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She's used her crafts to raise money for nonprofit for years
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Jackie Benson is a one-woman tornado when it comes to raising money for The Ann Arbor News' nonprofit Warm the Children program.

Her friends and former co-workers probably wouldn't be surprised to learn that she created and sold enough crafts this year to donate more than $700 to the program that buys new clothes for children in Washtenaw and southern Livingston counties.

But some people might be surprised to learn that Benson is 86 years old, just retired in June after 30 years at the University of Michigan biochemical department, and is already planning what she'll make and sell for Warm the Children next year, based on how this year's sales went.

The grapevine wreaths with birch bark she gathers from the ground in area woods nearly flew off the table she set up at the Glacier Hills Retirement Community this year. Also popular were packages of handmade cards constructed of paper from Hollanders and flowers she picked and pressed.

The sweaters Benson knitted with children's faces woven into the clothing sold, but the knitted children's hats shaped like fruits didn't really go until her daughter took them to work. She's still on the fence about her hand-decorated photo frames.

At $90 per child, Benson donated enough this month to buy coats, boots, hats and clothes for almost eight children, since The News covers all overhead costs.

Benson, a mother of three and grandmother of six, is one of a number of people who are coming up with new ways to help Warm the Children. Hundreds of people volunteer every year to shop for the clothes with the families. 

People in several local workplaces have started fundraisers for the program.

Benson worked in one of those places. She was an office worker at U-M in a large space in one of the medical science buildings on campus. For about eight years, she did a brisk office business for Warm the Children with her crafts, co-workers' baked goods, and donated gift certificates that were raffled off. One year they raised $2,500, because even people from outside her office made a point of seeking out the event.

But the office moved last year to a much smaller space, where there was no room for Benson to sell her crafts. People called her last year, wondering where her annual sales were, but there was no way to work it out. She retired in June, and was left wondering how she could still help this year.

Her husband of 63 years, Elmer, who was the first director of Glacier Hills retirement home and remains a consultant, mentioned the conundrum to the current director of the facility.
He offered her a table at the community's holiday sale, which is open only to residents and employees. Jackie Benson raised $610 there, and another $100 from the hats her daughter sold.

She does it, she said, "because it's appalling to me, to read about poverty and the need in our country and around the world. You think, 'Well, I feel badly about that.' But if you can do a little something É" she said.

Eighth-grade students at Greenhills School in Ann Arbor did "a little something," and raised about $200 for Warm the Children, teacher Chris Gleason said.

Other students, she said, are gathering gently used and freshly washed warm clothing for other charities.

Gleason said the eighth-graders held bake sales, and will hold a ramen noodles sale in January for Warm the Children, selling the popular 20-cent noodles for $1 a cup.

Gleason said the students have been holding fundraisers for Warm the Children for about three years, and stick with it because "they're kids themselves, and they feel very fortunate that they have (warm clothes), while other kids don't."
