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Balancing act
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	Photos of Phillip Schwarz’s 1962 Bel Air are taped inside his toolbox at Hillyard Technical School, where he is enrolled in a precision machining class. He restored the car at home, and although he says it’s nothing fancy, it gets him where he needs to go. (REBECCA ACKERMAN/St. Joseph News-Press)
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Phillip Schwarz drinks whole milk. 

He listens to country music, wears cowboy boots and drives a 1962 Bel Air, even though his dad wants him to get a different vehicle. 

“I can’t get rid of that car, no sir,” Phillip explains adamantly. 

For $800, he brought the car home on his 16th birthday, fixed it up in the farm shop and made it a “daily driver.” Nothing fancy, but something to take him back and forth to school. 

“I’m the only farm kid around Gower that doesn’t have a truck,” Phillip said, more with a sense of humility than pride. 

He’s just not that interested in drawing attention to himself. An FFA T-shirt neatly tucked into Wrangler jeans and a 4-H belt buckle complement his close-cut blond hair and engaging grin. He admits that at age 18, he’s not sure where he’s headed in life, but he knows where he comes from and what will shape the road ahead. 

“I’m all about using my hands and working hard,” Phillip said. “If you can’t do it right, don’t do it.” 

He is the product of dedicated parents, small-town values and, at a brawny 6-foot, lots of whole milk. 

With that kind of backing, the teen has started his own business, created a charity program, played on a championship football team and become a national spokesman for 4-H shooting sports. In January, he will travel to Indianapolis to thank vendors at an archery trade show for their support of 4-H programs, which teach firearm and archery safety. 

“He plays a very important role to represent the youth and be able to communicate with the public because we covet their support,” said Debra Davis, his 4-H leader in Clinton County. 

The responsibility is quite an achievement, she said, and it shows how much he has grown in the last few years. 

“I have seen great maturation in that young man,” she said. 

Always enjoying the outdoors, Phillip took to hunting naturally, with some encouragement from his maternal grandfather. Parents Ray and Jan Schwarz made him take hunter safety training and his first year out at age 14, he shot an 8-point buck. 

“Dad asked, ‘What are you going to do with it?’ I said, ‘I don’t know,’” Phillip remembers with humble humor. 

He’s become an avid hunter, shooting a 14-point buck that weighed 220 pounds field dressed and won Gower’s big-buck contest two years ago. 

“I love to shoot guns, and I like to be out in the wilderness. It’s quiet,” Phillip said. 

He also likes to see youth get involved in hunting, he said, to understand what people have been doing for hundreds of years. Last year, he developed a Youth Share the Harvest program through the Missouri Department of Conservation. Phillip set up an account at the bank in Plattsburg, Mo., to handle money raised to pay for processing of deer that are harvested and donated by local teens. The meat is distributed through a homeless shelter in Kansas City, evidence of the teen’s compassion. 

“He’s a very caring person,” Mrs. Schwarz said. “We’re pretty blessed to have a neat son.” 

East Buchanan’s senior class has been touched by tragedy with the death of classmate Sarah McCoy. Mrs. Schwarz said Phillip was acutely aware of the pain his friends were feeling and tried to make things light when he could. 

“It broke his heart to see everyone walking around so down and feeling blue,” she said. 

Two years ago, Phillip launched a business growing pumpkins that were sold through the Shriners organization, with the proceeds used to help disabled children. Phillip also is a contractor for Hammons Walnuts, hulling walnuts brought in by area residents. 

Deer season, 10 tons of pumpkins and black walnut harvest all hit at the same time this fall. But from August through November, Phillip’s life and most of East Buchanan High School were dominated by “football, football and football.” 

Phillip played defensive end for the Bulldog team that went all the way to the state championship game in St. Louis. He loved the camaraderie and being part of a team. 

“We did everything together,” he said. 

Phillip didn’t play football his sophomore year because his father decided he needed to spend more time on schoolwork and less on the ball field. The grades have come up, and little has interfered with football since then. In October, however, he cut it close by traveling to the National FFA Convention in Louisville, Ky. 

“The coach wasn’t real happy about that,” Phillip said, but he flew home from Kentucky in time to play in the game that Friday night. 

Coach was even less happy when Phillip competed in a demolition derby, smashing up a 1987 Mercury Topaz he bought for $30. 

“I had more than $30 worth of fun in that car!” 

On the football field, Phillip was more of a quiet leader, starting in only a few games but contributing when called upon. With the rest of the team, he was devastated when they were shut out in the state championship game. 

“It’s been amazing,” he said. 

When East Buchanan’s football season finally ended after Thanksgiving, Phillip said the players stood around wondering what to do after school. 

He didn’t have long to wonder. Each evening, he’s at the family farm helping feed 1,000 heifers being raised on contract for dairy farms. After running feed into a bunk for a group of black and white calves, he uses a knife to scrape the manure off his jeans — he does his own laundry. His dad mentions something about supper and Phillip says that’s his next chore. 

“You think I’m kidding,” he mutters. 

“We do put a lot of responsibility on our children,” Mrs. Schwarz said. “We expect a lot from them. There’s a lot of responsibility to growing up on a farm.” 

But it’s clear Phillip treasures life on the farm and being with his family. As a child, he wanted to grow up to be his dad. As a senior, he’s thinking about career choices. 

“I want to farm, but I don’t know if it’s something I want to do my whole life,” he said. 

He’d always planned on going to technical school, but older sister Lynn has encouraged him to look at college. He’s starting to believe he can do it. This year he’s taking a class in precision machining at Hillyard Technical School and considering pursuing it in college. 

Values taught by his parents will help form the future. 

“I’d like to have a good job and a family,” he said. “I’ve learned from the best of the best.”
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