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conductor who has worked with many 
professional artists, including Melissa 
Manchester and Maureen McGovern. 
A prolific composer, his works include 
“To Rise Above: A Journey of a Tuskegee 
Airman” written in honor of local and 
national hero, Tuskegee Airman Harold 
Brown. 

“I will be doing a small program after 
they eat lunch. It will include some love 
songs from the Great American Song-
book,” Shirtz said. “It will be just me, 
solo, on the piano and singing.” 

A team of volunteers will help Knight 
create a memorable luncheon for the 
ladies, including volunteers from The 
Chapel, Light House Sober Living, the 
Danbury football team, and Knight’s 
family. 

The Valentine’s Day Widow’s Lun-
cheon is truly a community project. 
Several businesses and individuals do-
nate funds, food or gifts to support the 
event, including Walker Family Funer-
al Homes, Bassett’s Market, Miss Mer-
cedes, The Ørchard, Newport Clothing 
and Gear, Salon 53, Thrive Wellness & 
Aesthetics and the Northcoast Restau-
rant Group, which includes Port Clinton 
restaurants Ciao Bello, The ‘Que, Nagoya 
Hibachi Express and The Sushi Room. 

“Bassett’s Market has been with us 
from the start,” Knight said. “Every year, 
they provide a rose and chocolates for 
every woman.” 

Planning a free luncheon for 100 
women requires a lot of time and a lot 
of work, but Knight looks forward to it 
every year.

“It brings me as much joy as it brings 
the women,” Knight said. “I love seeing 
them having a good day.” 

Knights grandmother, now 95, attend-
ed the event the last couple of years. 

“She’s been widowed for 30 years, so 
I know the trials and tribulations she’s 
been through, having that long mar-
riage and then losing her husband,” 
Knight said. “The widows in our com-
munity have such an impact. They are 
the unsung heroes. This luncheon lets 
them know we didn’t forget about them 
and we are grateful for them.” 

The Valentine’s Day Widow’s Luncheon 
will be held on Friday, Feb. 14, at Gideon 
Owen Wine Co., located at 3845 E. Wine 
Cellar Rd. in Port Clinton. Doors open at 
11:30 a.m., and the event begins at noon. 
The luncheon is free, but registration is 
required. To register, text WIDOWS to 
419-504-1777 or call The Chapel office at 
419-627-0208.

served as engineer until his retirement in 2014, 
and he passed away in 2017. 

“Dave sold the business to us, the employees, and 
we changed the name to BEC Associates in homage 
to him,” Daniel said. “He was very influential in me 
becoming a civil engineer and surveyor.” 

Daniel advanced to design engineer and project 
engineer at BEC Associates and then accepted a job 
as a design engineer at AECOM, a large engineer-
ing firm based in Cleveland. Daniel, who commut-
ed to Cleveland for the job each day, made the move 
to broaden his knowledge of the field. While there, 
he completed all the initial designs and geomet-
rics for the Anthony Wayne Trail Gateway Project, 
which created esthetic and safety improvements to 
the entrance of downtown Toledo. 

“I took that job because I wanted to get a better 
understanding of large projects,” he said. “The 
Gateway Project was completed after I left, but it 
was amazing to be a part of that project.” 

BEC Associates presented an “offer I couldn’t re-
fuse,” and Daniel returned to the business. 

“I never wanted to leave the area, but working 
for AECOM was good for me,” he said. 

Then, former Ottawa County Engineer Ron-
ald Lajti started looking for a drainage engineer. 
Working for the county had been a longtime goal 
for Daniel, so he applied and was accepted for the 
job. His long-term goal was to eventually become 
the county engineer, but he didn’t expect to reach 
that goal for a long time. He worked for the coun-
ty engineer’s office for five years before becoming 
the county engineer in December. 

“That door opened sooner than I expected, so I 
seized the moment and walked through that door,” 
he said. “I’m excited for this journey.”

Daniel is the husband of Sara Toris, who is well 
known and respected in the area as the director of 
the Ottawa County Veterans Service Office. Their 
dedicated involvement in the county was cement-
ed by Daniel’s appointment as the Ottawa County 
Engineer. 

“I’m just thrilled that I get to work in Ottawa 
County and for the residents of Ottawa County,” he 
said. “I would like to thank the commissioners for 
trusting me to move the county engineer’s office 
forward and keep it going smoothly.”

In addition to working as a bi-vocational pastor, Dress has 
invested countless volunteer hours into Ottawa County Salva-
tion Army. She became a member of the organization’s advi-
sory board about six years ago, when Maureen Saponari was 
director of the Port Clinton Service Center. 

“I got involved with Salvation Army because a member of 
Firelands Presbyterian broke her leg and asked me to fill in for 
her. I did that for one year, and all of a sudden, I was told I’m 
on the board. Maureen used to do that,” Dress said, laughing. 

Dress is grateful for the opportunity to be a part of the im-
pact that the Salvation Army has on the community. 

“It’s important because of all the work they do in the com-
munity. The kettles are the main funding source for the entire 
year,” she said. “It’s a ministry that I think we should support.” 

