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Its just amazing how people have stepped up. A lot of them really loved
Bryan, and others just wanted to help these refugee families.

| . =Desiree Guzman

Tribune phote by Alex Garcla
Desiree Guzman, sister-in-law of drowning victim Bryan Guzman, stands in the front yard of Bryan House in
Aurora, which will house refugee families looking for a new life in the United States.

Giving refugees hope
and a place to call home

l’m]{,cl honors
man’s legacy, gives
immigrants a boost

By Greg Canfield
| SPECIAL TO THE TRIBUNE

To create a living legacy for a
| college student and musician who
| cared deeply about refugees, an
| Aurora organization has bought
anapartment building where fam-
ilies split by war can reunite and
get a solid toehold in this country,

Relatives of Bryan Guzman, 21,
who drowned in December 2006 off
Chicago's lakefront, are calling
the building on Aurora's west side
Bryan House and see it as another
step in lifting struggling families
from the cycle of poverts

Guzman was active in the Tol
bert Refugee Assistance Founda-
tion, started in Aurora in 2002 by
his brother Rick and sister-in-law,
Desiree. Working in cooperation
with the World Relief Organiza-
tion, the foundation pays airfare

Desiree and Rick Guzman sit with a group of Rwandan refugee children
who were reunited with their family by the Guzmans’ foundation. The
newly purchased Bryan House is named after Rick Guzman's brother,

for relatives of a refugee from a
war-torn country to join him or
her here. It also helps pay for car
repairs and items food stamps
won't cover.

“Brvan knew about our dream

and contributed to the unda-
tion,” Desiree Guzman said. “We
were looking for some way to hon-
or him—something that could
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serve as a living memorial.”

The foundation bought the
apartment building in De-
cember. [t will house refugees
rent-free so they can set mon-
ey aside in a savings account
that may only be used to buy a
home-—ideally withir a year
Studies have shown home-
ownership is a key part of fi-
nancial stability.

desiree and Rick Guzman
knaw the model works. They
housed a Cuban refugee fami-
1y in their home for a vearand
put the rent they collected
into an interest-bearing ac-
count. The family used that
money to buy a home in July.

Rent and building mainte-
nance costs for Bryan House
are being covered by sponsor-
ships. A day of rent for one
family costs $13. So far, four of
the five units are fully spon-

* sored for a year.

FIt's just amazing how peo-
ple have stepped up,” Desiree
Guzman said. “A lot of them
really loved Bryan, end oth-
ers just wanted to help these
refugee families, We raised
£65,000 in a year. To think that
we dreamed about doing this
and closed on buying the
apartment building a week af-
ter the one-vear anniversary
ofloging Bryan is incredible.”

Support from the North
Central College conmunity
offered a big boost. Guzman
was pursuing a major in soci-
ology at the Naperville
scthool, with a minor in mu-
sic. His sister-in-law s assist-
ant director of ministry and
service at the college, and his
father, Richard, is a professor.

North Central’s Union held
abenefit concert Friday night
that raised more than $2.000
for Bryan House Richard
Guzman said his son would
have loved being part of the
show.

#I think music mecre than
anything elze definad Bry-
an’'s life,” his father said. “He
was a great bass player and
would really be proud that
music was being used to help
acause.”

Bryan Guzman pe:'l’ormed

Bryan Guzman. who died at age 23. cared deeply about the |
plight of refugee families, his relatives say. Guzman drowned

in Lake Michigan in 2006.

‘I think music more
than anything else
defined Bryan's life. He
was a great bass player
and would really be
proud that music was
being used to help a
cause. . . . This concert
really catches his vibe
as a person.

—Richard Guzman, Bryan's
father

in North Central's jazz 'en-
semble and played in bands
with his brother Daniel and
father. Playing in benefit eon-
certs was something he al-
ways enjoyed.

“This concert really catch-
eshis vibe as a person,” Rich-
ard Guzman said. “He would
have loved to be on stage.”

As another tribute, several
of his fellow musicians re-
corded a version of Jeff Buek-
ley's “Hallelujah.” The song
can be downloaded for $1,
which will be donated to Bry-
an House, More information
on donatiens and sponsor-
ships is available at
www.bryanhouse.org.

