Excalibur Excelsior Remarks 2009

Good evening, I am Scott Bowers, President and Publisher of the Rockford Register Star.

I consider it a privilege to participate in the Excalibur Excelsior tradition.  Last year, I marveled at how during a difficult economic time, people were still so willing to give of themselves-- over and beyond the expected norm.  At a time when many would be tempted to recede into themselves, we still find so many in our community willing to reach out. 

Sandra Day O’Connor said, “We don't accomplish anything in this world alone ... and whatever happens is the result of the whole tapestry of one's life and all the weavings of individual threads from one to another that creates something.”

Tonight’s finalists, both the individuals and the organizations,  represent the threads that are interwoven into creating a stronger and better tapestry that is the Rock River Valley.   

We come together tonight to show our appreciation for the generous donation of the time, talent and energies given to us by the finalists.  We take this time to recognize that without these people and organizations, the fabric of our community would be weaker and less vibrant.  But instead, due to their efforts, we are all able to see the constant improvements to our community, which will take us into stronger into the New Year.

Thank you for all you do.

As we do each year, we ask our readers to nominate the candidates for these two coveted awards, the Excalibur and the Excelsior.  Once again, the nominations we received served to remind us of the high caliber of people which surround us.  

Well, we are anticipating the announcement of the winners, so let’s begin with the 30th annual Excelsior awards.

Excelsior honors an organization for their contributions to a higher quality of life in our community. For their outstanding achievements, the recipient will receive the plaque on display, along with a check from the Rockford Register Star.

The finalists, in alphabetical order, are:

Golden Apple Foundation
President: 
Pam Keeling (KEE ling)

Executive Director:
Lori Berkes-Nelson (Ber kuss) 
     The mission of the Golden Apple Foundation is to “inspire, celebrate, and support educational excellence in our community.”  Golden Apple Foundation recognizes and supports teaching excellence and increases community involvement in education throughout Winnebago and Boone Counties through the Golden Apple Teacher Recognition, Golden Apple Teacher Academy and Golden Apple Classroom Grants.  The foundation founded in 1997 has over 400 volunteers, has awarded 145 grants to 180 educators totaling over $100,000 and has implemented the “I Know I Can” initiative. 
The Golden Apple Foundation (applause)

Harlem Community Center
President:  
Jeff Brown
Executive Director:
Shannon L. Scheffel (SHEFF el)

     “Everyone plays” is the philosophy of the Harlem Community Center.  Since 1957, the HCC has provided recreational, social, and educational programs to residents of Northern Winnebago County.  HCC has partnered with local government and businesses to create Project Playworks, Hand-in-Hand Child Care Center, Project Skateworks and the Sports Complex.  They provide services to over 100,000 individuals each year on a staff of seven and a volunteer group of 1,500 and growing. The Harlem Community Center was described by a nominator as “invaluable and irreplaceable”. 

Harlem Community Center (applause)


Lutheran Social Services of Illinois-Rockford Area Programs
President:  
Reverend Doctor Denver Bitner (BIT ner) 
Executive Director:
Marilyn Elliot
     The mission of Lutheran Social Services is to bring healing, justice and wholeness to people and communities.  Some of the programs of LSSI include foster care, adoption and pregnancy services, mental health services, substance abuse, residential programs, prisoner and family ministry and nursing services. While Lutheran Social Services of Illinois serves over seventy thousand citizens statewide, it has touched many people living in the greater Rockford area. 

Lutheran Social Services (applause)

Rockford Area Habitat for Humanity
President: 
Patrick O’Gorman

Executive Director:
Tonya Thayer (Tahn-yuh  Thay-er)

     Habitat for Humanity is an ecumenical Christian housing ministry that works in partnership with people in need to build and renovate decent, affordable housing.  Homeowners who have completed financial training and “sweat equity” labor are sold a home at no profit and with no interest charged. Homeowners are also trained on home maintenance and repair.  In total, there have been 84 houses built in Rockford.  These are the homes to 102 adults and 241 children.

Rockford Area Habitat for Humanity (applause)

Rock River Valley Pantry
President:
Ken Buss (BUS)
Executive Director:
Kim Adams-Bakke  (BAH- kee)
     The Rock River Valley Pantry is a not-for-profit community based organization that has been feeding the hungry in the greater Rockford area since 1974. The Rock River Valley Pantry serves on average 6,500 clients a month, and over 70,000 clients annually from three Pantry locations. The largest not-for-profit food pantry in northern Illinois holds its values in serving with respect and dignity and providing quality food for balanced meals.   One supporter had this to say, “Through all the ups and downs of the economy, the RRVP has remained resolute in meeting the needs of the disadvantaged.”

Rock River Valley Pantry (applause)

Now it is my pleasure to introduce the President of the Barbara Olson Center of Hope and last year’s Excelsior winner, Carm Herman (KARM).  Carm….

