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Kirsten Kuhlmann, center, acting executive director of Celebrate Highwood, is offered 

assistance July 13, 2020 during the organizations' grocery distribution event in 

Highwood. (Karie Angell Luc / Pioneer Press) 

 

Motorists lined up before noon in downtown Highwood July 13 to 

receive meals, groceries and other essential items at the second Grocery 

Bag Distribution program hosted by Celebrate Highwood. 



“As a nonprofit organization, we don’t have our funding coming in from 

all of our festivals and events this year, so we’re turning to helping 

people in the community,” said Celebrate Highwood spokeswoman Ilyse 

Strongin. 

 

The novel coronavirus pandemic caused Celebrate Highwood to cancel 

its 2020 event season because of public health concerns. The 

organization held its first grocery distribution in mid-May. 

“We raised $4,000 from the community in literally two days and we 

were able to feed over 200 families,” Strongin said. 

 

This latest distribution took place in the parking lot by the Highwood 

Public Library and Everts Park. People began lining up in their vehicles 

at least one hour before distribution was set to open at noon. Once the 

distribution began, things moved quickly. 

 

 “We’ve got some great, great partnerships here,” said Kirsten 

Kuhlmann, acting executive director of Celebrate Highwood. 

“Our July donation has received funding from some great corporate 

sponsors that not only help feed families but keep those in the food 

distribution channels employed.” 

 

The distribution was open to qualified families who currently receive 

services at Highwood’s Fenix Family Health Center and Family Service 

of Lake County. 

 

Motorists were instructed to open their vehicle trunks so volunteers 

could place the items directly inside them – to abide by social distancing 

safety measures related to the coronavirus. 



Mark Maresco, a Celebrate Highwood board member, wore a face mask 

that had “Celebrate Highwood” printed on it as he worked as an event 

volunteer. 

 

Shelli Sheridan, of Highwood, also a volunteer, said, “You know what, 

it’s the least I can do. I’m unemployed too, so I understand,” Sheridan 

said. “Some people have it harder than me.” 

 

Bertha Chavez, community outreach coordinator for Fenix Family 

Health Center of Highwood, identified 200 families who might benefit 

from receiving assistance from the distribution. 

 

“The restaurants are still closed, they (clients) still have only one or two 

days they are able to work so they’re having trouble with rent and 

they’re very scared,” Chavez said. 

 
Bags filled with grocery are pictured July 13, 2020 inside the BellaRu 

Catering of Highland Park truck, The bags were given away as part of a 

food and grocery distribution event. (Karie Angell Luc / Pioneer Press) 

 
 “That’s why many people in our families are dying of COVID because 

they’re afraid to go to the centers. It’s very hard,” Chavez said. 

The July distribution was made possible by corporate support from 

donors such as Freedom Home Care of Highland Park and Lake Forest. 

 

 “We donated money to provide food,” said Francine Brodsky, of 

Deerfield, director of business development. We are honored to be able 

to help fund groceries to feed these local families in need,” Brodsky said. 

Barb Strongin of Northbrook is Freedom Home Care’s director of 

medical staffing. 



“When you’re healthy, you’re wealthy,” said Strongin. 

Highland Pop, which supports local food banks, provided more than 

200 bags of fresh popcorn. 

 

BellaRu Catering, of Highland Park, brought trucks with bagged 

groceries. Bags were filled with items such as produce, cheese, greens, 

meat and eggs. 

 

 “I love it, I love doing this, being able to help people every day,” said 

Maya Rotman-Zaid of Wheeling, who started BellaRu Catering. 

Restaurateur Oscar Sanchez, of Palatine, and owner of Dona Paty’s 

Restaurante of Highwood, began cooking at 7 a.m. Monday to provide 

warm meals of steak taco for recipient families. 

 

Sanchez received donor money so his restaurant could prepare meals of 

Mexican cuisine specifically for Fenix Family Health Center recipient 

families. 

 

“It’s very rewarding, to be honest, especially at this time we’re going 

through,” Sanchez said. “We know there are troubles that we are facing 

right now, and to have the opportunity to help and be part of this, we’re 

more than happy.” 

 

Sanchez said that as a new business struggling during this pandemic, the 

food giveaways offer Dona Paty’s an opportunity to let it be known they 

are a part of this community,” Sanchez said. 

 

People are encouraged to donate to Celebrate Highwood and its ongoing 

philanthropic initiatives via www.celebratehighwood.org. 



Any size donation is welcome and supports local restaurants, businesses 

and caterers while also feeding families in need, officials said. 

Organizers said that, for example, a donation of $15 can provide three 

pounds of white rice, three whole onions, five pounds of tomatoes, five 

pounds of potatoes and two pounds of chicken. 

Celebrate Highwood is a non-profit public charity established in August 

2016. 

Karie Angell Luc is a freelancer. 
 


