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YOUTH COUNCIL ORGANIZES SIGN CLASS 3

By Brody Hilgenkamp
Staff Writer

Among the dozens of pur-
ple-sashed advocates at the State 
Capitol March 5 who were mill-
ing around, pulling state sena-
tors from the floor and walking
into offices to talk to staffers,
was a 20-year-old college junior 
who discovered her life’s calling 
through a bake sale.

Maddie Cunningham’s ad-
vocacy for Alzheimer’s disease 
research and awareness start-
ed when she was 5 years old.
Her great-grandmother started 
showing signs of dementia, and 
Cunningham figured there was
something she could do to help, 
so she organized a bake sale.

That sale raised $200, and 
dozens of bake sales, awareness
walks and other fundraising
campaigns later, Cunningham 
said her efforts have raised 
around $30,000.

The Papillion native is now 
a political science major at Uni-
versity of Nebraska at Omaha
who hopes to become a lobby-
ist for Alzheimer’s research and 
awareness when she graduates.
“It kind of turned into what

I want to do with my life,” she 
said. “It’s transformed into
something I never thought it 
would.”

Cunningham’s overall goal is 
to live to see a cure for Alzhei-
mer’s, but her advocacy goes be-
yond research funding.

She and other members of the 
Nebraska chapter of the Alzhei-
mer’s Association were in Lin-
coln March 5 to build support 
for three bills this legislative ses-
sion, two of which would give 
financial relief and unemploy-

ment protection to caregivers.
The third would require a study 
from Department of Health and 
Human Services on long-term 
care sustainability.
Those issues are well-known

to Cunningham. Looking back,
she didn’t fully understand 
what dementia or Alzheimer’s 
were, she said, but she could see 
the burden it placed on her fami-
ly. She can remember when they
would visit and her great-grand-
mother wouldn’t recognize 
them.

“Being a caregiver is a 
24-hour-a-day, seven-days-a-
week job,” she said.

While she was writing a pa-
per for one of her college classes, 
she realized raising money was 
part of her grieving process and 
helped her keep her great-grand-
mother’s memory with her.

Her great-grandmother died 
in 2006.
“I knew this disease was go-

ing to take her life,” she said.
In the 15 years since that first

bake sale, she has testified be-
fore the Nebraska Legislature,
been featured in the news mul-
tiple times, traveled to Wash-
ington, D.C., and won awards.
But knowing she was making an
impact, even at a young age, has 
been the most meaningful part 
of her efforts, she said.

“The awareness wasn’t there 
15 years ago, so to see the pro-
gression of awareness is inspir-
ing,” she said.
Public health officials and

legislators across the country are 
seeing that Alzheimer’s, 2017’s 
sixth-leading cause of death in 
the United States, according to 
the Centers for Disease Con-
trol, is one of the country’s most 

pressing health needs.
The 2018 omnibus spending 

bill passed in March last year 
included $414 million in new 
funding for Alzheimer’s disease 
research.

Cunningham said she has 
met amazing people and appre-
ciated all she’s learned through 

her involvement, especially see-
ing people come together for a 
common cause.
“Our country is so divided

these days, but seeing people 
united to find a cure for Alzhei-
mer’s has been one of the most 
powerful experiences in my 20 
years of life,” she said.

“I’m completely satisfied and
overjoyed with the amount of 
involvement I’ve had with the 
Alzheimer’s Association. I wish
I could give more time.”
She also hopes her work in-

spires other children.
“I want kids to know they can

make a difference,” she said.

Cunningham pursues life’s calling — Alzheimer’s advocacy
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Maddie Cunningham, far right, poses with other Alzheimer’s Association advocates at the State Capitol in Lincoln 
March 5.
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Managing Editor

The spirit of “The Simpsons” 
is still alive in Springfield.

The popular animated televi-
sion show is in the midst of its 
30th season, making it the lon-
gest running network television
program in history.

And yes, more than 30 states 
across the country have their 
own Springfield. But thanks to
Keith Hentzen, Nebraska’s ver-
sion of Springfield is making
sure people know they have
their own little claim to the 
Simpson family.
When you enter Springfield

Drug on Main Street, owned by 
Hentzen for many years, you 
don’t have to go far to see the 
impact the Simpsons have had 
on his store. In fact, they’re sit-
ting right in front of you.
Life-sized figures of Homer,

Marge, Bart, Lisa and Maggie 
Simpson are placed on a bench 
in the middle of the store. The
years haven’t been kind to them
as they are a bit worn, some 
paint is missing, there are a few 
chips and Homer’s left arm of-
ten has to be removed to avoid 
any further damage.

“We still get about half-a-doz-
en to a dozen people who pop in 
and get their picture taken with
them each week,” Hentzen said.

“Some of that is because they get 
a little encouragement from me.
The little kids really like them
and we’ve had people come here 
just to see them.”
The figures have been in

Hentzen’s store for nearly a 
dozen years now. Prior to the re-
lease of “The Simpsons Movie” 
in 2007, 20th Century Fox began 
contacting Springfields across
the U.S. to see if they would
be interested in producing a 
five-minute video that would
highlight the “Simpsons spirit” 
in the community.

“A lot of cities didn’t want to 
do it because they didn’t care for 
the show,” Hentzen said.
“Our city officials asked me

if this is something we should 
be interested in and I said of 
course.”

Through the help of a local 
videographer, Hentzen and oth-
er members of the community 
put together their own version 
of the Simpson spirit. 20th Cen-
tury Fox sent them the charac-
ters to be part of the video, along 
with a video camera.

“We came up with sto-
rylines and shot various scenes 
throughout the community,” 
Hentzen said. “I was very proud
of our video. About 15 cities took
part in the contest and I believe 
Springfield, Oregon (the home
state of Simpsons creator Matt 

Groening) wound up winning. I
saw their video and it was very 
good. They had giant donuts
rolling down their streets.”
Members of the Springfield

community were also invited to 
view a premiere of the movie at 
a local theater.

In the meantime, the charac-
ters found a home in Springfield
City Hall. But they eventually
had to be moved.

“They were creating too 
much of a distraction,” Hentzen 
said.

So they found a permanent 

home at Springfield Drug. But
Hentzen has made sure they 
have found time to travel over 
the years.

“They’ve been in parades and 
been to prom and homecom-
ing,” he said. “People just look
at them and laugh.”

There are a few Simpsons 
remnants in City Hall as well, 
including a photo of Simpsons 
characters autographed by 
Groening, and a movie poster.

Hentzen has enjoyed the 
show over the years, although 
he admits he gets push back

from his wife when it comes to 
watching it.

“My wife doesn’t care for it 
because she thinks it makes fun
of the family unit,” he said. “I
like it because I think it’s very
pointed, current humor. Every
time I watch it, I love it.”

Hentzen said he has been 
made offers over the years to 
purchase the life-sized figures,
but he’s not about to put a price 
tag on them.

“To me, they’re a city trea-
sure,” he said. “I firmly believe
that.”

30 seasons of 
‘The Simpsons’ gives 

Springfield reason 
to be proud
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Keith Hentzen, owner of Springfield Drug, poses for a family portrait with the Simpson family. Hentzen has had 
the life-size characters in his store for more than 10 years.
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