
United Way Friday, April 23, 2021 Herald and News     1

Norma Jean 
Wilder

Norma Jean Wilder started the “Blessing Pot” program 12 
years ago at the Chiloquin Christian Center.   As a former res-
taurant owner, Norma and her team of 21 volunteers cook and 
serve approximately 375 to 400 meals every Tuesday to Chilo-
quin area residents.  Meals are delivered to homes and a drive 
through option is also available (more details inside).

28th annual Klamath Country  
Volunteer of the Year program
A special salute to 37 local individuals & organizations 

Presented by

In partnership with the KMSB Foundation & Wendt Family Foundation

2021 Klamath Country
Volunteer of the Year



United Way2     Friday, April 23, 2021 Herald and News

28th annual Klamath Country 
Volunteer of the Year Program
By Lauren Jespersen 
Foundation Director, Sky Lakes Medical Center  
Board President, United Way of the Klamath Basin

April 18 through April 24 is national volunteer week.  While the COVID-19 pandemic continues to  
impact communities and social gathering events across America, nonprofit organizations and institutions have  
adapted new ways to celebrate the spirit of volunteerism.

  Our local United Way, working in partnership with The KMSB Foundation and the Wendt Family Foundation, is proud to recognize the 
following 37 individuals and organizations nominated for Klamath Country Volunteer of the Year.  

     We wish to give a special thanks to local media judges for their service in reading and scoring all of the nomina-
tions based on leadership, commitment, community impact and achievement.   The judges included Natalie Postles, 
KOTI-TV; Rob Siems, Basin Mediactive; Bob Wynne, Wynne Broadcasting; and Tim Trainor, Herald and News.   

  Congratulations to Norma Jean Wilder for achieving the highest score and being selected the 2021 Klamath Country 
Volunteer of the Year.

      The United Way of the Klamath Basin believes every individual is unique possessing special skills, talents, experi-
ences and perspectives.   This diversity of people and organizations along with a collective desire to help others is what 
makes the Klamath Basin a great place to live, work and raise our families. 

     Thanks for your financial support of our local United Way, and for your diligence in following local health guide-
lines to overcome COVID-19 so together we can resume our normal Klamath way of life. 

Lauren Jespersen

Klamath Country Volunteer of the Year alumni
2020 Andrea Malakar
2019 Janah Moore  
2018 Pam Wiersma
2017 Dr. Glenn Gailis
2016 Rob Nutter
2015 Don & Joan McClendon
2014 Emily Foster
2013 Carol Usher
2012 Sharon Miller

2011 Amanda Gatz
2010 Michael L. Kaibel
2009 Stephanie C. Matheson
2008 Morgyn Lentz
2007 Mike Britton
2006 Coralee Fries
2005 Bud Spillar
2004 Keith Penman
2003 Daniel Calise

2002 Ben Coker
2001 Lori Jo Young
2000 Jesse Barker
1999 Ray Hammond
1998 Harold McColl
1997 Steve Carson
1996 Ginger Dugan
1995 Heather Ayres Reif
1994 Diane Penoli

136 N. Third Street 
Klamath Falls, OR 97601 

Phone 541-882-5558 
www.unitedwayoftheklamathbasin.org

United Way of the Klamath Basin



United Way Friday, April 23, 2021 Herald and News     3

Klamath Country Volunteer of the Year Nominees
Kaden Coulter  is a senior at 

Klamath Union High School where 
he serves as president of the Klamath 
Smiles for Seniors program providing 
aid and social outreach to senior citi-
zens during this COVID-19 pandemic.  
He is also president of the KU Associ-
ated Student Body, president of the 
Senior Class of 2021, and is the KU Foot-
ball Team Captain.  Kaden participates 
in the National Honor Society and the KU Key Club raising 
funds for the Kiwanis Club of Klamath Falls.

Isiah Derrick volunteers for the 
Klamath & Lake Counties Food Bank 
by boxing and sorting vegetables for 
needy people as part of the organiza-
tion’s “Produce Connection” program.   
Says, Niki Sampson, executive director 
of the food bank, “Isiah is an inspiration 
to all of us.”

