• Find deals
• Fix old materials

• Use what you have
• Trade services

Geller’s 
out-of-this-world tips

-Combine styles
-Use timeless pieces

-Be bold
-Make accessory vignettes

Geller on:
Connecting with clients

“Some designers use 
language unfamiliar to 

the client when it comes 
to furniture and fabric. It 
is important to educate 
them so they get what 

they will be happy with.”

Translating
the client’s desires

“It’s not my job to do 
what I want. My job is 
to figure out what will 
make the client happy.”

On livable space

“There is no value to 
having a $10,000 sofa 

that can’t be sat on. 
You need furniture that 
looks good but can be 

maintained.”

Geller’s 
save-a-buck tips

Creativity comes from within

“She had a style of her 
own, she was not afraid 

to wear what she wanted, 
even if it was different 

than what the other kids 
were wearing.”

Geller’s father
Jim Macnider




