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Each summer, Presbyterian Children’s
Homes and Services’ Itasca campus
hosts “Exes Day,” a reunion of former
Group Home residents and staff. The
tradition has continued for as long as
anyone can remember—at least since
the early 1960s, says Yolanda (“Yolie”)
Casas Beavers, who lived on the
campus from 1947 to 1963. She came
to live at “the Home,” as she refers to
the Group Home she grew up in, at
age three.
Exes Day is an opportunity for former
residents to reunite with the people
they spent their childhoods with. She,
as well as all of the “Execs” interviewed
for this article, consider each other
family.

“The thing I like most about Exes
Day is seeing all my ‘brothers’ and
‘sisters.’ Having grown up in the Home
together, we have this special bond,”
said Yolie.
J. Arthur (Art) Strickland, who came
to the Itasca campus at age six in
1929, attends Exes Day nearly every
year. “I’ve been coming back home
to PCHAS Itasca since 1940,” said Art.
“What excites me most are the dozens
and dozens of former residents and
staff members who attend. They come
from all over the U.S. – and from all
over Texas.”
About 100 people attend the Itasca
reunion each year, which is traditionContinued on page 2 
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A MESSAGE FROM THE PRESIDENT Dr. Ed Knight

Faces of Exes Day

I really enjoy this issue of From the
Heart because of its focus on former
residents and staff. We celebrate the
people Presbyterian Children’s Homes
and Services (PCHAS) has served and
the dedicated staff members who have
helped them along the way.
Since 1913, we have worked with
children who, due to circumstances
beyond their control, are facing a bleak
future without hope. Our heritage is
giving these children the hope and
the support they need to fulfill the
potential God created in them.
Throughout PCHAS’ 110-year history,
our programs have changed a great
deal. Instead of more than 100 children
living in one large Group Home, where
20 children sleep in a dormitory, today
no more than eight children live in
small, family-style homes with Home
Parents. Over my four decades
of association with this amazing
organization, an agency made up of
compassionate, caring social workers,

Itasca Campus

PCHAS President, Dr. Ed Knight with residents of the Austin Group Homes

Home Parents and administrators, I
have had the privilege of knowing
many of our former Group Home
residents who have graduated and
gone on to have healthy families of
their own.
Today we work with thousands of
children and their families in their
own homes. Whether we are helping a
young person to grow and feel secure
in one of our Group Homes or helping
them in their parents’ homes, we are
showing them the grace of God. As

Proverbs 22:6 commands, “direct your
children onto the right path, and when
they are older, they will not leave it.”
That is a true blessing.
Left to right: Bill Cammack, Eddie Lee and Art Strickland of the Itasca Campus.

For the Children and Families,

Dr. Ed Knight,
President and CEO

Continued from cover

ally held on the second Saturday in
June. The day’s activities include time
for lunch and socializing.
During the luncheon this year, Chad
Patterson, the program director for
PCHAS’ Itasca campus, shared news
about upcoming summer activities
for the children currently living in the
campus Group Homes. “The children,
the current residents, help out a lot
during Exes Day,” he said.
Each child on campus is responsible
for a different task, such as helping
to prepare lunch or greeting the Exes
when they arrive. Most years, the
children also provide entertainment,
such as a talent show, during the
luncheon.
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After lunch, the Exes have an opportunity to tour the campus. Many
visit the same homes they grew up in.
“The children living at the homes lead
the tour. It’s especially exciting for the
younger children to show the former
residents their rooms,” said Judy Offutt,
the Itasca office administrator.
Many of the Exes gather for dinner the
Friday night before the official reunion.
“The first year, which was ten years
ago, we met at my house,” said Yolie.
“We had a great turn out, more than 60
people, so the next year we reached out
to other Exes and they joined us too.
We decided that since we were getting
older and spending the night in the
same town anyway that we should get
together the night before the reunion.
Now an annual tradition, the dinner is
held at the Lone Star Café in Hillsboro,
Texas.
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“I love hearing the stories that the
former residents share at Exes Day,”
said Patterson. “They tell us the support
that PCHAS gave them years ago still
impacts their lives in a positive way and
that they are profoundly grateful for the
care that they received. They also tell us
that they are impressed by the support
and healing that PCHAS staff members
currently provide to the children on
our campus, and that it is so important.
They hope the children, the current
residents, will look back years from
now and will feel the same positive way
that the Exes feel about their PCHAS
experience.” ✦