D o u g  G a r r e t t   
volunteers a mini-

mum of six hours per week for the past 
five years with the Klamath Falls Gos-
pel Mission primarily helping prepare 
meals, organizing food in the freezer, 
and supervises the volunteer kitchen 
crew.  The Gospel Mission provides 
three daily meals to homeless members 
of our community.  

Michael J. Fitzgerald is a US Navy 
veteran—thank you for your service.  
Mike was one of the founding members 
of Sustainable Klamath after moving to 
Klamath County in 1981.  He currently 
serves on its board of directors and as 
chairman of the “Tool Library” program.  
Mike  also promotes local food net-
works, recycling, energy conservation 
projects, and provides regular mainte-

nance to the Mills Community Garden.  His involvement 
with Klamath Community College spans several years as 
both a board member and currently as 
an advisory board member. 

Sandra Flinn has volunteered with 
Klamath Hospice for the past 13 years 
serving as the lead designer/sales per-
son in the organization’s china, crystal, 
and glassware department at Treasur-
ers Thrift Store.  Sandra’s decorative 
and presentation skills of merchandise 

donated by Klamath Basin citizens have earned Klamath 
Hospice Treasurers numerous awards in the Antiques and 
Vintage category of the Herald and News’ Best of the Basin 
contest.  

Mike & Shelley Freirich began the “Brown Bags of 
H o p e ”  p ro g r am 
three years ago.  As 
a professional lawn 
care serviceman, 
M i k e  o b s e r v e d 
homeless people 
throughout  the 
Klamath Basin on 
street corners, park-
ing lots, behind 
buildings, in fields and encampments.  As a veteran 
(thanks for your service), Mike knew many homeless per-
sons are also veterans and wanted to help by providing 
food and supportive conversation.  The brown lunch bags 
assembled by Mike and Shelley were filled with 1000 calo-
ries of nutrition and a bottle of water.  Today, the couple 
provides hot soup, cookies and homemade bread.  Their 
efforts are supported by the First Presbyterian Church. 

Betty Henderson  serves as the volunteer pastor for 
the Free Will Church of Klamath Falls.   
Betty has also served as the manager 
of the church’s kitchen and “free meals” 
program for the past 33 years.  Under 
her direction, the church provides free 
meals two days a week throughout 
the year to countless individuals and 
families.  Her efforts have continued 
throughout the COVID-19 pandemic 
providing those extra meals so people 
can make it through these tough times.

Henley High School teachers were nominated by 
Principal Jack Lee 
for  volunteer ing 
their time, money, 
positive energy and 
compassion to help 

students and families during this COVID-19 pandemic.  
For the past six Fridays, more than 60 care baskets have 
been created and delivered to Henley students’ homes in 
Klamath, Round Lake, Keno, Merrill and Bonanza.  Plans 
are to continue this effort throughout the remainder of 
the school year which provides teachers, students, and 
family members with an opportunity to personally stay 
connected and demonstrates the message: “we are here 
for you and want to help.”

Janine Henry currently serves as president of the Citi-

zens for Safe School’s board of directors.  
Her involvement with the organization 
spans 20 years and more than 1,000 
hours of service.  Janine has volunteered 
in many ways including as a mentor of 
two young ladies in the “Kids in the Mid-
dle” mentoring program for elementary 
school age youth.  Though the commit-
ment to be a mentor is only one year, 
Janine has remained committed to 
helping her mentees through their high school graduation.

Marc Kane has served as president of the Kiwanis Club 
of Klamath Falls four times (1994, 2014, 
2016, and now 2020-21).  As club presi-
dent, Marc is also involved with many 
of the organizations that our local 
Kiwanis members support such as the 
Klamath & Lake Counties Food Bank, 
and the Folk Music Society.  Recently 
Marc was named as Oregon State’s Vol-
unteer of the Year for the SMART Read-
ing.  Marc also works part-time as exec-

utive director of the Klamath Basin Senior Citizens’ Center.

