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GRAHAM — A homeschool assignment put 13year-old Jennifer Garner on a path to learn
all she could about the war in Iraq.
She could have settled for Internet research,
but the ninth grader decided she wanted to
know more.
“I wanted a firsthand opinion,” she said. “I
started writing letters and sending packages
to soldiers, and it just became a habit and
now I do it all the time.”
Since March, Jennifer thinks she has mailed
five to 10 letters and packages a week. She
uses her allowance and money she earns
baby-sitting to keep the project going.
The teen’s dedication to communicating with
the soldiers in both Iraq and Afghanistan
caught the attention of Heather Garner, who
is both Jennifer’s mother and teacher.
Heather recently nominated Jennifer for the
Spirit of Freedom Award.

Peter Schumacher / Times-News
Jennifer Garner, 13, was selected as the 2007 Spirit of
Freedom Award winner in the Future of America
category. Since March, Jennifer thinks she has mailed
five to 10 letters and packages a week to soldiers in
Iraq and Afghanistan.

Jennifer, who is one of three people to receive the award given by the Times-News, was
selected in the Future of America category, which recognizes a successful young person who
is already leaving a mark on the community.
“You don’t find that many 13-year-olds that are that dedicated to helping other people,”
Heather said, regarding what prompted the nomination.
Jennifer didn’t know her mother nominated her for the award.
“It was kind of a surprise,” Jennifer said. “I’m honored and I’m touched.”
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The bigger honor is knowing that her decision to write letters and send packages has meant
something to the soldiers who have received them.
“They tell me when I send a package it’s like getting a Christmas present on Christmas
morning, and they are excited to find out what they got,” she said.
She makes sure each box she sends is packed tight, whether it is with personal hygiene
items or snacks. From the beginning, Jennifer decided to go with what she knows.
“You just send them anything you would like,” she said, adding that the most requested
snack item is Pop Tarts.
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AnySolider.com has the names and addresses of more than 3,000 soldiers on it, along with
short stories about who the soldiers are and what they do. Jennifer selects service members
who have a background that’s similar to hers.
“You pick the ones you feel you are close to,” Jennifer said.
For example, Jennifer is part of a big family.
“I can relate to someone who has a lot of kids,” she said. “I have seven brothers and
sisters.”
The recipients send letters, e-mails and pictures back to Jennifer, as well as a lot of thanks.
She said she likes knowing she’s made a difference.
“When people are in need, you help them,” she said. “If they are tired, you let them rest. It
gives you such a good feeling to know you’ve made somebody’s day.”
In addition to sending letters and packages, Jennifer stays busy with other community
projects. In June, she won Teen Miss Global America 2007 in Myrtle Beach, S.C. While the
youngster has participated and won pageants since she was a tot, this is the first national
title she’s held.
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Like most pageant titles require, Jennifer must use her position to raise awareness about a
charity. Considering her experience this year, AnySoldier.com seemed like a worthy cause.
“I use the title to promote AnySolidier.com, which is my charity of choice, and to support our
troops,” Jennifer said.
It’s also enabled her to collect donations so she can send more packages out.
Her work with service members also earned her the Rising Star Award at the Microsoft USO
Above and Beyond Gala, which she attended in New York this month. Microsoft doesn’t
usually give a Rising Star Award, but Jennifer received nominations in three separate
categories — two from soldiers serving in Iraq — and was given the special distinction.
Giving to others seems to come natural to Jennifer, who follows the example her parents,
Heather and Mark Garner, set. Both have worked to keep their children, who range in age
from 16 to 4 months, involved in helping the community.
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And while there is a lot of chaos and plenty of sharing that goes on when you belong to a big
family, the Garners make sure they don’t forget about others.
Jennifer doesn’t know exactly what the future holds. While she’s fairly sure she wants to be a
fashion designer, model and actress, she’s not certain what college she might want to
attend.
Working with AnySoldier.com has taught her a lot, and she knows she’s not ready to quit
dedicating her allowance to that cause.
“I’m just going to keep doing it,” she said.
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