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Neil Callahan
Neil Callahan, 66, Merrill, died Sunday, Oct. 18, 2009, at his home surrounded by family and friends.

He was born Oct. 26, 1942, in Evergreen Park, Ill., son of the late Duard and Elizabeth (Schweigert) Callahan. Neil was a 1960 graduate of Wittenberg High School, where he was a proud member of their state-ranked wrestling team. The coach used Neil as an example, "It's not the size of the boy in the fight, but the size of the fight in the boy."

After graduation, Neil joined the traveling carnival as a way to "see the world." He returned to Merrill, bringing with him a love of fast cars and fixing cars.

Neil established 107 Auto Parts in Merrill in 1961 and the business is still under his ownership and operation. During this time, he established a national reputation for his knowledge of Corvettes and related auto parts. Eventually, he opened a "speed shop" and began building racing motors. This naturally led to his involvement in stock car racing. In 1973, Neil, along with Bob Plautz and the late Apple Engel, built a new race car. Neil personally built three engines that summer. His racing career was off to its start, and he ended up winning championships and setting records at tracks in Tomahawk, Wausau and Golden Sands Speedway. By 1974, Neil was winning the state championship and was also winning races in the National Short Track Championship Series. That same year, Neil was planning on going to the NASCAR Circuit but a house fire changed his plans.

Neil was one of the first race car drivers to use a small block 350 engine while competing against drivers typically using the larger 454 engines. By 1992, he was competing in ARTGO races with a five-year-old car and engine. He competed against many of the NASCAR stars and remained very competitive. As Neil likes to say, "I did more with less!"

In 1966, Neil helped organize the Merrill Ice Drags. He did everything from race, to plow the tracks, and do whatever was necessary to keep the operation going. Eventually, he turned the operation over to the club. The Merrill Ice Drags is still in operation and competition, and has achieved national recognition.

In 1975, Neil purchased the Club 107 tavern west of Merrill. He totally remodeled the facility and changed the clientele, turning the club into a huge success.

Neil enjoyed boating and owned several speed boats throughout the years. On most weekends during the summer, he could be found giving boat rides and teaching friends to water ski who never had the opportunity.

Deer hunting became a special passion in Neil's life. He has harvested many record bucks on his property in Lincoln County, and has been featured in hunting magazines. If Neil located a "big buck" on his property, he would work very hard to claim that buck. In 1994, Neil shot a rare, albeit legal, white and brown buck with his bow. Raising food plots, managing the wood lots, building tree stands, maintaining his many firearms, turkey and elk hunting, are also a part of this passion.

Neil married the former Penny Proft on June 29, 1985, Merrill. She became his best friend and business partner. When he was still racing and was in need of another pit crew member, Penny would assist without hesitation. His love for her surpassed his love of racing cars and boats.

Neil is currently a member of the Merrill Evening Lions Club. He served as club president in 1999-2000. He organized the Club's "Deer Hide Project" and for many years has overseen the collection of the hides. Neil received the "Melvin Jones Award" from the Merrill club in 2001, and was named Merrill's "Lion of the Year" for 2003-2004. In 1995, Neil received Merrill's "Mayor Heroism Award" for pulling two children from a burning building. All of these awards are proudly displayed in his home.

After going over this biography, Neil said none of this would be possible without the support of his many friends and customers, and the willingness of his wife, Penn,y to put up with his love of his business interests which, he continued to say, often times came first.

Survivors include his wife, Penny Callahan, of Merrill; one daughter, Tammy (David) Oestreich of Merrill; one son, Todd (Kara) Hill of Gleason; two grandchildren, Kendra and Cole Oestreich; one sister, Melody (AI Wix) Callahan of Merrill; three brothers, Matthew (Bev) Callahan of South Venice, Fla., and Patrick (Chris) Callahan and Clark (Bonnie) Callahan, both of Merrill; one sister-in-law, Jolene Callahan of Tomahawk; three brothers-in-law, Jay (Linda) Proft Sr. of Merrill, Rick Proft of Oregon, Wis., and Joe Proft of Merrill; nieces and nephews, Angie (Mike) Zocher, Heather (Todd) Klauer, Katie Rossman, Amy (Jesse) Heckendorf, Vicki (Chad) Oberg, Darwin (Donna) Callahan, Rod Callahan, Jesse (Lucy) Callahan, Jay (Katie) Proft Jr., Eric (Mandy) Hare, Amanda (Aaron) Frederick and Rachel (Jamie) Thiel; other relatives and friends; and his dogs, Buddy and Breagan, who he enjoyed spending time with. Neil was preceded in death by his parents, Duard and Elizabeth Callahan; and a brother, Duard "Super" Callahan.

The funeral will be at 3 p.m. Saturday, Oct. 24, 2009, at Trinity Lutheran Church, Merrill. The Rev. R. Brian Stolarczyk will officiate. Visitation will be from 9 a.m. until the time of services Saturday at the church.

The Taylor-Stine Funeral Home, Merrill, is assisting the family.

In lieu of flowers, the family requests memorials to the charity of your choice.Online condolences may be made at www.taylorstinefuneralhome.com