Excelsior Presentation – Carm Herman 

Thank you, Scott.  Good evening everyone.

    I am honored to be here tonight to present the 2009 Excelsior award.  As exciting as it was to be last year’s recipient, it is equally exciting for me tonight.  I would like to congratulate all the nominees.
    It was once said, “Never doubt that a small, group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world.  Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.” 
I feel confident in telling you tonight’s winner can be described by that very quote.
    With Thanksgiving just behind us we probably all spent some time thinking about what we are thankful for. And it is likely we all listed some of the same basic needs that we know not to take for granted…. food and water, shelter and warmth.  
    A few of tonight’s finalists deal directly in making sure that these basic necessities are provided within our community.   It is a shame to think that not everyone can automatically count those basics among their blessings.  However, what a blessing we have that these organizations exist to help with these needs.
    This organization like so many others is made up of many volunteers from all walks of life. The volunteers give numerous hours of their time in a cause in which they believe.  And reading what they said it seems the common theme is they have a great time doing it.  
    Some of their volunteers wrote, “This has been fantastic...beyond my expectations and they were high.”  “It was a fantastic time. I had participated in (this) a long time ago, and forgot how rewarding it was.” And from another, “When can I volunteer again?”
    While reading about tonight’s recipient there was also a common theme raised by their benefactors – that their family was restored and saved through the efforts of this organization.  

    Tonight’s winner provides the very basic need of shelter to others and yet also manages to provide them with the other basic need of family togetherness.
    In the past 21 years, this organization has done amazing things for Rockford.  They have changed the face of a neighborhood by razing 2 trailers, an empty home and a building to build 4 new homes. 
    They have taught new homeowners how to maintain and repair their home, keeping the property values up.  They provide financial management courses to teach financial responsibility. This year, 6 out of 7 homeowners saw an increase in their credit score.
    By putting families into homes they are helping to stabilize our neighborhoods. Statistics show that neighborhoods with higher homeownership rates also have lower crime rates.  

    In 2007, they opened the ReStore to keep surplus building supplies out of landfills and provide other avenues to raise funds for additional home building. 

    In September they completed the construction of their 84th home in Rockford.  These are the homes to 102 adults and 241 children - families who needed the basics of a shelter and who were given that and so much more by tonight’s recipient.

    I won’t delay any longer in thanking the Rockford Area Habitat for Humanity for restoring families with the shelter of a home.  You truly make a difference to our community.

Congratulations on winning the 2009 Excelsior award.

(Scott Remarks)
    Our sincere thanks to Tonya Thayer and all those associated with the Rockford Area Habitat for Humanity. We are grateful to you for making a difference in our community.

    Now on to the 38th annual Excalibur award….  The winner of this award will take home the Steuben Eagle, which symbolizes the courage and commitment to excellence that Excalibur winners represent. 

In alphabetical order, the first Excalibur finalist is:
Franklin Beach  (BEECH)
     The one consistent comment made about Frank Beach is, “He is a man who truly cares.” Most notably Frank has served as an alderman of the 10th ward of Rockford for 30 years.  Frank is an active, involved member of the Salvation Army, Rockford Temple Corps and plays in the Salvation Army Band.  He is also the Junior Band Director.  Frank is past president and life member of the Salvation Army Advisory Board. His other activities include the Rockford Concert Band, the Rockford Christian School Board, the Rockford Area Arts Council, the Rockford Noon Lion’s Club and the Rotary Club.  Frank also was the co-founder of the Illinois Snow Sculpting Competition and chairs the annual City Wide Leadership Luncheon.

Alderman Franklin Beach (applause)
Denver Bitner  (BIT ner)
      One nominator wrote, “The number of lives touched, and changed for the better, by this man are near impossible to count.”  Pastor Bitner served 36 years - 22 of those as its senior pastor, at the Zion Lutheran Church.  He reached beyond his parishioners to the community by forming the ZION Development Corporation, a nonprofit community development organization in 1982, as well as Patriot’s Gateway Community Center in 1996.  Currently the CEO of Lutheran Social Services of Illinois, he also resides on the Board of Directors for the Epilepsy Foundation.

Reverend Doctor Denver Bitner (applause)
Kent Mallquist (MAL quist)

     More than 40 years ago, Kent Mallquist assumed his first seat on what now totals 21 boards of directors. And as one nominator said, “he is one of those individuals who does not just ‘sit’ on a board.  ….he is always looking around the corner…to make things better.”  Kent has always been looked to for leadership, particularly in relation to fundraising.  He has been involved with the Rotary Polio Plus Campaign, the Rockford College, the Literacy Council, the Tinker Swiss Cottage Museum, and the latest being the Nicholas Conservatory project.