Waxahachie Campus Hosts Exes Day Reunion
by Amy Prince
This summer, more than 40 former
Presbyterian Children’s Homes and
Services’ Waxahachie Group Home
residents attended an Exes Day
reunion on the Waxahachie campus.
Waxahachie Execs Day is a relatively
new tradition for this campus but the
former residents and staff hope it will
become an annual event. Here’s a story
of one of the former residents who
attended the reunion this year, Millie
Elizabeth Brown, known as Elizabeth
“Lizzy” Davies during her years on the
campus.
Lizzy came to the campus in 1986
when she was 12 years old. Her mother
passed away soon after that and her
father’s parental rights were terminated
when she was 14. She lived in the
Home until 1992 when she moved
in with former Home Parents Stacie
and Randy Mayer. Lizzy developed an
especially strong bond with Stacie and
Randy. Stacie later remarried, and she
and her second husband, Russell York,
adopted her in 2009. Three years later,
the Yorks adopted Lizzy’s twin sister,
LaDonna.

much during my years at the Home and
after I left the Home I called them like
anyone would call their parents to ask
for advice. I was very fortunate. I loved
them so much,” she said.

Lizzy says the years she spent at the
Home hold a special place in her heart.
“I am grateful for the experiences the
Home provided. I participated in all
kinds of activities: drill team, volleyball,
track, yearbook, Future Farmers of
America, Fellowship of Christian
Athletes -- anything and everything
you could think of, my Home Parents
helped me do it. They provided
transportation, encouragement and
support,” she said.
Lizzy developed a strong bond with
Home Parents Chuck and Deborah
“Debbie” Hannon. They helped me so

Lizzy has many fond memories of
her days in Waxahachie. One is swimming in the Olympic-sized swimming
pool on the campus as a child. “When
I lived at the Home, we would swim
every summer. I loved it! I passed on
my love of swimming to my children.
To this day, I still drag my kids to the
pool,” she said.
Lizzy hopes to keep the Waxahachie
Exes Day tradition alive, and has
created a Facebook page to reach
out to former residents. For more
information, contact Lizzy at
lil.texan.gal@gmail.com.

Pictured middle: Lizzy during her time in the
Waxahachie Home. This photo was taken at a
petting zoo during a vacation in Branson,
Missouri.
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YOLIE CASAS BEAVERS

PCHAS resident from 1947-1963

PCHAS resident from1944 -1948

by Amy Prince

by Amy Prince
The group of women who grew up in
the Home under Honey’s care lovingly
refer to each other as “Honey’s Girls.”
When Yolie lived in the Home there
were 18 children in one house. “The big
‘sisters’ took care of the little ‘sisters’.
Honey ran our house like a well-oiled
machine. I remember when we first got
a television set. All 18 of us would sit
around it together. We enjoyed it as a
family. There was no fighting,” she said.

At the age of three, Yolanda (Yolie)
Casas Beavers (and her older sister,
Ophelia), moved into one of the PCHAS
Itasca Campus Group Homes. Yolie
lived there from 1947 to 1963.
Yolie and Ophelia lived with Velma
Humes (“Honey”), their House Mother.
Back in Yolie’s day, the House Mother
was referred to as the Matron of the
house.
“Honey was just pure love; she really
was our mother. She was a mother in
the true sense of the word. She gave us
hugs and told us we were loved,” said
Yolie.
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EMILY CAMMACK BIERSCHWALE

