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Jan-Willem Knapen is an architect of sorts, with designs on helping
families of ill children.  The 16-year-old Belgian-born Bellarmine
College Preparatory student knows a lot about the subject, as he and
his family have been on a journey since being diagnosed with leukemia

at the age of four, then afflicted with a brain tumor in November 2002
and a relapse this year.  JW, as he is known, decided to raise funds to build
a home for families of young cancer patients at Kaiser Permanente Santa
Clara Medical Center, modeled somewhat after the Ronald McDonald
House at Stanford.  To help with his mission, he created the JW House
Fund at Community Foundation Silicon Valley to raise funds to build
this home.  

“In my over 20 years of nonprofit work, Jan-Willem Knapen has
taught me that you are never too young to dream and to make that
dream a reality,” said Patricia Gardner, a family friend and executive
director of Silicon Valley Council of Nonprofits. “His sense of pur-
pose to help others dream and to believe you can make it happen
is a true inspiration. JW gives me strength to continue to trust
that there is good in the world, and that is right here in this com-
munity. So I, too, believe that the JW House will soon be built
and will be a tribute to this young man for generations to
come.”

On November 6, some of JW’s original artwork will be dis-
played and auctioned at the Triton Museum in Santa Clara, with
proceeds benefiting the JW House Fund.  “JW’s courage and
compassion for other children and their families struck my

heart and mind to energize me for another fund-raiser,”
said Helen Owen, chair of the JW House Committee
and of the Triton event. “I will not be satisfied until
$250,000.00 or more is raised to put the wall up for the
JW House and JW is grinning from ear to ear.”

“It’s been amazing to me that he, despite being sick,
has found ways to be a man for others,” said Gerald Wade,
S.J., chancellor and interim president of Bellarmine
College Preparatory.  “He’s not a complainer.  He’s posi-
tive about himself and about others, as well.”

While JW’s illness has been difficult for his family, it
has also provided them an opportunity to see the very
best in people.  “We are overwhelmed by the numbers
of people responding to JW’s struggles and dreams,”
said Anne Marie Knapen-Asnong, JW’s mother. “The
generosity and kindness of people who don’t even know
our son has been unbelievable. People have put him
into their hearts without reservation. Sometimes when
I look at the news and read about bad or hurtful things
that are going on in the world, I think that we must be
seeing the exact opposite side of human nature.
Everywhere we go we see love, compassion and kindness.
JW has received thousands and thousands of cards from
around the world — so many that we had to give up
counting! We are overwhelmed by the response.”  Ask JW
what life has taught him, and he will answer simply,
“Never ever give up!”  

In The Prophet, Kahlil Gibran writes: “You give but little
when you give of your possessions. It is when you give of

yourself that you truly give.”  We salute JW Knapen — a true
giver in our community.
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