
 RAYMOND – As of Nov. 24, the 
mask mandate for students at Ray-
mond Central Public Schools fa-
cilities located in Saunders County 
will no longer be enforced.
 The Board of Education voted 
Nov. 10 to end the requirement for 
students to wear masks at all the 
elementary schools in Valparaiso 
and Ceresco as of Nov. 24.
 “We made the decision, follow-
ing Thanksgiving, that elementary 
school masking would be option-
al,” said Board of Education Presi-
dent Dr. Harriet Gould.
 Students will be required to 
wear masks at the junior-senior 
high school in Raymond and on 
buses throughout the district as 
long as requirements are in place. 
 The Lincoln-Lancaster County 
Health Department issued a local 
Directed Health Measure (DHM) 
that required masks back in Au-
gust in respect to a surge in CO-
VID-19 cases in the county. The 
administration issued a mask man-
date for the entire district after the 
DHM was issued. The DHM was ex-
tended until Nov. 24. 
 The board has contemplated 
the mask mandate for the past few 
months. Gould said the item was 
kept on the meeting agenda be-
cause “it is of interest to our com-
munities and our patrons.”
 On Nov. 1, the board held a spe-
cial meeting to discuss masks. A 
motion to remove the mask man-
date at Ceresco and Valparaiso and 
return to a mask-optional policy 
died on a tie vote. A tie vote also 
doomed another motion to lift the 
mask mandate at all school sites.
 However, the board came back 
nine days later to discuss the issue 
again, this time during the regular 
monthly meeting. Then, the board 
voted in favor of removing the 
mandate at the elementary sites 
located in Saunders County, where 
no mask mandate has been issued.
 Over the last few months, mem-
bers of the public have attended 
school board meetings to speak out 
or in favor of masks. Most of the 
speakers were opposed, according 
to the meeting minutes.
 Gould said the board took care to 
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Raymond Central offers interim superintendent two-year contract 

 RAYMOND – The person 
chosen to lead Raymond Cen-
tral Public Schools through 
the transition to a new super-
intendent has chosen to stay 
on in the role for at least two 
more years.
 Just a few months into her 
term as interim superinten-
dent, Lynn Johnson was of-
fered a permanent contract 
by the Board of Education 
on Oct. 13. The contract has 

a provision that will 
allow Johnson to re-
main for a third year 
if she chooses. The 
rest of the contract 
details are still being 
worked out, Johnson 
said.
 Johnson was hired 
as an interim super-
intendent one month 
after Dr. Derrick 
Joel announced his 
resignation in May. 
She started July 1.
 Board of Education Presi-

dent Dr. Harriet 
Gould said the board 
chose to go with an 
interim superinten-
dent because there 
wasn’t enough time 
to conduct a full 
search for a super-
intendent, given the 
late date that Joel 
submitted his resig-
nation.
 “We didn’t have 
time to do the kind 
of things we do in a 

normal search process,” she 

said.
 The board hired Grund-
meyer Leader Services to aid 
with the interim and perma-
nent searches. Johnson, who 
had just ended an interim 
term as superintendent for 
Harlan Community School 
District in Iowa, was hired to 
help with the search. 
 Johnson had been hired 
by Grundmeyer Leader Ser-
vices and was going to as-
sist with the Raymond Cen-
tral search. Gould said they 
knew Johnson when she had 

been superintendent of Ar-
lington Public Schools.  They 
asked if she could be inter-
ested in applying for the in-
terim position. Johnson said 
yes and went through the ap-
plication process.
 “That was a bright spot 
for most of us on the board 
because that’s just up the 
road,” Gould said.
 Johnson was hired as in-
terim in June and started 
working with Joel to get fa-
miliar with the district. Her 
initial focus was to continue 

the work Joel had started 
with initiatives, strategic 
planning and academic pro-
grams. 
 “Lynn had the experience 
and the knowledge and the 
skill set to come in and con-
tinue what Dr. Joel had start-
ed,” Gould said.
 In October, the school 
board began discussion 
about the permanent posi-
tion. They had two options 
– to go back to Grundmeyer 
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GWAFF participates in Giving Tuesday for aquatic center
 WAVERLY – The Greater Waverly Area Foundation Fund (GWAFF) has set a goal 
of raising $25,000 for the aquatic center project during #GivingTuesday, Nov. 30. The 
GWAFF committed to raising $2 million for the aquatic center project in 2018. GWAFF is 
also seeking matching donors for the funds raised on #GivingTuesday. This is the third 
time GWAFF has participated in #GivingTuesday.

