
CHIPPEWA FALLS — It was hard for James Heber to see where his 
life led him. 

About seven years earlier, Heber was undergoing basic training for 
the United States Army with a dream of  honorably serving his country 
like many family members before him had done. But on this day, he 
found himself  deep in a forest in La Crosse, searching for shelter from 
the rain. It’s a feeling he’d become all-too-familiar with after receiving a 
discharge because of  an unexpected discovery during a medical exam.

“I went through basic training, which was awesome and was going 
through AIT (Advanced Individual Training) as well when I started 
noticing some pain in my elbows,” Heber said. “Unfortunately, I didn’t 
know it at the time, but it was a birth defect. They brought me in and 
said they were going to have to send me home.”

The surprising news hit Heber especially hard, largely because he’d 
dreamt of  serving in the military since he was a child. He’d heard 
countless stories from his grandfather, and his brother was serving at 
the time when he enlisted at 25-years old.

“I felt so strongly about serving because I believe in this country,” 
Heber said. “It’s really important to me, and I took it upon myself  
to figure things out. I didn’t really know what I was doing (when he 
enlisted), but I did it.”

Shortly after his discharge, Heber said a series of  unforeseen events 
led to him living in homelessness.

“It was something I really couldn’t control,” Heber said. “I tried to 
get into an apartment that the VA was going to pay for for a period of  
time until I got income, but it didn’t come through.”

That’s when he was referred to the Veterans Housing and Recovery 
Program at Klein Hall in Chippewa Falls. The program is run by the 
Wisconsin Department of  Veterans Affairs and the Veterans Assistance 
Foundation with a goal of  helping homeless Veterans receive the job 
training, education, counseling and rehabilitative services they may 
need to obtain employment, housing and the skills to live a productive 
lifestyle. The program was recently approved by the U.S. Department 
of  Veterans Affairs to receive a grant so it can expand its services to 

VHRP MEMBER PAINTS MURAL 
AT KLEIN HALL

The mural starts with a frame showing enlistment into 
the military and transitions into basic training. After 
deployment, the soldiers depicted are welcomed home to 
their families only to have things be turned upside down as 
addiction and homelessness take over.

The mural ends with the final frame showing a home 
purchased by a Veteran and a serene landscape.
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Green Bay.
“I had no idea what to do, I was in the woods for a long time,” he 

said. “It was one of  those things where you have to decide, are you 
going to go for it? Or are you going to go back to the woods not 
knowing what you’re going to do?”

Heber said he never suffered from substance abuse, but found 
himself  in an unfavorable situation. After having spent more than a 
year in the program, Heber holds steady employment in the Chippewa 
Falls area and lives at Klein Hall. He’s been able to utilize the VHRP to 
his benefit, helping rebuild his life.

“It’s the best decision I’ve ever made,” Heber said of  entering the 
program. “There are a lot of  different people here with different needs, 
and we’re all helping each other get through.”

Paying it forward
Not only have the VHRP’s services helped Heber achieve a 

sustainable lifestyle, they have also given him an opportunity to 
revitalize a passion he found early life. 

Heber, a Fond du Lac native, gained interest in drawing when he was 
about 8-years old, and soon attended art school at Savannah College 
of  Art and Design in Georgia. After learning the different types of  
painting, he developed an interest in the impressionistic style in addition 
to gouache and others. 

Once at Klein Hall, Heber was encouraged to draw and paint 
as much as he could as a means of  therapy. Then he had a unique 
opportunity to give back to the VHRP and Veterans who roam the halls 
for years to come.

“I started drawing pictures from what I thought might be an idea of  
what the military was to me and where I saw myself  and how I took 
pride in what people did,” Heber said. “I didn’t get to go, but I feel very 
honored that they went for us.”

Staff  at Klein Hall liked Heber’s paintings so much that they tabbed 
him to work on a mural project in a prominent hallway at the facility. 
But it wasn’t possible without community volunteers and contributions.

A local Boy Scouts chapter came into Klein Hall and painted the 
walls white for Heber, while all of  the paint that was to be used in the 
mural was donated by Hallman Lindsay Paints.

The mural depicts different stages of  a Veterans’ life after suffering 
from circumstances similar to Hebers’ and those in the VHRP. 

It starts with a frame showing enlistment into the military and 
transitions into basic training. After deployment, the soldiers depicted 
are welcomed home to their families only to have things be turned 
upside down as addiction and homelessness take over. But the transition 
shows some basic steps to recovering to a sustainable lifestyle, and ends 
with the final frame showing a home purchased by a Veteran and a 
serene landscape.

The mural spans 36 feet and is 6-feet high, with Heber saying that he 
spent more than 500 overall hours on the project.

“I really wanted to show people that there’s a reason why people 
need this,” Heber said. “I love this mural because I get to share my 
creativity, and I also get to make it known in the communities that 
Veterans are more than what they think they area. There’s a lot of  pride 
there.”
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