Kiwanis Club of Klamath Falls  was founded in 
November of 1922.  Its club members have been involved 
in many community projects over the years including 
but not limited to:  creation and development of both 
Mills-Kiwanis and Kit Carson parks; Ross Ragland Theater 
summer workshop children’s scholarships; Key Clubs at 
various schools; SMART Reading; St. Paul’s Church Food 
Pantry; the Children’s Learning Fair; Steen’s Sports Park 
dugout construction project; and several robotics pro-
grams.  The club’s primary fund raiser is the sale of See’s 
Candies during the Christmas holiday season at Diamond 
Home Improvement Center.

Klamath & Lake Community Action Services 
(KLCAS) provides several programs such as energy and 
rental assistance.  Since July of 2020, 1,911 households 
received energy assistance and 537 households received 
rental assistance throughout Klamath and Lake Counties.  
Approximately $3.5 million in state and federal dollars 
have been earmarked for supporting these programs.  
KLCAS also provides homeless prevention services, a rapid 
rehousing program, a family support & connections 

More Nominees, Page 4 
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Nominees ...
Continued from Page 3

 
program, and a representative payee program.  Learn 
more about these programs by contacting KLCAS at (541) 
882-3500.

City of Malin’s local churches  (Basin Presbyterian 
Church, Malin Baptist Church, Malin Christian Center, and 
the Refuge Church) have brought hope and help to the 
citizens of Malin during the COVID-19 pandemic.  They 
coordinated their normal services and provided outdoor 
services audibly broadcasted throughout the city so all 
who wanted too were given a chance to attend a religious 
service. They joined food give-away programs volunteer-
ing hundreds of hours to help distribute fresh produce, 
meat, dairy, food boxes, and other goods to people in 
need. They assisted in providing mental health counseling 
and worked with schools to aid local youth. 

Merrill Lions Club currently consists of 35 members 
who are committed to support-
ing youth sports & development, 
senior care & activities, and local 
Klamath Basin 4H and FFA events.  
The club spans several decades 
and supports its program servic-
es through two key events (Crab 
Feed (25th annual) and the annu-
al Potato Festival (for 83 years).  

Members volunteer for the Klamath County Public Health 
Department’s Vision and Dental Days program, promote 
student art programs, hearing aids for seniors, and pro-
mote the Tiny Might Strong (TMS) program.  This youth 
program is based in the arts, nutrition, healthy living, and 
healthy mental health areas.

Klamath County Sheriff’s Office Mature Volunteer 
Program (MVP) are local citizens 50 years of age or older 
that assist the full-time staff and deputies in accomplishing 
its mission by performing the following tasks:  finger print-
ing, filing, computer entry, and public safety events such as 
fairs and parades.   These individuals volunteer between 8 
and 25 hours per week.

Klamath County Sheriff’s Office Reserve Deputies 
hold the same authority as a full-time sheriff and serve 
under the supervision of a Field Training Officer and a 
supervisor.  They are required to volunteer a minimum 
of 20 hours per month and stay educated on laws and 
procedures. They have the opportunity to supplement 
the full-time deputies in every aspect 
such as patrol, marine, civil and correc-
tions.  They can respond to 911 emer-
gency calls, traffic enforcement, special 
events, and crime scene security.

Lawrence “Larry” Powers retired 
from Oregon Tech in 2013 after a 
20-year OIT career.  Larry has served on 
the OIT Shaw Historical Library Board 

of Governors.   Larry currently is very active maintaining 
the “Shaw Journal,” an annual publication for the past 30 
years filled with a variety of historical stories and research 
produced by a variety of authors.  Larry’s role includes edit-
ing stories, checking accuracy of all material submitted, 
making sure copyrights are obtained, and writing stories 
himself.  This commitment requires about 130 to 150 hours 
annually. The current Journal contains nearly 30 stories 
written by a range of authors.

Russell Byron Shaffer is a retired 
railroad employee of 47 years.  He 
enjoys hunting, camping, and volun-
teering with the Klamath Basin Senior 
Citizens’ Center.   Russell has served as 
a volunteer driver the past three years 
for the Center’s “Meals on Wheels” pro-
gram providing hot meals for those 
seniors who are shut-in at home.     