In Yolie’s day, there were six Group
Homes (referred to as “cottages” at
the time) on the Itasca campus. Each
housed 18 to 20 children. Today there
are no more than eight children per
home.
“Some of my greatest memories were
made during the summer when we
had vespers services in the evening.
We would sing together on the lawn
and eat watermelon. When I think of
the Home, I remember the smell of
watermelon and fresh cut grass,” said
Yolie.
Yolie is grateful for the care and support she received. “It was so wonderful.
I really felt like I had a spoiled upbring-
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ing. I began piano lessons as a young
child. By the time I was 10 years old
I was playing the piano for Sunday
school classes and have sung in a choir
ever since. Music continues to be a big
part of my life. Nearly everyone in my
family plays an instrument and I now
sing in not one but two church choirs,”
she said.
Ever since they can remember, Yolie
and Ophelia have traveled back to the
Itasca campus for Exes Day.
“Yolie and Ophelia have worked so
hard over the years to keep the Exes
together,” said Emily Cammack
Bierschwale, a former resident of the
Home. “They are both very involved
with Exes Day and always plan the
Friday night dinner that is held the
night before the reunion,’” said Emily.
Emily came to the Itasca campus with
her two brothers, James and Bill,
in 1944. (See article about Emily on
opposite page).

Below, left: Kathy Olufs, Yolie Casas Beavers and
Edith Flippin. Right: Ophelia Casas Brown and
Yolanda Casas Beavers.

In 1944, Emily Cammack Bierschwale
and her two younger brothers, Bill and
James Cammack moved into PCHAS
Group Homes in Itasca.
Emily stayed in the Miller residence
hall, which had been converted from
an old school house. “When I lived
in Itasca, there were 107 children at
the Homes,” said Emily. “At one point,
Honey, my House Mother, had 22 girls
in her house.”
“At that time, we were expected to
do a little work,” said Emily. “In the
summer we went to school half the
day and worked the other half. The
boys worked in the garden and took
care of the chickens and the animals
and the girls did the laundry.”
Times were tough during the years
following World War II. “Some winters
were so severe that even our tooth
paste would freeze. It was rather cold
in the Home. We had a big stove in the
house. Each night we would warm up
a brick and put it at our feet when we
went to bed,” said Emily.

Emily lived in the Home until 1948.
After she left at age 18, she attended
the University of North Texas. “While I
was in college, I liked to visit the Home
often. I saved my nickels for a bus
ticket,” she said.
Emily graduated from the university
in 1952. The summer following
graduation, she served as a Relief
Home Parent in Itasca. Relief Home
Parents provide care for children
during the scheduled vacation days off
for the full-time Home Parents. “I really
liked being in the Home. The girls were
like family to us,” she said.
In 1993, Emily became the first former
resident to serve on the PCHAS board.
She was re-elected in 1996. “Serving
on the board was a wonderful opportunity to give back,” she said. “I would
never have been able to go to college
if it weren’t for the Home.”
Emily is a member of the Fellowship of
Trustees, a group of dedicated former
trustees who serve as advocates for
PCHAS.
Each year, Emily travels more than 250
miles to attend the Exes Day reunion.

When asked how many years she
has attended the event, she said,
“Oh I don’t think I’ve ever missed a
single one!”
In honor of her brother, James
Cammack, Emily, her brother Bill, and
other members of the Cammack family
donated funds for a new Group Home
in Itasca, the Bradley residence hall.
(To read more about the Bradley Home
and Bill Cammack, see our Fall 2012
From the Heart Newsletter, page 4.)
Below Left: Honey at the piano.
Right: Choir singing during a recital in
Hargis Dining Hall.
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Chuckfest!

Where I Grew Up
Life in the Itasca Group Home in the 1960s

PCHAS bids Fond Farewell to Chuck Mendenhall

by Carl Kieke

by Rev. Peter D. Crouch

Memories? We didn’t have video games
or cable TV, but we got good reception
for the Dallas-Fort Worth stations. We
didn’t spend a lot of time watching
TV; time was spent playing basketball
or football, hanging out at the youth
center, roaming the woods or just
making our own fun.
All told, I had the best possible situation
growing up in Itasca. Most of the people
I knew are gone now, but just being on
the campus is a relaxing, peaceful and
enjoyable experience for me.

