July 28, 2003

Steinbeck Book Inspires Gift To Union Gospel Mission

By Mike Conklin 

Yakima -  

Inspiration and love drawn from John Steinbeck's "Travels with Charlie," has brought a generous gift to Yakima's Union Gospel Mission Community Youth Center.

John Tlapek is traveling the country with his own dog, "Charlie," giving his personal money to children's charities.

Tlapek says he was inspired by reading Steinbeck's book because of what it taught him about America and the American spirit.

The St. Louis businessman says he's been blessed in his endeavors as majority owner and chairman of the board of Auto Tire and Parts Company, Schaeffer Electrical Enclosures, Inc., and Cape Electrical Supply Co., that he wants to share his bounty.

Tlapek plans to drive some 10,000 miles across the country with Charlie, making stops all along the way to donate money.

He chose Yakima's Union Gospel Mission Youth Center because of the work done to help keep kids from dropping out of school and slipping into lives of drug abuse.

Tlapek makes an outright donation of $15,000 to each charity he chooses.  He then challenges each community to put up $10,000 of local money.  And if that happens, he matches it.

That means a charity could get up to $35,000.

Kids at the Youth Center appreciate the monetary gift, but seemed more excited about playing with Charlie, a six-month-old Golden Retriever.

Rick Phillips says the donation is a blessing that will enable the mission to do a great deal more to run its youth programs. 
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