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Farewell

Crystal City
superintendent to
leave at end of year

Festus counseling
center opens; other
projects on the way

By Kevin Carbery
For the Leader

The new Student Services and Counseling Center at Festus High School has
been completed, so now the Festus R-6
School District is moving ahead with another major construction project – reconfiguring the student drop-off and pick-up
areas at Festus Elementary School.
The high school’s old band room was
renovated and converted into the space
that now houses the Student Services
and Counseling Center, which opened
Feb. 10.
That project cost $490,000. The
district used regular capital funds – not
funds tied to any ballot measure – to pay
Brockmiller Construction in Farmington
to complete the renovation project.
As part of the next big project, the
Festus Board of Education voted unanimously Feb. 20 to award a $734,690
contract to Jokerst Paving in Festus to
reconfigure the drop-off and pick-up areas
at Festus Elementary. Jokerst submitted
the lowest of three bids for the project.
No construction start date has been

Carrie and Mike Schmitt get their heads shaved during a St. Baldrick’s Foundation
fundraiser in memory of their son, Jackson, who died in July at 7 of osteosarcoma.
Mike originally was only getting his head shaved, but more money was pledged to
persuade him to shave his beard and eventually his moustache.

Ironically, the 7-year-old already was
harboring the cancer that would end his
life just a few months later.
“Little did we know,” said his mother, Carrie Schmitt, 39, of Barnhart.
Jackson was diagnosed with osteosarcoma (a fast-growing, highly aggressive form of bone cancer) in July 2019
and died less than a week later.
The sudden, catastrophic loss left
Carrie and her husband, Mike, 45, with an
overwhelming need to take some kind of
action. They decided to focus on fundraising for cancer research and making sure
the money went to help kids like their son.

After one year on the job, Crystal
City School District Superintendent
Steven Barnes will leave at the end of
the school year to
head up the Morgan County R-2
School District in
the southwestern
part of the state,
where he previously worked.
Barnes, 51, became the Crystal
City superintendent Steven Barnes
on July 1, 2019,
filling a vacancy after Philip Harrison
was placed on paid administrative leave
and then retired.
Barnes’ salary at Crystal City is
$120,000. He said his new salary as
Morgan County superintendent has not
been announced.
The Crystal City district has 570
students enrolled, including preschoolers,
and Morgan County has about 1,400, also
including preschoolers, Barnes said.
Before coming to Crystal City,
Barnes was an assistant superintendent
at Morgan County R-2, which is based
in Versailles.

See FESTUS, Page 25

See FUNDRAISER, Page 24

See CRYSTAL CITY, Page 25

By Kevin Carbery
For the Leader

Little boy, big impact
7-year-old’s legacy is communitywide spirit of giving

By Laura Marlow
For the Leader

A happy and energetic first-grader
at Freer Elementary School, Jackson
Schmitt loved animals, enjoyed school
and took martial arts classes, aspiring to
compete on the “American Ninja Warriors” TV show. He liked going to the
library and listening to music; his favorite
song was “Sweet Child O’ Mine.”
When a young friend underwent
treatment for cancer, he was eager to help.
So in March 2019, Jackson had his head
shaved during a St. Baldrick’s Foundation
fundraiser, singlehandedly raising $1,200
in three hours for cancer research.

Contest highlights home decor
Whether it’s a Navajo blanket draped
across the couch, a map of Ireland on the
wall or a set of Filipino baskets atop the
kitchen cabinets, people often use their
home decor to celebrate their cultural
identity and heritage, or to pay homage
to their ancestors.
The Leader wants to hear about those
“touches of home” in your house.