Desiree Guzman said Bry-
an House will only assist fam-
ilies World Relief has identi-
fied as quality candidates.
For instance, the head of the
household must be able to
work,

“We want to set them up for
success,” she said. |

She and her hushand esti-
mate 100 refugee families can
be sent on a path to prosperity
during the 30-year mortgage
for Bryan House, But they
don't want to stop there.

“Bryan’s middle name was
Emmanuel,” she said. “One
day we would like to open an
Emmanuel House, perhaps
on the east side of Aurora.”

Brother lost, mlssmn found

After Rick Guzman’s brother Bryan
died at 21, he and his wife decided
to take action in Bryan’s honor,
helping refugees in Aurora by
providing a warm welcome, shelter
and a chance to save for a home.
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Rick Guzman (left) measures the height of Baby Rick on his third birthday, May 20, at the Guzmnan residence on Aurora’s West Side. Baby Rick is part of a Somali Bantu family the Guzmans helped
reunite and still keep in touch with. Baby Rick’s sister, Dollar Musa, 6, right, and uncle, Yusuf, 14, (far left) were among with other family members in attendance.

Brother of drowning victim hopes to help refugees transition into new world with...

IN BRYAN’S

‘When Bryan Guzman drowned in Lake Michigan in a freak
accident last December, his family wanted to create some-
thing positive from this tragedy as a way of remembering —
and honoring — a special young man.

Bryan, 21 at the time of his death, had a knack for bringing
people together, which was apparent at his wake in Naperville,
where hundreds of mourners from all walks of life embraced
and reminisced about his ability to bond with so many.

Inthat same spirit, Bryan’s older brother Rick Guzman and
his wife Desiree, both of Aurora, are spearheading an effort
called “Bryan House” that will assist legal refugees in the Fox
Valley as they strive to find a more rewarding and stable life
here. The house willbe a “living memorial,” not symbolizing
the loss of Bryan, but rather celebrating the potential his spir-
it has to bring new life and opportunity to others, said Rick
Guzman.

He and his wife have wasted no time in working to make
Bryan House a reality.

The Guzmans are talking to the city of Aurora about a suit-

A HOUSE

Desiree Guzinan and Amanda Garride, along with Rick and
Amanda’s parents, walk back to the Guzman home after
looking at a potential location for the Bryan House on Auro-
ra's West Side.

MEMOR

What you can do:

Members of the community can sign up to sponsor a
day of rent for Bryan House. Visit www trafonline.com
for more information.

able location on the West Side of town for the house that will
be zoned for multiple families. Through fundraising efforts
that have already totaled $55,000, they hope to have the house
established by the end of this year or early 2008.

How it all began

Rick, a law student at Northern Illinois University, and De-
siree, assistant director of ministry and services at North
Central College, met seven years agoata church study group.
When Rick proposed to Desiree Tolbert, he also proposed the
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experience.

FROM THE STORYTELLER

I didn’t know Bryan Guzman or any member of the
Guzman family before [ started working on this story,
but I did go to the same high school as Bryan (Naperville
North). And [ remember people talking about how
gifted he and his brother Dan were as musicians: [
even saw the two perform a few years back.
I went to Bryan’s wake in December after he

drowned because I felt connected to Bryan
through all of my friends that had known him.
‘When I heard about the memorial in his name, it
really struck me as something creative and
positive coming out of such an unfortunate

Bryan's girlfriend, Katie Hofmann, agreed to
introduce me to the family; and subsequently
Rick and Desiree agreed to let me follow them
around from time to time. Rick and Desiree live
a life to help others, in their professional work
and outside of it. The idea behind the Bryan
House is really just an extension of what they
stand for as a couple — and it’s not hard to see,

After getting to know them more — and
through them, learning more about Bryan —a

memorial this creative seems only fitting for this
voung man who lost his life way too soon.

— Peter Hoffman

Amanda Garrido plays with the blinds in a vacant house while her parents, along with Rick and
Desiree Guzman, toured the building as a potential location for the Bryan House. “I don't like
this house. It has too many kitchens,” Amanda said. Amanda is the daughter of Rey Garrido and
Yanary Labrador, who are Cuban refugees currently sharing living space with the Guzmans.
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idea of starting a foundation in
her name — Tolbert Refugee
Assistance Foundation
(TRAF), anon-profit organiza-
tion born out of their experi-
ence working with local refugee
families.

