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It's taking a 'village' to give these foster children a home

By JANET ELLIOTT
Copyright 2005 Houston Chronicle 

BOERNE - When Mike and Ruth Schwartz became foster parents to a baby born to a drug-addicted mother, child welfare workers warned them against telling anyone that the infant was infected with the AIDS virus.

It was 1990 and there was great fear and ignorance about how AIDS was spread.

But the couple decided to be open about their decision to care for Sean, one of 150 children they have taken into their home over the past two decades. Sean was one of the first foster children in Texas to test positive for human immunodeficiency virus, and newspapers wrote articles about the boy.

Soon after, a garbage company refused to collect the family's trash. But that reaction proved to be a positive turning point in the family's relationship with their neighbors in this small Hill Country town of almost 7,000.

"We started getting phone calls from people in the community going, 'Well, if they won't pick it up, I'll come and get it. I'll take care of it.' That's how they got involved," Mike Schwartz said.

"For the longest time, Ruth and I did this by ourselves," he said. "We were afraid to get the community involved, especially with Sean and the AIDS."

But now a village that stretches from Fredericksburg to San Antonio pitches in to help the Schwartzes care for up to a dozen children at any given time, including victims of horrific child abuse and terminal illnesses.

Volunteers have helped transform the couple's mobile home into a permanent structure with a large therapy room and a soon-to-be-completed laundry room expansion. They have held dozens of fundraisers, sewn quilts, delivered Easter baskets, painted murals and rocked babies.

Community compassion

The community's involvement started gradually, as local churches invited the couple to visit and talk about Heartland Children's Home, their 18-acre ranch, which has been designated as a nonprofit charitable organization. 

Congregations initially responded with fundraising drives and clothing collections.

Area paramedics started an annual Christmas breakfast to raise money for medical equipment. They also visit Heartland regularly to help train their technicians with pediatric patients.

Several years ago, a group of about 40 men from several Boerne churches wanted to undertake a major project. Mike and Ruth told the group, known as the Vibrant Men's Club, about their dream for a therapy room with big windows so the children who couldn't go outside would be able to watch the cows.

The club raised $50,000, hired contractors and did some of the work themselves. The room is equipped for physical and occupational therapists and soon will house a computer learning center, courtesy of yet another volunteer effort.

Les Huffman, a member of the United Methodist Church in Boerne and the men's group, said he's glad to support Heartland's mission.

"They're doing something for those children that most people can't do," said Huffman, of Fair Oaks Ranch. "They're opening up their hearts, their home, everything for those kids."

Huffman also enlisted the help of his brother Steve, president of Huffman Developments, a San Antonio commercial construction company.

Steve Huffman said it just took one visit to Heartland for him to get involved. His company is finishing a $25,000 addition to house commercial laundry equipment and to add storage.

He was touched by Dorian, an energetic 8-year-old who was badly burned when he was left alone as an infant and a halogen lightbulb exploded and set a curtain on fire.

Dorian lost part of both legs and an arm, his face was disfigured and he's had 14 surgeries. But the fire could not extinguish Dorian's spirit nor slow his energy as he swung with glee from the playground equipment outside the home.

Steve Huffman said he has been involved with many community organizations but has rarely seen an operation as successful as Heartland's.

"Does it take a village to make that run? Absolutely," he said. That village includes Fredericksburg pediatrician Richard Dulaney, part of a team of physicians and round-the-clock nurses who make Heartland work.

Dulaney was just starting out in practice nearly six years ago when Ruth Schwartz stopped by to tell him about her work. He has continued to make the 45-minute drive because he believes in what the Schwartz family is doing.

"They save Texans tens of thousands of dollars because they keep their kids out of the hospital with the care they give here," he said. "It's the combination of their expertise and their love."

Heartbreak no stranger

On a warm afternoon earlier this month, Dulaney checked out the latest arrival, a tiny 16-month-old with big brown eyes looking alert as he lay in a crib adorned with Mardi Gras beads. 

A poster of colorful fish hung above and a nearby television played a video of ducks quacking Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star.
Ruth calls the curly-headed infant "Mighty Joe" because he has come so far since he was born weighing only a pound and addicted to heroin, methadone and opiates. He is fed through an IV in his chest and breathes through a tracheotomy tube. Joe has spent most of his short life in the hospital, battling a series of infections, but is doing better since he came to Heartland.

"I have great hopes for Joe," said his foster mom, a registered nurse. "If he can get big enough and continue to grow and get stronger, I think Joe will be able to survive this."

That attitude has kept children alive for much longer than expected, including Sean, who was 6 when he died in June 1996 of AIDS-related pneumonia.

Ruth, 57, and Mike, 59, are used to heartbreaking cases, having cared for so many children with medical problems. Their charges have included babies shaken so violently that their brains are permanently damaged, children who were neglected by drug-addicted parents and others with birth defects too difficult for their impoverished families to handle.

The couple has buried three children in a family plot on the ranch, including adopted son Sean; adopted daughter Amy, who died at 23 of primary pulmonary hypertension; and foster child Frankie, who died at 3 waiting for a kidney transplant.

After working directly with the state for many years, the Schwartz family this year switched to Lutheran Social Services of the South, the largest provider of residential services to abused and neglected children in Texas.

'OK, I get it'

The two always wanted a large family but had only one daughter. 

Dawn Terrazas, now 34, says she wasn't pleased when she was a teenager and her parents began taking in children with medical and emotional needs.

"When I was 18, I moved out and went and saw the real world," she says. "I came back and said, 'OK, I get it.' Now I wouldn't change it for the world."

Dawn and her husband, Michael Terrazas, live in a separate house on the property and Dawn serves as her parents' office manager. The couple are adopting 1-year-old twins who have been living at Heartland.

The Heartland children have been an education in compassion for their classmates at Fabra Elementary School. Dorian, the spirited burn victim, initially scared some of the students but now has classmates jockeying to sit beside him at lunch.

Counselor Nancy Kalmbach teaches students that despite outward appearances, all children's hearts are the same.

"Parents are pleased that their children have become friends with the kids," she said. "They have a great understanding that they wouldn't have had any other way."