Aside from a short break due to her work schedule in the 
1990s, Dress has been a member of TOPS (Taking Off Pounds 
Sensibly) since 1982. She became a TOPS area advocate in 2014 
and still serves in the roll, overseeing 19 chapters in 11 coun-
ties. 

When Dress heads to Tennessee this spring, she plans to find 
a church and transfer her credentials, possibly start a knitting 
group, and spend time with her family. 

“I’m not sure what I’ll do in the future, but for a while, I’m 
not going to do anything,” she said.

when I got incredibly serious,” Topilow 
said. 

Topilow’s passion took him to the 
Manhattan School of Music, where he 
graduated with a degree in clarinet per-
formance and a master’s degree in music 
education. 

“But I always loved conducting,” he 
said. “I played sax and clarinet for a 
dance band to make a living, but I always 
wanted to be a conductor, so I worked at 
it.”

Topilow became involved with the 
Ruffino Opera in Greenwich Village, a 
small opera company that provided him 
with conducting opportunities and in-
spired his love of the Italian language. 

“I study it to this day,” he said. “I start-
ed to conduct and put together a few 
performances. To be a conductor, you 
have to be a real self-starter. No one 
hands you an orchestra.”

Topilow taught at the Performing Arts 
High School in New York and fueled his 
love of orchestral music at night. 

“After school, I would attend perfor-
mances at Carnegie Hall. I listened to 
countless orchestras from the same seat 
in the balcony,” he said. 

When he was 27, Topilow won sec-
ond place in a conducting competition, 
bringing his name to the national stage 
and opening the door to a conducting 
position in Denver, where he remained 
for five years. 

Today, Topilow, who has 46 years of 
professional conducting experience, has 
an impressive resume of musical accom-
plishments. In addition to serving as the 
music director and conductor for FSO, 
he is also Founding Conductor of the 
Cleveland Pops Orchestra and Conduc-
tor Laureate of the National Repertory 
Orchestra, a summer festival in Breck-

enridge, Colorado. He was named Facul-
ty Emeritus at the Cleveland Institute of 
Music and has served as principal pops 
conductor of the Toledo Symphony Or-
chestra, the Southwest Florida Sympho-
ny Orchestra and the Mansfield Sym-
phony Orchestra.

Today, he teaches conducting work-
shops and master classes and is the au-
thor of “The Orchestral Conductor’s Ca-
reer Handbook.” 

“It was my pandemic project. It’s all 
I’ve ever done encapsulated in a book,” 
he said. 

Topilow has served as a guest con-
ductor for 132 different orchestras in 37 
states and 12 foreign countries. 

“People say, if enough people sit down 
with instruments, Topilow will find a 
way to conduct them,” he said. 

FSO audiences don’t simply watch 
Topilow conduct. He draws them into 

the performances, creating synergy be-
tween those on stage and those watching 
below. 

“I’m very big into involving the audi-
ence in what we’re doing. I like to bring 
the audience into the music and the 
emotion behind it,” he said. “Any way 
you connect to the audience is a positive. 
I really enjoy it.”

Topilow will offer a conducting work-
shop in May, and he will conduct “Love 
in the Air,” an FSO Valentine’s orchestra 
concert featuring vocalist Natalie Green 
on Saturday, Feb. 15 at 7:30 p.m. at Saw-
mill Creek Convention Center in Huron. 
For information on tickets and other FSO 
performances, visit www.firelandssym-
phony.com. 

For more information on Topilow, visit 
www.carltopilow.com.
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BY OCA-250 CHAIR LINDA HUBER

OTTAWA COUNTY - America will celebrate its 250th 
anniversary in 2026, and Ottawa County plans are un-
derway to participate in this historic occasion. The Otta-
wa County-America 250 (OCA-250) Committee has been 
meeting to spread the word to all parts of the county as 
well as provide assistance to organizations and groups in 
developing celebration activities. Twelve monthly 2026 
themes have been identified, including “Firsts and Orig-
inals,” “Business, Innovation & Work,” “Music, Entertain-
ment & Movies,” “Arts, Culture & Literature,” and “Veter-
ans & First Responders.” Planned celebrations will cover 
the past 250 years and touch upon the next 250 years.

Beyond the county, OCA-250 is work-
ing with regional partners to bring spe-
cial attractions highlighting the many 
interesting pieces of history within 
the area. The State America-250 Com-
mission is actively engaged with all 88 
counties across the state to generate en-
thusiasm for the celebration. In that re-
gard, OCA-250 participates in monthly 
information meetings to learn what is 
happening across the state and how the county can take 
advantage of available state resources.  

Although most planned events will occur in 2026, 
the Ottawa County Historical Society has one program 

scheduled for May 2025 to honor American 
Revolutionary War veterans buried in Otta-
wa County.  Please see the society’s website 
for additional details at www.ottawacounty-
history.org. The society’s website also has in-
formation on OCA-250 meetings. All meet-
ings are open to the public and are held at 
the Shores & Islands Welcome Center-West. 
The Shores & Islands website is the designat-
ed ‘go to’ for countywide event information, 

and a special OCA-250 section is scheduled for launch in 
February 2025. As planned activities become known, in-
formation will be posted to the Shores & Islands website.

Countdown to 250: Update from the OCA-250 Committee


