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Polly Van De Brake has
been busy corralling animals
in preparation for the holiday
season.

The Stanfield woman is in
her 15th year of refurbishing
stuffed animals for the
Hermiston Police Depart-
ment Christmas Express. She
began the project as a way to
deal with the grief of losing

her husband of 47 years.
After  Clifford died,
Van De Brake started

volunteering for the Good
Shepherd Medical Center
Hospital Auxiliary. It was
there she came up with
the idea to refurbish and
distribute stuffed animals to
children.

“It’s been a lifesaver for
me and it’s also been helpful
to the community as well,”
Van De Brake said while
surrounded by dozens of
stuffed animals of all shapes
and sizes. “It helped me
when my husband died — it
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Polly Van De Brake of Stanfield is surrounded by a
few of the 500 stuffed animals she refurbished for the
Hermiston Police Department Christmas Express.

mind busy.”

Van De Brake noticed
that children visiting with
family in the hospital would
appear bored when she
entered a patient’s room. The
children, she said, would

were going to leave. Van
De Brake thought offering a

help settle them down or
keep them entertained.

Over the past 15 years,
the 82-year-old estimates

she has refurbished and
donated 20,000 stuffed
animals — even having to

replace her washing machine
to handle the loads. Some of
the animals were in pretty
sad shape — she swears by
Tide laundry detergent and
Oil Eaters, a heavy-duty
cleaner.

“I was able to bring these
stuffed animals back to their
original condition,” she said.

Gathering the animals has
come through a variety of
resources — from organiza-
tions such as The Salvation
Army, Agape House, Herm-
iston Elks, The Hermiston
Police Department, as well
as yard sales and personal
friends. However, it’s been
a one-woman operation as

hanging to dry, re-stuffing
and mending the animals.

Except for one year, Van
De Brake has donated 500
stuffed toys each December
to  Christmas  Express.
Instead of giving to local kids
in 2005, she sent 600 to Loui-
siana and the surrounding
areas to be distributed to
children impacted by Hurri-
cane Katrina.

“The adults were
being taken care of by the
government,” she said. “But
I thought the kids needed
something.”

In the past, she has
also donated animals to
St. Anthony Hospital and
Domestic Violence Services.

“When I first started this,
I didn’t really pay attention
to how many I gave out — if
the need was there, I’d give
them out,” she said.

Van De Brake said she

child a stuffed animal might
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don’t always compete with
the latest toys or electronic
gadgets. But, at least it was
something new and different
for a child in need, she said.

She loves hearing stories
of how children react to
getting to choose a stuffed
animal. Margaret Schoen, a
longtime Christmas Express
volunteer said when fami-
lies came to pick up their
Christmas boxes, children
were directed to a pile of
stuffed animals in the corner
of the room.

“She said they would take
off their tennis shoes and
climb to the top of the heap
and pick out a stuffed animal
to take home,” Van De Brake
said. “I would love to see
that.”

Contact Community
Editor Tammy Malgesini at
tmalgesini@eastoregonian.
com or 541-564-4539.
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