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   Madison Hecker of 
Wadsworth turned 10 in 
January and decided she 
had received everything 
she needed or wanted at 
Christmas. She is a fourth-
grader at Montessori School 
in Kenosha, Wis.

When asked by friends 
what she wanted for her 
birthday she decided to ask 
that they donate the money 
they would have spent on her 
birthday gift to the Veteran’s 
Freedom Farm.  She lives 
within walking distance to the 
farm and has relatives who 
served in the military, so she 
visits often. 

The Freedom Farm in 
Wadsworth is for veterans 
and it offers help however it 
can. Any veteran from any 
branch is welcome to stop 
by, help out, interact with 
the animals, have a cup of 
coffee or chat with other 
vets. Some of the vets who 
come to the farm have PTSD 
and find being at the Farm 
helpful.  The farm is meant 
to help vets transition back to 
civilian life or deal with any 
experiences they’ve had.

Maddie loves the horses 
at Freedom Farm, but has 
a special fondness for Little 
Girl. The feeling is mutual 
because Little Girl runs to 
greet her when she visits. 
Of course, that could be due 
to the apples, carrots and 
granola bars that she brings. 
Beau lives at  the farm too 
after having been overworked 
elsewhere. A third horse, 

Buddy, who belongs to a 
neighbor, is also staying with 
them for the time being.

She knew that the animals 
would benefit from any 
gifts she could offer. “It’s 
hard to raise chickens and 
horses,” Maddie said. “I 
had everything I needed or 
wanted. So instead of wasting 
money, it could be put to use. 

“My friends really liked 
the idea because most of 
them have been to the farm 
and like it,” she said.  Some 
of the parents weren’t quite 
as comfortable with the 
idea and asked her mother, 
Chrissy, if they could give 
her something too. They 
didn’t want them to spend 
money, so Chrissy suggested 
they could make a card or 
something little homemade 
for her daughter.  Maddie was 
given beautiful and touching 

home made cards and items. 
The party guests gave 

Maddie checks made out to 
Freedom Farm and enjoyed 
themselves at a bowling party 
in Kenosha.  

Friends from Kenosha 
Montessori School and 
Scamps Gymnastics 
generously donated $250 to 
be given to the farm. That 
amount grew when others 
heard about it. A woman 
who lived nearby called and 
wanted to give Maddie that 
same amount to spend on 
herself, but Chrissy said that 
was too much and Maddie 
couldn’t accept it. Instead, the 
neighbor gave her a check 
for that amount to give to 
Freedom Farm which was 
Maddie’s choice. 

The Hecker’s tax preparer 
heard of the donations and 
offered her fee to be donated. 

Her father’s boss gave 
Maddie a generous donation, 
as did Maddie’s godmother.

“It is truly amazing how 
one random act of generosity 
from a 10-year-old child has 
grown into almost $700 in 
contributions for the Veteran’s 
Freedom Farm,” Chrissy 
said. “Madison loves her trips 
to the farm and we can only 
hope that her act of kindness 
continues to inspire others to 
help support the farm.”

   John Ress, founder of the 
Farm, was kept in the dark 
about Maddie’s plan, and she 
was excited to bring him the 
checks.

“He was really happy and 
super, super surprised when 
we gave him all checks,” 
Maddie said. The Farm is 
always struggling for funding. 
Ress later brought Maddie 
an ice cream cake for her 
birthday and told her this 
summer she could invite her 
friends for a barbecue at the 
Farm.

“I was absolutely 
dumfounded,” Ress said. “I 
was amazed to say the least. 
We’re using it to buy horse 
feed.”

“It’s amazing to have 
neighborhood support. The 
children believe in what we’re 
doing.” Other neighborhood 
children have donated their 
dog-walking money to the 
farm and Ress has used that 
to buy chicken feed. 

   For more information 
about the farm, or to 
make a donation, visit 
freedomfarmforvets.org.

Paying it forward snowballs for Freedom Farm
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Freedom Farm founder John Ress accepts a donation from 
Maddie Hecker.
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 The Coalition for Healthy 
Communities is gearing up 
for its fourth year of the Zion-
Benton Leadership Academy. 

 “We are super excited 
for this upcoming year,” said 
Colette Davis, ZBLA graduate 
and now co-chair.

 “We have had huge 
success with the program. 
We have graduates that have 
run for office (and won), are 
running mentoring programs 
at the high school and many 
are involved in several local 
organizations. 

This is what the vision of 
ZBLA is all about - changing 
the ZB community one leader 
at a time.”

This year’s theme is Good 

to Great, where participants 
will learn leadership skills 
and strategy to transform 
their dreams, organization 
and community involvement 
to another level. 

Each participant will be 
partnered with a mentor 
from the community that 
will support the goals of the 
academy.

Goals of the academy 
include:

Increase diversity in 
Zion-Benton leadership (age, 
gender, race, socio-economic 
status, etc)

Encourage and motivate 
individuals interested in 
becoming community leaders

Succession planning for 

leadership roles
Increase community 

involvement in social and 
civic organizations

Make our community a 
place where people want to 
live, work and raise their 
families

ZBLA runs from 
September through November 
and is free of charge to 
individuals. Deadline for 
applying is May 29.

 For more information 
about the academy or to 
download an application, 
please visit zbla.info. 

Please forward all 
questions and inquiries to 
zbleadershipacademy@gmail.
com.

Zion-Benton Leadership Academy 
is now accepting applications
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