Public service
with a smile

Readers are encouraged to enter a
photo in the contest being held in conjunction with the De Soto Home Show,
set for 9 a.m. to 3 p.m. Saturday, April
4, at De Soto High School, 815 Amvets
Drive.
The winning entry will be drawn at
See CONTEST, Page 26

Eureka
EXPO
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March 19 will mark the last meeting of
the Rev. Gene Moses’ 18-year tenure
on the De Soto Board of Education.
Known for his easygoing sense of
humor, Moses talks about the ups
and downs of his time on the board
on Page 26.
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8 a.m. - Noon
Victorian Gardens
Eureka
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Fundraiser: Event at Freer Elementary generates $80,000 to fight cancer
Continued from Page 1

“I’m going to do everything I can to
raise awareness,” Carrie said. “Jackson
didn’t get a chance to fight cancer, and
doing all this isn’t going to bring him
back. Dear God, I wish it would. But if
we as a group can help make it so other
kids don’t lose their life to cancer, then
we are making a difference.”
The family hosted a St. Baldrick’s
fundraiser on Feb. 22 at Freer Elementary in Barnhart, which is part of the
Windsor C-1 School District. It started
out modestly but gathered steam quickly,
garnering media attention throughout the
St. Louis area and eventually bringing in
nearly $80,000.

Called to serve
The Schmitt family has long been
dedicated to service, at their church – The
Crossing in Fenton – and in the community at large.
“I’ve been volunteering at the church
for about 15 years,” Carrie said. “Mike
joined me about nine years ago. Jackson
even volunteered, helping in the nursery.”
During the first part of 2019, the family
completed an extraordinary service project for another family: Carrie was a surrogate for an infertile couple in Chicago.
“I felt called to be a surrogate long
before I even had my own kids,” she
said. “I loved being pregnant; my body
responds well to pregnancy. The money
was a bonus.
“I wanted to show my kids that it is
worth it to sacrifice to help others.”
During the last couple of months of
her pregnancy, Carrie said she and Mike
noticed Jackson complaining of pain in
his leg.
“We thought it was just growing
pains,” she said. “But we took him to
the doctor. They did blood work, took
X-rays, but there wasn’t a clear answer.
My mind was split between worrying
about Jackson’s leg and worrying about
giving birth.”
Carrie delivered a healthy baby boy
on July 8 and came home on July 10.
“Mike came down with a flu bug or something, and a couple of days later, Jackson
got sick, too,” she said. “But his symptoms seemed more severe. I took him to
urgent care, and they sent us to the ER.
He started acting kind of funny, having
trouble answering questions, and a CT
scan of his head found abnormal spots.”
The family was transferred to Children’s
Hospital in St. Louis, where they got the
devastating news that Jackson not only
had cancer, but was experiencing a series
of strokes.
“They brought us into a room and
told us he had had multiple strokes in his
brain, spleen, kidney, and had a tumor in
his femur,” Carrie said. “They didn’t even
get a chance to address the cancer because
the strokes were more immediate.”
Jackson’s brain swelled so badly he
went into a coma, and his bewildered
family couldn‘t understand how a healthy
child could deteriorate so quickly.
“Just a few days earlier he was perfectly normal,” his mother said. “You see

Ted Howell photo

Harrison Smith, who is hitching a ride from Mary Pfaff, gets a check-it-out head
rub from his brother, Charlie, 3, as Melissa Smith looks on. For more photos, go to
myleaderpaper.com.

a picture of him holding the baby, you
would never know.”
Jackson died peacefully in his father’s arms on July 20.
“We were all in the room, even his
brother, Ivan,” Carrie said.
“When they turned the machine off,
that’s when I felt like I left half of my
heart behind.”
The family later learned that Jackson
had a rare complication of osteosarcoma:
an abnormal flap on his heart’s mitral
valve, causing blood clots that traveled
all over his body.
“They said that 40 percent of people
with osteosarcoma get the flap,” Carrie
said. “And of those, only 4 percent throw
clots like Jackson did.”

Choosing their path
The Schmitts have made the deliberate decision to share their story, even
though it brings fresh grief and pain
each time.

