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“friendly town” gettysburg welcomes new york city fresh air fund children
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Bright summer sunshine sparkles off 
the water at Gettysburg’s Lake Heritage 
as 9-year old Darron climbs into a kayak 
for the first time. Less than five minutes 
later, he has mastered paddling and is 
grinning from ear to ear, waving to his 
host mom for the week. Meantime, 13-
year old Nianah reels in a fish less than 
five minutes after casting her line into the 
lake. She poses, all smiles, with her catch 
before releasing the shiny fish back into 
the lake. 

You could say both children have taken 
to their afternoon activities as naturally as 
fish to the water; you might never guess they 
are both inner-city children hailing from 
New York City.

Darron and Nianah have both applied 
and been accepted into a nonprofit program 
called the Fresh Air Fund, which provides 
free summer vacations in country settings, 
including the Gettysburg area. 

The Highlight of  
the Summer
“Part of the success of The Fresh Air 
Fund is that it’s so simple,” explains The 
Fresh Air Fund’s Friendly Town Chair for 
Gettysburg Kathleen Heidecker. “All you 
do is host an underprivileged child for a 
week in the country.”

Founded in 1877, The Fresh Air Fund 
strives to match 4,000 children—from all 

five of New York City’s boroughs—with 
host families located between Maine and 
Virginia every summer. Children range in 
age from six to 18.

Nianah, from Brooklyn, has been 
visiting the Heideckers since she was six—so 
2014 marked her seventh summer with her 
“summer family.” 

“Her visit is always the highlight of the 
summer,” Heidecker says. “She has the 
chance to run outside, and my kids think 
about things other than themselves. They 
enjoy showing her around.”

When asked what activities they enjoy 
together, Heidecker rattles off a list: 
“Swimming, visiting Caledonia, miniature 
golf, simple chores like going to the store 
and then making fruit salad or cooking, 
gardening, walking the dog, washing the car, 
seeing fireflies, roasting marshmallows...
It sounds completely corny but those 
are the kinds of things that are fun and 
so completely different [from Nianah’s 
everyday life.]”

Heidecker believes Gettysburg is an 
“ideal” location for host families. “There is 
so much to do that’s easy and inexpensive, 
and everyone is friendly and welcoming. 
Nianah recently studied Gettysburg in 
school, so those connections are made too.”

Sisterly connections are also forged, says 
Kathleen’s daughter Elizabeth Heidecker, 
13. “We’re very different people but we have 

similar interests. We both like to swim and 
play games on our phones together. I’ve 
always wanted a sister so it’s a lot of fun 
when she visits. We play a lot of tricks on my 
brothers!”

Nianah’s visits have given Elizabeth a 
new perspective at a young age. “I’m very 
happy to live somewhere that I can go 
outside all the time. It’s probably something 
I took for granted before I met Nianah.”

When asked to describe her trips to 
Gettysburg, Nianah can sum it up in one 
word. “Fun—just fun,” she says. “I never 
swim at home, and here I get to swim all 
the time.” She says the highlight of last 
summer’s visit was going up in a hot air 
balloon at Gettysburg Heritage Center, 
where her “host brother” Jack Heidecker 
holds a summer job.

When asked about the differences 
between New York and Gettysburg, Nianah 
is quick to point out, “There’s less noise 
here and less traffic—it feels safer.”

New Experiences 
Zahnaya, 11, from Staten Island, agrees. 
“It’s pretty quiet here,” she says. 2014 
marked her second year visiting Spring 
Grove’s Pero family. “I’ve done a lot of 
things here that I’ve never done before—
swimming, going out to eat, riding a 
horse, and visiting amusement parks,” 
says Zaynaya.
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Host mom Heidi Pero says she learned 
of The Fresh Air Fund through word-of-
mouth and “something clicked” with her 
immediately. “Someone we knew hosted, 
and it sounded like a wonderful thing to do, 
so we decided to give it a try.”

The idea also clicked with 
Chambersburg’s Rebok family, as they 
welcomed Darron from the Bronx in 
2014. The experience marked a number of 
“firsts,” says host mom Michelle Rebok. 
“It was our first time hosting and Darron’s 
first visit with Fresh Air…It was also the 
first time Darron was away from home and 
apart from his twin brother, who visited a 
Fresh Air home in Rhode Island.”

She says Darron and her son Landon 
Rebok, also 9, both enjoyed being 
“brothers” for a week. And she was 
surprised at how easily he fit into their 
family routine. “There was no adjustment 
period, no shyness—he’s very outgoing…
Since he experienced a lot of things that 
are very new to him, including being away 
from home for the first time—and so 
successfully—I’m glad he felt comfortable 
with us as a family.”

She admits the family probably over-
planned the week’s activities. “It’s been 
wonderful, a lot of fun, but also exhausting 
because I think we tried to do too much!”

“We went camping in our camper, 
visited Lake Tobias, went to Caledonia to 

hike and play in the creek, visited a farm 
and milked cows—all things he never did 
before,” she recounts.

How has this experience changed her? 
“It makes me step back and realize how 
fortunate we are,” Michelle says. 

Opening Up Your Home 
and Heart to a Child
“It definitely benefits your family as 
well as The Fresh Air child,” says Laura 
Geesaman of Gettysburg, Fresh Air 
Fund representative, South Central 
Pennsylvania Committee. Her family of 
five hosts two girls—Jailyne has visited 
since 2006, and Star has been their 
guest since 2009.

“The first year we hosted one of our 
girls, she saw our swing set outside,” 
Geesaman recalls. “She thought we had a 
park in our backyard—she was amazed to 
hear we actually owned the swing set and 
she could use it anytime she wanted. It’s 
simple things like running outside to use 
that swing set…that are tiny things our 
kids take for granted.”

Geesaman’s ties to the girls extend 
beyond the summer season. She keeps in 
touch with them regularly and invites them 
to visit during their school breaks. “I like 
to check up on them…one of the girls has 
to walk through gang territory every day on 
her way to school. Our other girl takes public 

transportation to school. So going to school 
is stressful for them—they never know what 
kind of people they’re going to encounter.”

As a regional representative for the 
nonprofit Fresh Air Fund, Geesaman places 
about 30 children every summer with 
south central Pennsylvania and Maryland 
families—from Westminster, Thurmont, 
Frederick, Chambersburg, Shippensburg, 
and Gettysburg—where she coordinates with 
Kathleen Heidecker.

“We usually host about 15 children in 
the Gettysburg area every summer, and 
another 15 in the outlying areas…We always 
want to help more kids, so we are always 
looking for more hosts,” she says. “Opening 
up your home and heart to a child is a great 
thing to do and it enhances everyone’s life. 
If it works out right, you’ll have a lifelong 
relationship—I feel like these girls are my 
daughters too. You don’t realize all the 
benefits until you try it.” 

Heidecker echoes that sentiment. 
“Kids are kids, no matter where they’re 
from…Hosting a child is a reality check—
life is short and sometimes we take things 
too seriously…we simply need to enjoy 
these kids.” 

Sounds like something as simple as…
breathing in the fresh air. 

In order to protect their privacy, all Fresh Air Fund 
children interviewed for this story are referred to by their 
first names only.

At Lake Heritage, Nianah (left to right), Zahnaya, and Darron 
spend an afternoon fishing, swimming, and rafting, outdoor 

activities they rarely get to do at home in New York City. 
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