I have two favorite places to be on
planet Earth: One is Philmont Scout
Ranch near Cimarron, New Mexico, a
Boy Scouts of America ranch; the other
is the Itasca campus Group Home of
Presbyterian Children’s Homes and
Services. I grew up there, arriving in
1958 as a fourth-grader and leaving
after graduating from Itasca High
School in 1967. There were six
cottages–three for girls and three
for boys.

prepare meals at Hargis Dining Hall.
Boys delivered supplies to the cottages,
did the landscaping and took care of
the animals–there were cows to be
milked each day. We also took care
of the pigs, chickens and a few other
animals.

I saw some changes while I was there,
and many more in the 45-plus years
since I left. The custom used to be that
the bell beside Hargis dining hall would
ring one minute before every meal.
When it rang, we stopped what we
were doing and paused for a moment
of silent prayer.

I was living at the Home when McMillan
cottage was being built. A contest was
held among the cottages to see who
could keep theirs the cleanest. The
prize: getting to move into the new
cottage. Davis Memorial, home of the
high school boys, won.

Residents helped maintain the campus
and participated in a work program
every day except Sunday. Girls worked
mainly in their cottages and helped
6

There were also a few dogs we kept as
pets. Some belonged to Home Parents,
others were strays that had been
adopted by the campus.

It saddened me when my favorite
cottage, Fred Morrison, burned down.
It was the first cottage I lived in,
and also where I was living when I
graduated.
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Editors Note: After Carl left the Home in
1967, he spent 1968 to 1972 in the Air
Force, including most of 1970 in Vietnam
as an aircraft mechanic. He attended
Austin College from 1972 to 1976 (earned
a bachelor’s degree in sociology) then
studied journalism at the University
of North Texas from 1976 to 1978. He
worked for the Abilene Reporter-News
from 1978 to 2007 and is now semiretired. He writes a weekly column for
the newspaper.
Above: Carl Kieke, third from right.
Below: Johnny Goodsby, Clifford Hannah and
Chuck Sims milking cows in the old barn.

After serving the Presbyterian Church
(USA) faithfully for more than 40 years
in a variety of roles (including, pastor,
seminary faculty member, counseling center director, and president
of Presbyterian Children’s Homes),
Presbyterian Children’s Homes and
Services celebrated the ministry of the
Rev. Dr. Charles “Chuck” Mendenhall.
Rev. Mendenhall retired August 31 from
his current position as PCHAS’ Senior
Development Officer, a position he has
held with distinction for the past three
years.
One of the most well-known leaders
in Texas Presbyterian church circles,
Mendenhall was instrumental,
along with current PCHAS president
Ed Knight, in helping two Texas Presbyterian children’s agencies, Presbyterian
Children’s Homes (PCH) and Presbyterian Children’s Services (PCS) merge
in 2001, forming today’s Presbyterian
Children’s Homes and Services.
In 2000, Chuck contacted Knight to
share the news that he and his wife,
Laura, would be moving to Atlanta.
Laura had been called to serve as the
new president of Atlanta’s Columbia
Theological Seminary. Mendenhall,
Knight, and the PCH and PCS boards of
trustees then spent one year discussing
the options surrounding a merger.
What could have been a complicated
transition turned out to be a smooth
transition, as Mendenhall and Knight
traveled together to share news about
the merger with supporters of both
agencies.
During his presidency at PCH, Chuck
approved the creation of PCHAS’ Child
and Family Program, a unique fam-