Kent Mallquist (applause)
Roger Reithmeier  (RYTH myer)
     As one nominator stated, Roger “definitely walks the talk.”  Sharing his expertise from a career in finance has been a blessing to many not-for-profit agencies needing to establish a good financial structure.  Although Roger has been involved in many organizations, he currently is involved with the Carpenter’s Place, Klehm Arboretum, YMCA of Rock River Valley, Diocese of Rockford Audit Committee, Rockford Park District Finance Committee, and the community Foundation of Northern Illinois.

Roger Reithmeier (applause)
Richard Rundquist  (RUND quist)
     A nominator said, “When Dick indicates he will take on a task, it WILL BE COMPLETED!”  He has served as a Board Member on the Rockford School Board and the State Board of Education, the Midway Village Museum, the Swedish Historical Society, and the Swedish American Hospital. He has served as chairman of the Metro Center, a trustee of the 2nd Congregational Church and as President of the Rotary Club to name just a few.   His 56 years of community service has all been done as a volunteer, while running his business, the Rockford Foundries.

Richard Rundquist (applause)

To present tonight’s Excalibur award, I’m pleased to introduce last year’s Excalibur recipient, Dick Kunnert ( KOON ERT).  Dick….

Excalibur Presentation – Richard Kunnert
Thank you, Scott.  Good evening.
    First, I would like to congratulate Habitat for Humanity and all of tonight’s Excelsior and Excalibur finalists.  Your dedication to community service is appreciated by all of us. 
    Sandi Uram once said of past Excalibur recipients that, “their greatest reward is giving of themselves; they not only volunteer to make the community better, but achieve results in doing so.”  Tonight’s recipient is exactly the sort of person Sandi described.
    In addition, this year’s winner, “does not seek the limelight nor wish to receive any credit.”  He is a “behind-the-scenes kind of person.”  He gives of himself freely but asks nothing in return.  

    Many wrote of this individual’s commitment to the betterment of Rockford.  The words “loyal”, “leadership” and “unselfish” were repeated throughout the nominations.  One described how he is “willing to contribute his time, talents & treasures to sustain” their organization.

    Tonight’s recipient is being credited for “his sage advice and counsel” and his “full and honest evaluation” of situations. He has been a “role model for our entire organization”… “through his leadership, his integrity, and his commitment to excellence in quality every step of the way.”

    But obviously this individual has gone beyond the everyday when one nominator said he, “has been an influence for good in our lives and in the life of our community for so long and in so many ways that he has become part of the very fabric of the Rockford community – part of our Civic and cultural DNA.”   Adding that, “he has also helped shape that history – in ways great and small.”

    Simply stated by another nominator, “to me, (he) is Rockford.”
    Many have spoken of his selfless work and the thousands of hours of his time given. But one summed it up saying, “For many years, we didn’t have a name for them. But we do now. ‘Random Acts of Kindness’ we call them, and they are an integral part of every job he takes on – repeated day after day – year after year – for well over fifty years – with results inexorable in their accumulation.”
    And if you asked him, he’d probably “dismiss his kind deeds as something that just needs to be done.” 
    Tonight’s winner achieved major results while serving as a member of the Rockford School Board where he lead negotiations and organized the building of the Brookview School.

    He has been a board member of the Swedish American Hospital for 30 years, found a home for the Rockford Symphony during his 14 years of service as Chairman of the Metro Centre, he has served 10 years with the Midway Museum that culminated in a new addition for the museum, was involved in rebuilding the 2nd Congregational Church after its devastating fire in 1979, and was instrumental in raising $400,000 towards a new cultural center and endowment for the Swedish Historical Society.

    Our winner is known to be a “rabid and avid Green Bay Packer fan”. So I thought a quote from the great Vince Lombardi would be appropriate, “Individual commitment to a group effort – that is what makes team work, a company work, a society work, a civilization work.” 

    And finally, one supporter said this, “We’re told it’s a gift to be simple.  If that means holding simple, strong and decent values then Dick has that gift.”

    Ladies and gentlemen, it is my great pleasure to present the 2009 Excalibur Award to Richard Rundquist.

    Please join me in congratulating Dick for his many years of service and for all that he has accomplished.

(Scott Closing Remarks)
Congratulations Rockford Area Habitat for Humanity and Richard Rundquist.    

    I would like to take this time to mention a milestone that we have reached, as this is our 30th annual Excelsior awards!  (applause)


    I give my gratitude and congratulations to our finalists and to all others in our community for our wonderful history of community support and volunteerism.  


As we end our evening together, please raise your glasses and join me in a toast.

Here is to good friends who encourage us,
to good neighbors that assist us,
and to good families that comfort us.
May we be blessed with all three.

Cheers.

Good Night! Thank you all for joining us in this celebration.  I wish you all a wonderful and safe Holiday Season.  
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