
The winter holiday season 
brings tidings of comfort and joy to 
many people of all ages, as well as al-
most uncontainable excitement and 
magical wonder to children. For most 
kids, Christmas conjures sparkly, deco-
rated trees and sugarplum sweets and, of 
course, a visit from jolly old Saint Nich-
olas in his reindeer-drawn sleigh filled 
with toys for good girls and boys.

Yet the harsh reality is that for eco-
nomically disadvantaged people and un-
derserved populations, the holidays often 
draw attention to what they’re lacking. 

Yet in metro Denver—thanks to The 
Village Toy Drive—Santa Claus is com-
ing to town, and his pack holds gifts for 
“kids in Girl-and-Boyland” who know 
true need. The Village Toy Drive was 
co-founded by Michelle Gruber at First 
American State Bank in Greenwood Vil-
lage, and Sarah Dennis at Cherry Hills 
Village Living and The Preserve maga-
zines. “We both wanted to get together 
and do something in our small commu-

nity,” Gruber says. “We decided to create 
this pass-through charity.” Gruber and 
Dennis partnered with the Volunteers of 
America (VOA) Colorado Branch. Each 
December, the VOA hosts an onsite 
Christmas party at their downtown mis-
sion. “They distribute family meal bas-
kets to make sure everybody has enough 
to eat over Christmas,” says Gruber. “And 
while the families are there, as a surprise 
for kids, they get to meet Santa Claus, 
and the kids all get a wrapped present.”

“VOA Colorado serves the most 
vulnerable individuals in our commu-
nity,” says VOA spokesperson Jordan 
Kellerman. “Each year, we provide 2,000 
families with holiday food baskets to 
have a wonderful, home-cooked meal 
for the holidays. The baskets include 
a turkey, sides, dessert, and any other 
items we can throw in—spaghetti oc-
casionally, extra potatoes, whatever will 
last a while.” Kellerman adds, “When the 
families come to pick up their baskets, 

Underserved children from around the metro area receive a holiday 
dinner and gifts thanks to the work of The  Village Toy Drive
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our surprise is that Santa is waiting. The 
Village Toy Drive made sure that Santa 
had plenty of gifts for the children, and it 
made our holidays very special. For many 
of the children, this is the only time they 
have to talk to Santa and receive a gift. 
They may not have something to look 
forward to on Christmas morning, so 
this day becomes incredibly special.”

The families on the receiving end of 
the holiday party are not so different 
from families on the giving end of the 
equation. “The families that come that 
day vary. All have access to a kitchen to 
cook their meal, but it may be that they 
are staying with a relative, friends, or in 
a short-term transitional home,” Kell-
erman says. “I think one of the biggest 
misconceptions about people who are 
facing poverty and homelessness is that 
it’s somehow their fault or they should 
work harder. That is not the case. Many 
of the families in need have parents 
working one, if not two, jobs. They are 
mechanics, hospital technicians, food 
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than ten percent of the total toys distrib-
uted to kids in need. “Last year, every-
thing fell together. We collected more 
than 650 presents,” she says. “Every year, 
our toy drive gets bigger and more excit-
ing and more impressive so we’re hoping 
to deliver even more presents this year.”

Santa’s pack is loaded with 
basketballs, footballs, Barbie dolls and 
other toys. “We’re trying to hit ages 
one through 13 years old,” Gruber says. 
“Every present is so well received. Our 
First American State Bank employees 
are there on-site to wrap presents. We 
make sure the kids get an age appropri-
ate toy. Some kids will ask for certain 
things, and it’s wonderful when we can 
give them what they want.”

Colleen Smith, a longtime contributor to the 
magazine, is the author of the novel Glass 
Halo, set in Denver, and Laid-Back Skier. 
She also writes regularly for The Denver Post 
and is the founder of Friday Jones Publishing.

service workers; hard working individ-
uals who cannot keep up with the cost 
of living. All it takes is one hospital bill 
or one major car repair to put them be-
hind on what they can afford. This can 
happen to anyone.”

The Village Toy Drive, in the end, 
is as much about a helping hand to 
hard-working parents as it is about toys 
with which kids play. Gruber says, “A 
lot of these families can’t make ends 
meet. Some of these children have never 
had any new toys. Our effort is about a 
Christmas toy drive, but more so about 
these children getting a toy and feeling 
special. It’s about giving every Colora-
do child a magical holiday.” Kellerman 
says, “We are so thankful that this drive 
provides the children with presents. The 
kids are growing up in poverty and these 
simple moments are important.”

Gruber notes that the VOA puts out 
a call for 6,000 gifts. “We’re not the only 
ones donating,” she says. But last year, 
The Village Toy Drive collected more 

Where to go...

Sarah Dennis, Jordan Kellerman and Michelle 
Gruber, Toy Drive organizers

The toy collection begins 

November 2 and continues 

through December 18. 

Collection points include 

First American State Bank, 

at 8390 E. Crescent Park- 

way in Greenwood Village. 

“We’ll have big bins decorated 

in gift wrap at the bank 

and additional toy collection 

boxes throughout Greenwood 

Village and Cherry Hills 

Village,” says Gruber. 

For more information or to 

make a cash donation, log 

on to www.voacolorado.org.
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