 RAYMOND – Four months af-
ter she sent a threatening text mes-
sage to an employee and fired a gun 
at the Windcrest Winery, the Ray-
mond winery’s former operator 
was ordered to pay a $750 fine for 
her role in the incident. 

 Cynthia Koester, 53, en-
tered a plea deal in Lan-
caster County Court on 
Nov. 12, pleading no con-
test to a misdemeanor 
third-degree assault charge 
that represents a signifi-
cant reduction from her 
initial charge, felony ter-
roristic threats. 
 The initial charge 
stemmed from a July inci-
dent at the winery, when 
Koester texted employee 
Travis Friend that “play-
time is over” before firing a .38 

caliber revolver nearby, ac-
cording to the affidavit for 
her arrest. 
 Lancaster County Sher-
iff’s deputies had respond-
ed to the winery at least 10 
times in the four months 
leading up to the shooting, 
including eight times in 
July alone. 
 Former employees of 
the winery told the Jour-
nal Star that Koester had 
made numerous threaten-
ing statements leading up 

to the July 22 incident. Friend told 

deputies he feared for his life when 
he called on that July day to report 
the threat, according the affidavit. 
 Deputies escorted Friend to safe-
ty, took Koester into custody and 
found the revolver at the winery. 
One round had been discharged.
 Koester told deputies that Friend 
had harassed and terrorized her. 
Friend, in turn, showed law en-
forcement a string of threatening 
text messages from Koester, includ-
ing one that said “no one is coming 
to save” him.
 “It was terrible from the get-go,” 
Friend later told the Journal Star. 

 A different former employee filed 
a complaint with the state Labor 
Department over six weeks› salary 
and more than $1,000 in tips that he 
said Koester failed to pay him. 
 And Koester is now one of sever-
al defendants named in a civil law-
suit filed in October that alleges she 
remains on the Raymond property 
despite unpaid rent. Friend, who 
in July said he was stranded at the 
winery, is also a defendant in the 
civil suit. 
 In the suit, property owners al-

Former Raymond winery operator to pay $750 fine
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Tom Monroe, owner of West Mill Design Co., marks the location of mortise and tenon joints on red oak boards as he constructs a table in the wood shop at his home near 
Raymond. (Photo by Gwyneth Roberts, Lincoln Journal Star)

 RAYMOND – It started with just 
one table.
 The Monroe family had moved 
into a new home and wanted some-
thing special to put in its dining 
room. So, Tom Monroe set out to 
build a table for his family. 
 His woodworking skills weren’t 
professional and everything he 
knew was self-taught, but he was 
still pleased with the result.
 The 32-year-old posted a photo of 
his creation on Facebook, and the 
orders started flowing in. Thus, 
West Mill Design Co. was born. 
 West Mill Design is a local busi-
ness based near Raymond that cre-
ates handmade, custom furniture 
pieces, specializing in dining room 
sets.
 “It was a hobby and then some 
people started ordering things, and 
I just assumed that was all it would 
be,” Monroe said.
 But he couldn’t have been more 
wrong. West Mill Design has dou-

bled its customer base each year 
since it opened in 2017. This year 
alone, Monroe has built more than 
150 dining sets.

 “It has grown far beyond any-
thing me or my wife would have 
ever expected,” he said.
 The business is a one-man show, 

and everything is built inside of a 
climate-controlled barn near his 
house. Monroe opens the shop, 
builds each item and sweeps the 
floor at the end of the day.
 The business started with local 
orders, but since has grown to have 
a nationwide customer base. Mon-
roe has made sales in 45 states.
 West Mill Design made his first 
out-of-state sale to a family in New 
York that bought a large dining set 
in 2018. 
 Monroe contracts with small, lo-
cal companies to deliver his pieces, 
which arrive on his customers’ 
doorsteps fully constructed. In cer-
tain circumstances, he will even 
deliver the pieces himself and has 
driven to Boston, California and 
Florida this year.
 Monroe started selling his work 
on Etsy and Facebook Marketplace 
to grow his business outside of Ne-
braska.
 “If you would ask anyone, they 
would say I’m just a lucky person,” 

Homemade and homegrown
Raymond man turns hobby into successful business

By Jenna Ebbers
LIncoln Journal Star

ENTREPRENEURS: Tom and Becca Monroe stand in front of their shop at their home 
in Raymond earlier this year. The coupld operates West Mille Design Co. and West Mill 
Flowers from their rural Raymond home. (File Photo)

Koester threatened 
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