“The day after Jackson died, our
former children’s pastor drove here from
Tulsa,” Carrie said. “He told me, ‘I’ve
seen people who lost a child go two ways:
You either get bitter or you choose joy,
choose to celebrate and honor the child’s
life.’ And that’s instantly the path we
chose.”
The Schmitts set a goal of $10,000
for the February fundraising event.
“The way it works with St. Baldrick’s
is, if you raise at least $10,000, you get to
specify where the funds go,” Carrie said.
“We wanted it to go to his cancer, one of
the more underfunded of the childhood
cancers – which are already underfunded
and under-researched. Kids die from the
treatment because researchers haven’t
developed the right drugs and they have
to give these kids drugs and protocols
meant for adults.
“Breast cancer didn’t always have
a high cure rate, but because they kept
talking about it and raising awareness
about it, there is now an 85 percent cure

rate. I’m going to do everything I can
to raise awareness and help spread the
word.”
The original goal was quickly surpassed as people signed up online,
so organizers set a goal of $25,000,
then $35,000 and
$50,000.
“It started
small, but then it
just really took on
a life of its own,”
Carrie said. “A
friend crocheted
45 hats, my cousin made ‘swag
bags’ for those Jackson Schmitt’s
who shaved. The school picture.
kids got capes that
said Team Jackson Superhero Club,
along with gift certificates to Rock
Roll-ORena (in Arnold) and Swing
A-Round Fun Town (in Fenton).”
At the end of the day, the event drew more
than 500 attendees and 73 shavees and
brought in just under $80,000.
Both Carrie and Mike got shaved, and
Mike raised extra money in an impromptu
beard- and mustache-shaving dare.
“When he looked at me with that
moustache, I laughed so hard,” Carrie
said. “And, you know, it released something in me, showed me I could carry
grief and joy at the same time. The event
healed a little bit of my heart.”
Six months before his death,
Jackson and his father talked about
fun activities they’d like to do sometime and both made bucket lists.
“Jackson had things on there like ‘fly a
plane’ and ‘climb a mountain,’” Carrie
said. “He and his daddy both put ‘go on
a mission trip’ on there. In December,
Mike went on a weeklong mission trip
to Mexico to help build a home for a
family, and he said he was fulfilling both
their lists.
“Another thing Jackson put on his
list that was so cute for a 7-year-old was
‘become a legend.’ And he has. He definitely has.”

A little help from their friends
Carrie and Mike Schmitt and their
family have received support from
church, school and community in the
wake of their son Jackson’s death. Carrie
Schmitt says the outpouring of love has
helped the family deal with its loss.
“Some days I get knocked flat by
my grief,” she said. “But I know Jackson
would be so proud of what’s been done
because of him.”
■ In the months following the loss of
their son, the Schmitts struggled to help
their younger child, 3-year-old Ivan, cope
with his own grief. Unable to find a book
about sibling loss she liked, Carrie wrote
one of her own, with illustrations by her
friend, Christine Holder of Eureka. The
Schmitts set up a nonprofit foundation
called Love Like Jackson to distribute
the books and complete other activities to
help families cope with the loss of a child.
■ The foundation supports a back-

pack donation program.
“I had ordered a backpack for Jackson for the start of school, and it came
two weeks after he died,” Carrie said. “I
filled it with supplies and went to donate
it to his school (Freer Elementary in
Barnhart), and some of the teachers and
my friends thought it was a great idea. It
just snowballed.
“We ended up donating 25 filled
packs and another 100 empty ones to a
school in St. Louis.”
■ Jackson’s classmates and neighbors held a lemonade stand at the On
The Run gas station in Barnhart to raise
money for cancer research.
“They raised more than $1,200 in just
three hours,” Carrie said.
■ In September, Mike Schmitt completed a memorial garden in the family’s
backyard, and Jackson’s friends were
invited to come and paint rocks used to

decorate the space.
■ World Martial Arts Academy in St.
Louis County held a ceremony to present the Schmitt family with Jackson’s
black belt.
■ In October, Carrie, Mike and many
other family members and friends took
part in a Sarcoma Walk in Jackson’s
memory.
■ Freer Elementary dedicated “Jackson’s Buddy Bench” so kids can sit there
and talk. “Jackson always tried to make
everyone feel welcome, and he hated
when kids were left out,” his mother said.
■ Family friends Keith Collins
and John Burns, both of High Ridge,
organized a poker tournament to benefit
Team Jackson, hoping to get a few dozen
participants.
“The event just grew, and they ended
up with 150 people and raised $2,500,”
Carrie said.

