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CYAN YELLOW MAGENTA BLACK

Fresh Air Fund’s Friendly Town Program Lets Local Families
Give City Youngsters Some Unforgettable Summer Experiences

By SUSAN M. DYCKMAN
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

AREA -- There is a branch of The
Fresh Air Fund known as the Friendly
Town Program quietly at work in
communities like Westfield, Cranford
and Scotch Plains.

The program offers city kids an
opportunity to spend two weeks of
their summer with families who live
well beyond city limits in towns,
suburbs and rural areas along the east
coast.

Through Friendly Town, the Siegel
family of Westfield established a rela-
tionship with Shawnna Schuler that
dates back to 1997. The Siegels so
enjoyed their experience with
Shawnna (who is the same age as their
daughter Shauna) that they hosted
Javier Rodriguez last summer, too.

Approximately 7,000 children,
ages 6 to 12, participate in the
Friendly Town Program each sum-
mer. They come from low-income
families living in New York City,
most of whom receive some form of
public assistance.

Host families may select the sex
and approximate age of their guests
in an effort to match the individual
family’s interests and activity level.

The nice thing about Friendly Town
is that there are memories to be made
and life lessons to be learned from
the experience that benefit everyone
involved in the program.

Most host families keep their itin-
eraries simple during a child’s two-
week stay. Parents do what they ordi-
narily do with their own kids during
the summer — play in the backyard
and make trips to the pool or park,
perhaps a lake or the beach. There
might be a trip to the movies or a
favorite restaurant, “nothing earth
shattering,” said Lori Siegel, who
admitted she had too many things
planned for Shawnna’s first visit.

“You don’t have to be wealthy,”
she added. “You just have to be re-
sourceful.”

Experience has shown that com-
munity, school and church-based
programs in this area are supportive

of families participating in Friendly
Town.

According to Mrs. Siegel, the
Westfield Memorial Pool was “great”
about providing a free pass for their
guests the whole time the children
were in their home.

Likewise, if hosts are paying full
price for their child to attend a camp
or program, oftentimes, a full or par-
tial scholarship is available for a
guest.

First-time hosts in 1999, the
Sweeneys of Scotch Plains enrolled
their guest, Kadeem, for two weeks in
the Scotch Plains-Fanwood Schools’
four-week summer workshop in which
their sons were already registered.
“They were very accommodating,”
recalled Heidi Sweeney.

As the children get older and
lifestyles change, the Siegels adjust
their program of activities accord-
ingly.

For example, hiking with Shawnna
and their own children, Shauna and
Billy, was a favorite pastime during
Shawnna’s first few visits. However,
the birth of twin boys made such
activity temporarily impossible for
the Siegels.

So last summer, the girls attended
sleep away camp for a week, while
Billy and Javier visited Great Ad-
venture for a day with William Siegel.

Bike riding and swimming in the
pool were Kadeem’s favorite pas-
times. He also discovered the won-
ders of the car wash that suburban-
ites take for granted.

“He loved the car wash,” said Mrs.
Sweeney with a smile. “He wanted
to do that a few times.”

What is it like for the host children
to have a guest they just met living in
their home for two weeks?

“They’re almost like siblings,” re-
plied Mrs. Siegel. “They really love
each other, but by the end of two
weeks, they may not like each other.”

Mrs. Sweeney said, “It’s one thing
to have a friend over for the after-
noon. It’s another to be there for
them for two weeks.”

During Kadeem’s visit, she and

her husband, Phil, made it clear to all
the boys that it was okay if they did
not always get along. Both families
encouraged their children and their
guests to have some time apart.

While Friendly Town clearly gives
disadvantaged kids a chance to explore
and experience a world beyond the
confines of their city home, it also opens
the host children’s eyes to the fact that
not everyone lives like they do.

“It gave my kids the idea of a bigger
world out there,” said Mrs. Siegel.

“It’s about sharing — sharing time.
We have a friendly, cohesive neigh-
borhood. The kids are sharing part of
that when they come. It gives my
children a relationship to remember.”

Mrs. Sweeney, whose own parents
hosted a girl through the Fresh Air
Fund for several summers when she
was a child, remembers the experi-
ence vividly.

“It made an impression,” she re-
called.

While the visits are not without
challenges, most are met fairly easily.

Homesickness tops the list. Both
the Siegels and Sweeneys encour-
aged their guests to call home regu-
larly, but there were still occasional
tears shed.

The Sweeney boys were particu-
larly empathetic to Kadeem’s miss-
ing his mom at bedtime. Their mother
said Martin and Jamie were impressed
that a seven-year-old could go away
for two weeks to be with people he
didn’t know in a place he didn’t know.