In order to get the organiza-
tion set up, Rick and Desiree
were frugal in their wedding

lanning, and they made finan-
cial sacriflices of their own on
many levels, as well as request-
ing donations in lieu of gifts.

Bryanwas a student at North
Central College when he
drowned while walking his girl-
(riend’s dog along Lake Michi-
lean the morning of Dec. 9. At
the time of his death, Bryan was
involved with TRAF, and would
even contribute to it, despite the
fact he had very little money as
a college student.

The couple decided there
Iwould be no better way to honor
Bryan's memory than Lo create
2 house in his name, where refu-
loees could live as they struggled
Lo gel on their feet. The idea for
Bryan House came almost im-
mediately after he died: Funeral
donations for the cause were re-

quested in lieu of flowers.
Seeing a need

When families are brought to
this country through agencies
such as World Relief, the move
is costly, and resettlement agen-
cies aren’t geared toward pro-
viding long-term assistance.
Families often incur traveling
debts they are expected to pay
off within three years, said Rick
Guzman.

In addition to the difficulties
that come with relocating to a
new country, often entire fami-
lies — in many cases, the fa-
thers — are left behind,
complicating the challenge of
becoming financially indepen-
dent.

“We've set our organization
up to be an organization that can
complement what World Relief
is doing,” Rick said.

TRAF has helped reunite 12
families — from countries such
as Rwanda, Somalia and Sierra
[Leone — and has assisted more
families with random costs such
as car repairs. For the past 10
months, the Guzmans have been
sharing their home with a family
from Havana, Cuba — Rey Gar-
rido and wife, Yanary Labrador,
aswell as their 6-year-old daugh-
ter, Amanda Garrido, who at-
tends Todd Elementary School.
Most refugees from Cuba
tend to go to Miami, and the

Garrido family had not even
heard of Aurora — or Illinois,
for that matter — belore coming
to the U.S. “When they say
you're going to Aurora, we say
OK ... that’s our desliny,” said
Labrador, who works as a certi-
fied nursing assistant.

The first family TRAF helped
reunite had to move six times in
the six years they have been
here, and stress can be seen in
the increasing academic diffi-
culties of one of the children,
say the Guzmans.

The main goal behind Bryan
House is to eventually help its
tenants become homeowners
themselves, Various studies, the
Guzmans point out, show higher
rates of home ownership pro-
duce better families with higher
education rates, lower crime
rates and lower delinquency.

Also, when people own their
own homes, they are more like-
Iy to take pride in their living
space and participate in the
community.

Refugees who would poten-
tially live in Bryan House are
still expected to pay rent, but
the payvments will go toward a
down payment on a home of
their own.

Making it happen
Fundraising efforts have
been strong. Dan Guzman, Bry-

an's and Rick’s brother who was
in the band “Hypnotist Collec-
tor” with Bryan and other
friends, has played two benefit
shows at North Central College.
An entrepreneurship business
class at North Central College
also raised money for the
cause,

“I want students to see that
these skills (learned in class)
can be used for a great social
cause,” said Gary Ernst, profes-
sor of international business
and marketing, who taught the
class that raised $2,000.

The most recent fundraising
event was the Inaugural Bryan's
House Promise Fair, held a week
ago at Community Christian
Church in Naperville.

With the funds in place the
Guzmans are now searching for
a location and talking with the
city about where the best loca-
tion for the house will be. When
the Guzmans get back from
spending time in Africa this
July, seeing their vision of Bryan
House come to [ruition will be
one of their first priorities.

And when the location is se-
cured, there will be a memorial
garden for Bryan as well.

“Clearly we wouldn't be any-
where near where we are with-
oul the people who Bryan
brought together,” said his
brother Rick. “For our family,
the creation of this has really
been an experience that has felt
like our whole family logether,
including Bryan, has worked
on.

PHOTO GALLERY ON BRYAN HOUSE AT:
www.beaconnewsonline.com