The Salvation Army Food Pantry 
Volunteers donated 3,430 hours last year preparing food 
boxes for distribution to needy families.  About 20 volun-
teers each week accomplish this work. Additional volun-
teers dona  te about 1,400 hours from May to November to 
facilitate distribution of fresh fruit and vegetables as part 
of the “Produce Connection” program.  During the Christ-
mas holiday season an additional 63 volunteers last year 
helped prepare and deliver the toys for tots and holiday 
special food boxes.

Gayle Walther volunteers with the 
Klamath Lake Counties Council on Aging 
(KLCCOA).  Gayle helps elderly clients in 
a variety of ways.  She obtains and dis-
tributes food boxes, arranges for ramps 
to be built or to modify a senior’s home 
to be better assessable. Gayle often 
visits isolated elders to check on their 
health and well-being.  

Vonne Wilcox was a teacher for  
30 years who taught sewing and crafts among other sub-

jects to students.  As a Klamath Hospice 
Treasurers Thrift Store volunteer, Vonne 
remained active during the two months 
the thrift store was closed during the 
height of the COVID-19 pandemic. She 
got out her sewing machine and began 
making custom decorative facial protec-
tive masks for the Hospice staff, friends, 
volunteers, and sold more than 300 
masks to Sky Lakes Medical Center and 

other businesses.   The sales of masks represented the only 
income Treasurers Thrift Store made during those two 
months.  Well done, Vonne.

Cheyenne Windish  is celebrating her first year as a 
mentor in the Citizens for Safe Schools  “Kids in the Middle” 
program.   Because Cheyenne and her mentee spend far 
more time together than the required one hour per week 

visiting shops, parks and attractions, 
the staff at Citizens for Safe Schools 
refer to them as the unofficial ambas-
sadors of the program.     Cheyenne is 
an educator and has served as friend 
and counselor to her mentee who has 
had a difficult time during this COVID 
pandemic.   Today, Cheyenne’s men-
tee has regained a position of being 
among the ranks of the top of her class 

and is engaging  in regular counseling and skill building at 
her school.

Bernie Wood taught kindergarten students for 24 
years in Klamath County.  She coordinated the SMART 
Reading efforts at Ferguson Elementary School for many 
years and served as a foster grandpar-
ent volunteer for eight years at various 
schools.  One of Bernie’s hallmark vol-
unteer efforts is starting the “Klamath 
Loom Ladies” program. As a teacher, 
Bernie realized many kindergarten  
students were cold outside at recess 
so she began making hats for them.  In 
2018, Bernie and her team of six volun-
teers made 652 hats for 11 classrooms 
of kids.  The quantity increased each year.  From Sep-
tember 2020 to March 2021 the Klamath Loom Ladies 
made and donated 1,293 hats, volunteering more than 
2,200 hours. 

William Van Moorhem is an energetic 77-year-old 
who has spent more than a decade organizing and coor-

dinating outings for the Klamath Basin 
Outdoor Group, also known as KBOG.  
The group, which has nearly 100 mem-
bers, goes on day hikes, overnight back-
packs, kayak trips, cross country and 
snowshoe trips and other ventures year-
round.  The regular scheduled outings 
are held each Saturday and Monday.  Bill 
schedules all the activities, handles the 
logistics, recommends necessary gear, 

and leads the group as tour guide.  The KBOG group not 
only walk the designated wilderness areas on the Fremont-
Winema National Forest, but also helps maintain and care 
for them along the way.
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Youth Division
Grace Berardino has served as president of the Henley High 

School Key Club for the past two years. During the COVID-19 
shutdown of the school, Grace gathered volunteers for serving 
food and tutoring students who did not understand how to navi-
gate the digital learning platforms.  Grace also volunteers regu-
larly at the Lutheran Food Pantry, Sky Lakes Medical Center, the 
Klamath County library as a summer reading volunteer, SMART 
Reading, “Shop with a Cop” program, and has served on United 
Way’s fund distribution committee for the past two years.  Grace 
is always looking for new ways to keep the Henley student body 
and its Key Club members engaged in new ways to better serve 
our community and its citizens.