Mrs. Siegel believes a two-week
visit allows enough time for hosts
and guests to work out the kinks dur-
ing their first week together and pro-
ceed smoothly through the second.

“That’s when things are falling
into place,” she said. “It usually runs
more comfortably.”

Both women agreed that discipline

is a consideration. Said Mrs.
Sweeney, “One of the hardest things
is to have your rules apply to your
guest. How firm a line do you draw?”

When guest Shawnna sided with
the parents against Billy and Shauna,
Mr. and Mrs. Siegel gently reminded
her that she was one of the children,
not one of the disciplinarians.

In handling the situation, however,
both adult Siegels respected where
Shawnna was coming from as an older
member of her family with some re-
sponsibility for her own siblings.

Another challenge hosts face is
that same age children do not neces-
sarily make for a perfect match in
terms of interests or abilities. “That’s
why it’s more like (spending time
with) a family member. It might be
someone you’d pick as a friend — or
not,” said Mrs. Siegel.

Mrs. Sweeney found her sons bet-
ter able to find common ground with
Kadeem when it came to inside play.
While he was not into sports, Kadeem
enjoyed playing with action figures
and building a clubhouse with big
boxes in the basement. She thought it
was a good experience for all the
boys to have to figure out what they
could play and enjoy together.

There are memorable moments that
both families recalled with obvious
pleasure, like the morning Kadeem
begged Mrs. Sweeney to make for
breakfast the same Rosti (Swiss po-
tato pancake) she served for supper
the night before.

There was the afternoon, remem-
bered Mrs. Siegel, when Billy,
Shauna and Shawnna discovered a
field of wildflowers while hiking
through the Watchung Reservation.
“They were kids in heaven,” she said.

Both families, as well as Susan
Falzone, Union/Somerset Chairperson
for Friendly Town, stressed that the

Fresh Air Fund provides 24-hour sup-
port services during the two-week pro-
gram.

“The Fresh Air Fund really tries to
be a support. The local chairperson is
always there. You can call and say,
‘This is what I’m dealing with...I’m
in a situation...I’m not sure if it’s
OK.’ The program is a really good
program,” affirmed Mrs. Siegel.
“You’re not just on your own.”

In the general area of Somerset and
Union Counties, there are approxi-
mately 23 host families. Though there
have been as many as six host families
in Westfield and Scotch Plains in re-
cent years, that number has dropped.

“A big thing is, because we’re so
close to the city, people don’t think
we’re (the locale) different enough,”
she explained. “It’s definitely a
worthwhile experience.”

Though Friendly Town is more
widespread in rural areas of New
Jersey such as Hunterdon and Sussex
Counties, Mrs. Falzone emphasized,
“A suburban experience is just as
valid as a country/farm experience.”

Part of her job is to recruit host
families, interview them and check
references. Every member of a po-
tential host family, including full-
time caretakers, must be present for
the in-home interview. She speaks to
everyone individually.

The Fresh Air Fund provides help-
ful tips for preparing for a child’s
visit, a safety checklist and sugges-
tions for making the visit go as
smoothly as possible. “Just treat the
child like a member of your own

family,” urged Mrs. Falzone.
The Fresh Air Fund works with 60

social service and community orga-
nizations in New York to identify
children who might benefit from the
Friendly Town Program. The Fund
also provides the children’s trans-
portation to and from the city.

Prospective host families should
contact Susan Falzone at (908) 464-
3321 for more information about the
Friendly Town Program.
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Rhone�Alps Restaurant Week
May 8th�12th � Set Menu, $38.00 per person
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431 North Avenue
Westfield

located in the Westfield Inn

Enter to win a trip for Two to the Rhone–Alps

See us in the Bell Atlantic Yellow Pages.
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Supreme Court Certified Trial Lawyer.
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Jim Hely

Marchers are Sought
For Parade in Honor

Of Memorial Day
WESTFIELD — The Westfield

Memorial Day Parade Committee
has invited representatives from
local organizations to march in the
parade on Monday, May 29.

The parade will start at 9 a.m. at
the Monument to Veterans of World
War I at the intersection of North
Avenue and East Broad Street.

Participants are requested to join
the formation at 8 a.m. in the Lord &
Taylor parking lot on North Avenue.

All groups and private individu-
als may march in the parade. Orga-
nizations may also sponsor a wreath
to be placed at the monument dur-
ing opening ceremonies.

The committee will additionally
accept financial contributions to
help offset the costs of operating
the parade.

For further information, please
call Stan Cuba at (908) 654-9181.


