
Just Try to Make People Happy 

 

I met Gerry Klumb in April 2013, I was the new Development Officer, and he introduced 

himself as the Operations Manager and proceeded to hand me a huge ring of keys.  He 

informed me, these were the keys I would need working there, and I’d learn what doors 

they’d open. If I needed any help, just ask him; he was there to help.  This March, Gerry 

retired after 27 years of service.  It was my pleasure to sit with Gerry and interview him 

for this article. 

 

What was your background before coming to Immaculate Heart Retreat Center (IHRC)? 

A. 33 years as a human on the planet Earth.  I started working in restaurants at 17, first 

as a dishwasher. I worked for one restaurant for 17 years, initially as a dishwasher then 

worked my way up to lead chef. 

 

What brought you to apply for a position at IHRC? 

A. My aunt Marjorie Eckerbraud worked there as a cook. Don’t ask me to spell it.  She 

told my wife at the grocery store there was an opening, so I made the move, because it 

was better hours and benefits. I took a pay cut for a while, but I could take better care of 

my family.  Basically, I could have some weekends off, so I started taking Sundays and 

Mondays off. I’d be home on one day of the weekend and working days I was home at 

night. 

 

What surprised you the most when you came to work at IHRC? 

A. Nothing!  I had to figure it out; 30 days of menus, scheduling people, and I didn’t 

know how many people I had. I trained myself.  I was the lead cook, and there were lots 

of ladies and part timers.  Things were different back in the day.  You had a cook, one 

dishwasher maybe even two.  Juice was poured, bread toasted and brought to the line.  

It was a lot more labor intense, service…service. 

 

Who worked at Immaculate Heart when you arrived? 

A. Rose, Myrna, Sister Peggy, Jane, Louise, Vivian, another Beverly, so maybe seven 

women. You were supervising all of them? Yes, I was their instant boss.  Sam, Murrell, 

and Bob were maintenance. Sister Hilda was housekeeping, and there was Jane who 

kind of floated between housekeeping and dishes. She did all the outer buildings and 

Sister Hilda did the inter rooms with her Marthas, which was a full contingent of 



Marthas.  I can’t come up with the numbers but compared to today, there were many 

groups! 

 

What lead you to be operations manager as well as lead chef? You took on a lot of 

responsibility. What made you say I can take on both tasks?   

A. I think for a while here as a kitchen crew we were doing it anyway. Immaculate Heart 

has a lot of programs or there is nothing going on at all.  There is no middle ground, so 

you got to find something to do. So, I guess that is the biggest reason.  That way I can 

ask deacon for a raise since I am doing both. I probably did that too. 

 

What was your greatest accomplishment over the years at IHRC? 

A. Greatest accomplishment? (pause) I never looked at it in those terms. It’s a job, I had 

to do it. I don’t know…just try to make people happy. 

 

What was the low point in your career at IHRC? 

A. Going to meetings if you want to know the real truth.  Not going to meetings at all, I’d 

be a happy camper. We have a lot of meetings so there could have been a lot of low 

days. Sometimes, I’ve had some personal low points of my own over the course of life, 

if you are having a hard time with yourself, work is not a piece of cake. Those could 

have been some of the low times. I had to pull myself up by my bootstraps and get 

going.   

 

What was your favorite event to prepare a meal plan for and then execute it? 

L’Arche, why?  Because the people were special, I guess.  They gave me inner joy to 

take care of them for a week when they were at Immaculate Heart.  For people who 

read this and don’t know what L’Arche is, what was that special joy that they gave you? 

They are developmentally challenged people, Hal, and the others.  Why did you get so 

much joy in planning and serving their meals?  Because they gave joy back; they 

weren’t grouchy (big laugh)! 

 

Did you sense the spiritual nature of Immaculate Heart and did that have an impact on 

you in the way you looked at the world and thought about things?   

A. It did, but there was a job to do and that wasn’t a church-related job. I had to focus on 

what I had to do if I wanted to do it right, but church was there.  I respected everybody 

and they respected me, and we got along, and it became a work family. But spiritually, 



yes, as soon as you get on the grounds you know they are spiritual.  Yet, as soon as the 

timecard is struck it’s not church anymore.  It’s cooking, yards, or buildings; the people 

who come to Immaculate Heart are expecting you to do your job. 

 

What was your strangest experience at IHRC? 

A. Well, when a person comes up to you and asks you what they can do with their 

frozen dog and if they can put it into your freezer? That was kind of a weird thing. 

(laughs).  “Of course, you can’t use my freezer to put your frozen dog in.”  

Someone out of town was bringing their dog to a local pet crematory, and she was 

spending a couple of days at the retreat center before she took her dog to the pet 

crematory. She wanted to put her dog in the freezer before she went there. I told her we 

wouldn’t do that I didn’t have a big enough freezer for one thing. 

 

What was your greatest experience coming on the grounds of IHRC over the years? 

A. I should have taken notes when I was working…greatest experience!  Lots of things 

happened over the course of 27 years.   

Greatest experience… I just got to do what I did for love of life.  I got to bake and cook 

food.  I am kind of a boring person, pretty introverted. “You say that but you are not 

really.”  I think I am.   

 

What person did you meet at IHRC who had the most influence on your life?   

A. Fr. Van I guess because he was a great person. I could go to him with issues like a 

dad after my own dad died. You know when times are tough.  

I heard stories of you and Fr. Van trading punches.  What’s that about?  

A. I don’t know what it’s about.  He’d kick me and I’d kick him back. If I kicked him, he 

would kick me back.  Fr. Van was just a good-natured person. It was kind of a 

brotherhood thing…right? You’d kick your brother and he’d kick you back. 

 

What would you say is the greatest gift Immaculate Heart Retreat Center offers to those 

who come through the doors? 

A. A place to have their function in a quiet, religious spiritual atmosphere, I guess.  And 

to be taken care of hospitality-wise, they don’t have to worry about doing anything 

except for arranging their own speakers.  Set it up, tear it down, feed them, and clean it 

up.  You can’t really go to a hotel and get that. 



 

 

What makes the people you worked with at Immaculate Heart special? 

A. They aim to please.  They’re servants to their job and to the people who come, and 

they are all different personalities.  Yet when it comes to taking care of guests when 

they walk in the door, they all perform really top notch.  Then behind the scenes you 

have all your squabbles, but that happens anywhere.  But for some reason they always 

come together and get it done. The staff at Immaculate Heart is kind of like my second 

family. 

 

I’ve told people when Gerry speaks, I listen.  How do you react to that?   

A. I just figure people are listening because I had the experience of the place.  

“But it’s more so than the place.” You have a wisdom about you, do you recognize that? 

A. No, I try to keep the smallest head as possible.  I don’t like to have a big head.  I try 

to go down to everyone’s plain and meet them where they are.  I can get down to 

anyone’s level. 

 

Is there anything you would like to say? 

A. I just hope the new people who come to work at IHRC carry out the legacy of 

Immaculate Heart for the future people who want to go there. 

 

Thank you for reading the continuation of Gerry Klumb’s interview of his 27 years spent 

at IHRC.  God bless your retirement, Gerry! 

 