Saira Blevins is a 17-year-old senior at Klamath Union High 
School and has earned a full scholarship to attend the University 
of Oregon in the fall.  She has been a mentee for the past three 
years in the Citizens for Safe Schools “Kids in the Middle” program.  
Saira volunteers with the Klamath Animal Shelter, Klamath County 
Library, and Youth Rising.  She also participates in numerous 
school activities such as Robotics Team, KU Thespians, Upward 
Bound program, and Writing Club, and started the LGBTQ+ Club.  
Saira also helped start the PRIDE Circle program for teens at Citi-
zens for Safe Schools to strengthen protective factors against sui-
cide risk for LGBTQ+ youth.  Saira’s mentor says of her—“You were 
born with innate intelligence and artistic talent and you use both 
for the betterment of others.”

Daniel McVay is serving as the Klamath Union High School 
DECA Club chapter president.   DECA is a national business and 
marketing club.  Because of the many COVID-19 challenges, 
DECA alumni volunteers were unable to meet with current club 
members and provide strategies on preparing for the annual 
state-wide DECA competition. Daniel stepped up and held virtual 
trainings with all participants in how best to compete.  This effort 
was instrumental in our KU Chapter earning the Oregon DECA 
Chapter of the Year.  Among the many Club’s activities included 
a one-day wetland restoration project in the Phoenix/Talent area 
along the Bear Creek riverbed affected by the wildfires.  Forty 
volunteers participated in cleaning the area and spreading grass 
seed.

2021 KLAMATH COUNTRY VOLUNTEER OF THE YEAR 

Adult Division
Aurora Sanchez has served 

as a mentor for the Citizens for 
Safe Schools (CFSS) “Kids in the  
Middle” program for nearly two 
years and received the “Ed Caleb 
Mentor of the Year” award for her 
tireless dedication and service.  
Aurora spent hundreds of hours 
mentoring her mentee, Izzy, both 
virtually and in person. The CFSS 
mentoring program has 67 men-
tors and 67 mentees to create a 
one-to-one model serving youth 
in the 4th to 12th grades.  Aurora 
also directed the organization’s 
annual fund raising event, a vir-
tual murder mystery play that 
raised thousands of dollars.  Auro-
ra wrote the play and hosted weekly rehearsals.  “Murder at 
Camp Shadow Falls” was a huge hit—well done Aurora. View 
the play at: https://vimeo.com/471760280.

Emma Tibay is  a  science 
teacher at Chiloquin Jr./Sr. High 
School and has volunteered with 
our local Girl Scouts organization 
for the past two years as a Troop 
Leader and a Service Unit Prod-
uct Manager.  Emma’s ability to 
conduct Girl Scout cookie sales 
during this pandemic required 
creativity, flexibility, and excellent 
communication skills.  Because 
of her success and other Girl 

Scout leaders, the Girl Scouts program in Klamath County is  
able to serve approximately 107 girls and involves 80 adult 
volunteers. 

FINALISTS
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FINALISTS
Norma Jean Wilder was selected the overall 

2021 Klamath Country 
Volunteer of the Year.  
“God has blessed me 
with so many won-
derful volunteers and 
resources to help our 
community, and we 
always strive to serve 
the very best food to 
those in need,” said 
N o r ma  J ean  u p o n 
being told of her special 
award for helping oth-
ers.  Norma Jean and 
her 21 volunteers provide approximately 400 meals 
every Tuesday to Chiloquin area shut-ins and resi-
dents in need.  Their day starts at 5:15 a.m. mixing 
dough, baking dinner rolls, cutting up vegetables 

and meat, and preparing the “Blessing Pot” soup of 
the day.

Two enormous 15 gallon pots sit atop the com-
mercial gas stove/oven donated by the Klamath 
Tribe two years ago.  Four times a year, the “Bless-
ing Pot” prepares entire Holiday meals with all the 
trimmings (Thanksgiving, Christmas, Easter and 
the annual Blessing Pot Celebration). Every third  
 Monday approximately 2,000 cookies are made.  

Norma shops every week filling her truck with 
all the necessary food and supplies.  Chiloquin 
residents hand her donations, leave money at the 
Chiloquin Christian Center, but the “Blessing Pot” 
operates without writing grants or having fund 
raising campaigns. 