ily preservation program, which now
includes 21 social workers, called Child
and Family Specialists, in 17 cities. When
the Mendenhalls moved back to Austin
three years ago, Chuck was invited to
join the PCHAS staff as Senior Development Officer.
“Chuck has a passion helping children
in need. He is so highly regarded and
well known throughout Texas that
everyone on the PCHAS development
staff learned that, when meeting
with a donor, the best ice breaker was
to simply ask, ‘Do you know Chuck
Mendenhall?,’” said Steve Anderson,
PCHAS’ Director of Development.
“In a note he sent to several donors after
announcing he’d be retiring, Chuck said,
‘Now I join you,’” said Anderson.
PCHAS staff held several celebrations
in Chuck’s honor, including a luncheon,
during which he was showered with
gifts, both serious and lighthearted,
including a Dr. Seuss book, All the Places
You Will Go, signed by the PCHAS staff.
The book has been given to graduating
seniors from PCHAS Group Homes for
many years, so it carries special meaning
for Chuck.
Other surprises at the luncheon
included an announcement by Phil
and Polly Diebel, long-time supporters
of PCHAS. In addition to funding two
units in PCHAS’ Single Parent Residence
facility currently under construction in
Houston, with Polly’s sister and brotherin-law, Janie and Fain McDougal, the
Diebels donated funds for an additional
gift to name the kitchen inside one of
the apartments in honor of Chuck’s
ministry.

“I was touched by all the kind words
and gifts from PCHAS staff, and was
especially moved by the gift from our
faithful and generous donors, Phil and
Polly Diebel. I cannot think of another
retiring development officer who has
had it so good. Generations of support
from donors have enabled PCHAS to
continue its mission to serve children
and their families. We stand on the
shoulders of those who built a legacy
before us,” said Mendenhall.
After his retirement, Chuck and Laura
will continue to serve as pastors of the
Presbyterian Church of Lake Travis. His
retirement plans also include renovating
an antique car and spending more time
with his children and grandchildren.
Editor’s note: PCHAS is seeking
contributions for the Single Parent
Residential Program and campus in
Houston. If you’d like to donate to the
project, or would like more information,
contact PCHAS Vice President for Development, the Reverend
Peter D. Crouch, 512.433.5197.

Above L: Chuck Mendenhall with a retirement gift,
Oh the Places You’ll Go! by Dr. Suess.
Above: Reverend Peter D. Crouch, VP for
Development, and Chuck Mendenhall.
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Presbyterian Children’s Homes and Services is a
501(c)3 charitable organization. All gifts are tax
deductible to the fullest extent of the law. We do
not render professional tax advice. Each person
should consult a professional advisor.
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Connect with PCHAS

For sound financial management
and transparency, PCHAS has earned
a four-star rating from Charity
Navigator, the highest ranking the
non-profit organization bestows.

A Lifetime of Income, a Legacy of Hope
for Children and Families in Need

You’re Invited!

Consider a Charitable Gift Annuity for PCHAS
A charitable gift annuity is a practical solution for those who want to make a
gift but still need income for day-to-day needs. With a gift annuity, you make an
irrevocable gift of cash or securities in return for a fixed income for you and/or a
loved one for life or a fixed number of years. After your lifetime (or the fixed term
of years), the charitable remainder is distributed to the charity of your choice.
You may be eligible to receive tax benefits. Here’s what you should know about
Charitable Gift Annuities:

•
•
•

you may claim a charitable deduction for part of your gift
part of your income could be tax-free
you may avoid or reduce capital gains
Beneficiary Age
65
70
75
80
85
90+

Rate of Return
4.4%
4.7%
5.1%
5.8%
6.8%
7.8%
9.0%

Annual Payment
$440
$470
$510
$580
$680
$780
$900

Charitable Deduction
$2,231
$2,955
$3,691
$4,268
$4,791
$5,502
$6,190

Contact Jana Hobbs,
jana.hobbs@pchas.org; 281.389.8772.

April 5, 2014
PCHAS Night at the
Children’s Museum of Houston
A free, private event for the children
and families served by PCHAS, plus our
generous supporters. Reservations
are required.

Below are rates* for an annuity funded with $10,000 cash:

		
60

January 19, 2014
Chevron Houston Marathon
and Half-Marathon

	
  

*Rates are subject to change. Above are the current rates according to the American Council on Gift Annuities (see www.acga-web.org.) Please consult with your advisor to see if a charitable gift annuity
fits your estate planning goals; this does not constitute legal or tax advice.

Contact: Jana Hobbs,
jana.hobbs@pchas.org; 281.389.8772

April 30, 2014
Houston Luncheon
RSVP to Donna Lujan at 512.476.1234 x12
or donna.lujan@pchas.org

