Benkelman, Robert F. 

Robert F. Benkelman, who worked to develop radio broadcasting in the Thumb, 

established WKYO in Caro, and helped many young local announcers launch their 

careers, died Friday, September 22, 2006, at St. Mary's Medical Center in Saginaw from 

complications of pulmonary fibrosis. He was 79.   He was born in Sandusky on October 

1, 1926 to Harold L. and Isabel (Fletcher) Benkelman. He was raised in Cass City, served 

in the U.S. Navy, and graduated from Michigan State with a communications degree in 

1950.   He married Lorraine B. Smith on September 30, 1950 in Kalamazoo.   After 

working as an announcer at WFYC in Alma, WILS in Lansing and WBCM in Bay City, 

Mr. Benkelman and Chuck Anthony formed a group of investors to start the Water 

Wonderland Broadcasting Company in the mid-1950s and went on the air as WWBC.  

He later sold his interest in WWBC and founded the Tuscola Broadcasting Company 

with James McCoy, going on the air as WKYO 1360 in Caro in 1962. He started WKYO-

FM 104.9 in the 1980s, later changing the call letters to WIDL, which now broadcasts on 

92.1.   "Mr. B," as he called himself on the air, did every job at his stations, from 

custodial work to writing ad spots to overall management. He felt that small-town radio 

should be local in nature, giving the public the news of the community, from lost animals 

to a trip to the Thumb by the president of the U.S. As small-town radio stations are also 

starting places for young announcers, many of the successful radio and TV people in this 

area were helped and taught by Mr. Benkelman at WKYO and WIDL.   He and his 

company belonged to the National Association of Broadcasters, the Michigan 

Association of Broadcasters, the Radio Advertising Bureau, the Caro Chamber of 

Commerce and the Cass City Chamber of Commerce.   A veteran of the U.S. Navy 

(1944-1946), Mr. Benkelman in 1999 volunteered to help restore the SS American 

Victory Mariners Memorial and Museum in Tampa, Florida. He was a published writer, 

with several articles in the local press in Florida.   Bob loved working on and operating 

all manner of transportation — planes, boats, and automobiles. During the 1970s, he 

obtained his pilot's license and owned several planes. He also was an avid boater and 

amateur auto mechanic. He took physical fitness seriously, regularly lifting weights and 

doing 4-mile fast-walks — and rejecting offers of car rides from passing friends.   He was 

a member of the Rotary Club, the Caro Moose Lodge, the Caseville Eagles Club, and the 

Elks Club of Ruskin, Florida. He was a life member of the Michigan State University 

Alumni Association.   He is survived by his wife, Lorraine; daughters, Carole Benkelman 

and her husband, Kevin Larke, of St. Johns, Catherine and her husband, Charles Brooks, 

of Sheridan, Arkansas, Susan Benkelman and her husband, Ken Fireman, of Bethesda, 

Maryland; grandchildren, Jason Tetreau, Carrie Tetreau, Andrew Larke, Keith Brooks, 

Steven (Amber) Brooks, Eric Brooks, Catherine Fireman, Alexandra Fireman; and great-

granddaughter, Faith Brooks.   He was preceded in death by his brother, William 

Benkelman.   A graveside service will be conducted at 4 p.m. on Tuesday, September 26, 

2006, with Virginia Leipprandt, Jim Joslin and Ken Fireman officiating. Interment will 

take place in Elkland Township Cemetery.   Memorials may be made to the Rawson 

Memorial Library, 6495 Pine Street, Cass City, Michigan 48726. Family and friends may 

share memories, prayers and stories with the family at www.kranzfuneralhome.com. 