The folks receiving the “Blessing Pot ”  
lunch delivery are mostly unable to drive, 
 immobile, recovering from surgeries or just trying 
to maintain.  

‘Blessing Pot’ soup of the day
  Norma shops every week filling her truck with all the necessary food 

and supplies.  Chiloquin residents hand her donations, leave money at the 
Chiloquin Christian Center, but the “Blessing Pot” operates without writing 
grants or having fund raising campaigns. The folks receiving the “Blessing 
Pot” lunch delivery are mostly unable to drive, immobile, recovering from 
surgeries or just trying to maintain.  

Donna Marie Kness serves as vice president of the 
Bly Community Action Team (CAT).  She also volun-
teers on the board of directors for the Bly Water &  
Sanitary District, the Bly Vector Control board, and the 
budget committee for 
the fire department.  As a 
response to the COVID-19 
pandemic, Donna cooked 
meals for seniors from her 
mobile kitchen in down-
town Bly.  She held drive-
in movies in her down-
tow n  p r o p e r t y  an d 
s er ve d  p op cor n  for 
attendees.  She organizes 
bazaars and yard sales to 
benefit the community.  
The CAT team helps support the Bly Preschool, the his-
toric gymnasium, and helps families needing financial 
assistance.

Senior Division

“The Blessing Pot” volunteer drivers, servers, 
and cooks gather to celebrate their 

 12th anniversary of the program. 
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Public Service / Safety Division   

FINALISTS
SMART Reading volunteers were prohibited from entering schools while 

COVID-19 regulations were in effect causing the organization to get creative 
to carry out their mission.  Normally about 300 
SMART volunteer read to 1000 or more children 
annually.  

Thanks to the flexibility of SMART’s area 
manager, Holly Stork, the SMART reading 
program went virtual reaching out to 1,362 
elementary school age youth throughout 
22 schools.  

A powerful social media campaign profiling 
kids, community leaders, and volunteer readers 

was developed showing what they were reading while sheltering in place.  
A banner campaign was started with a message along school fences that 
SMART would be back once COVID was under control.  SMART reading books 
were included with food boxes for seasonal Migrant Head Start programs.  A 
special event, Oregon Reads Aloud, featured a 10-hour “Read-a-thon”. 

Sky Lakes Medical Center Volunteers experienced a significant change 
to their routine during the COVID-19 pandemic.   Before COVID, volunteers con-
tributed more than 29,000 
hours of service annually.  
The Sky Lakes volunteers 
govern themselves with an 
elected board of directors 
and executive committee.  
To assist in the response 
to COVID-19, volunteers 
implemented a “Mask Ask” campaign resulting in the manufacture, collection 
and distribution of 11,000 protective masks.  Other volunteer projects include:  
Case for Smiles (provides cheery pillow cases for each inpatient child); Nursing 
program scholarships to Klamath Community College; Guilded Quilters program 
make quilts for patients of the Cancer Treatment Center; and volunteers work 
with the American Red Cross conducting blood drives.  Volunteers operate the 
hospital gift shops that provide resources to support their many program services.

Education Division   

Members of the 
Klamath County 

Sheri� ’s O�  ce 
Search and 

Rescue Unit are 
seen on Upper 

Klamath Lake 
where volun-
teers conduct 

small boat res-
cues and dive 

rescue.
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Klamath County Sheriff’s Office Search & Rescue Unit (SAR) has a 
total of 85 volunteers in four separate disciplines who must meet 

significant standards and training to insure safe and successful search and 
rescue missions throughout the year.  Each of the four subdivisions require 

special skills such as  Small Boat Rescue, horsemanship skills in 
Mounted SAR, diving expertise in Dive Rescue, and a variety of 

mountaineering and survival skills in Ground SAR.  
These dedicated participants collectively volunteer between 6,000 to 

10,000 hours annually and respond to rescue missions 24 hours a day, 7 days 
a week, in all weather conditions.  Volunteers undergo 100 hours of 

specialized training that can take approximately 2  years to complete.

Public Service / Safety Division  

FINALISTS


