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Leo Zambori

La Roche Soccer Team Rallies Around Superstar Fan

BY VANESSA ORR | PHOTOS: PHIL PAVELY

E

very day for three weeks, Leo
Zambori, 5, asked his mom
how many more days it would
be until he could attend the La Roche
College soccer game where he would
serve as honorary captain and get to
sit beside his friends on the bench.
Instead of being exasperated by his
endless questioning, his mother, Natalie
Zambori, was thrilled that Leo was
so excited.
“When you have a child who is sick, they
don’t have a lot to look forward to,” said
Ms. Zambori of her son’s battle with
acute lymphoblastic leukemia (ALL),
and all of the tests and treatments that
come with it. “For weeks, he kept asking
when he’d get to see Conner and the rest
of the players — he was so excited! At
a time when all of our lives have been
turned upside down, this brought some
normalcy to a rough situation, and
the support that we’ve received from
La Roche and the team has simply
been amazing.”
Conner Hagins, a La Roche sophomore
and soccer player, met Leo in April
when Mr. Hagins visited the oncology
ward at Children’s Hospital of Pittsburgh
of UPMC during the Cuddles for Kids
second Kicking It with the Kids event.
Since then Leo and Mr. Hagins have
bonded, and the men’s soccer team has
made a special effort to include their
biggest fan in everything they do. Mr.
Hagins started the Cuddles for Kids
charity in 2006 when he was just 10
years old.
The team named Leo honorary captain

at a recent soccer match against Bethany
College, where Leo proudly sat in the
stands watching his favorite players,
who wore “I Wear Gold for Leo” T-shirts
during warm-ups. “Captain Aaron
Lagnese gave him his captain’s arm band,
and he walked out with Leo on the field,”
said Ms. Zambori. “Leo was so excited!”
At the game at La Roche College against
Penn State Behrend on Saturday, Oct. 22,
Leo again got special attention, getting to
meet up with the players before the game
and having his name announced along
with the other players on the roster.
“He sat on the bench with the team the
whole game — I didn’t think that would
happen; I mean, he’s 5!” Ms. Zambori
said, laughing. “The fact that it was chilly
and rainy didn’t faze him at all; he was
just so excited to see everyone and to
get to sit beside Conner. It was so cute to
see his little blue shoes dangling off the
bench — he was just one big smile all day
long!”
Both the men’s and women’s teams
are supporting Leo in his fight, and are
finding ways to help the family, too.
Before October’s game, both teams sold
game day shirts with the proceeds going
to help Leo’s family, and sold tickets
for a Pittsburgh Steelers’ merchandise
basket as another fundraiser. They also
donated the proceeds from a 50/50 raffle
toward Leo’s care, raising $690 that they
presented to the Zambori family during a
half-time ceremony.
“It was a really wonderful surprise, but
what they’re doing to make him happy
is worth more than anything,” said Ms.
Zambori, adding that the team also
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The Zambori family is presented with gifts and a monetary donation from the soccer teams’ fundraising efforts.
Left to right: Chad Zambori, Natalie Zambori, Nolan Zambori, Conner Hagins, Honorary Soccer Captain Leo Zambori and Téa Miksch.

presented Leo’s brother, 8-year-old
Nolan, with a gift bag and sweatshirt. “It’s
so sweet that they recognized Nolan, too,
because this has been just as hard on him
— he’s a great big brother.

family is really right up our alley,” said
Coach Day, who has consulted with the
opposing teams as well as the NCAA to
make sure that everyone knows about
the team’s commitment to Leo.

“They are really special guys,” she added
of the team. “They treat both boys so well,
and I’m glad that my boys have those
young men to look up to.”

“This is really good for the guys on the
team because many of them may not
have thought about how they are going
to make an impact on the community
when they are finished going to school,”
he added. “When Leo’s mom talked to us
after the game and shared what it meant
to him, and what it feels like to have a
child who is sick, our guys understood
how really special it was to be able to put
a smile on his face.”

According to men’s soccer coach David
Day, helping Leo is benefitting the
team as well. “Students who play sports
in college have it tough — it’s hard
to find a balance between doing well
academically and understanding your
role as a leader and an athlete in the
community, so supporting Leo and his
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According to Mr. Hagins, Leo does his
best to return the favor. “Leo sends us a

lot of videos for motivation before every
game, in between, and after the games —
he’s got a lot of energy,” he said, laughing.
“It’s really sweet of him to do, and it’s
really nice to see when you’re feeling
stressed out trying to do everything
between sports and school. He’s not
just our biggest fan; he’s a member of
our team at this point. He’s really a little
superstar to us.”
Leo also is a big supporter when he’s
not in the stands, wearing La Roche
sweatshirts everywhere he goes. “We live
in Ohio, so people aren’t as familiar with
the College, but Leo’s more than happy to
tell them all about it,” Ms. Zambori said.
“He’s a walking billboard for La Roche
— he tells people, ‘My friends are on the
soccer team.’”

Cuddles for Kids Making a Difference in Children’s Lives

A

t the age of 10, Conner
Hagins decided that he
wanted to help children in
the hospital after his father, who was
having double bypass surgery, received
a stuffed animal and Conner realized
that not every patient received that
kind of comfort.
He founded Cuddles for Kids in
Johnstown, Pa., in 2006 with the goal of
delivering stuffed animals to children
to help ease their minds during hospital
stays. Since then, the charity has grown
to include crayons, coloring books, toys
and more, and has donated more than
100,000 items, or roughly $430,000
worth of goods, to children’s agencies
in Pennsylvania and around the world.
The charity also has issued more than
$16,000 in grants to agencies to be used
for programs benefitting children.
“Every year the charity has grown bigger,”
Mr. Hagins said. “I never dreamed that it
would grow this large, but the idea just
sparked so quickly.”
Mr. Hagins’ mom, Robin, helps to run the
charity, and was just as surprised at its
success. “It started as something so small
and innocent, and now it’s grown into
something we do year-round. It’s really
humbling for Charlie, Conner’s dad, and
me to see how many people support
Conner’s vision. We’re so proud of the
difference that he’s making in other
people’s lives.”

PHOTO PROVIDED BY CHILDREN’S HOSPITAL OF PITTSBURGH OF UPMC.

Leo Zambori and Conner Hagins meet for the first time at Children’s Hospital of Pittsburgh of UPMC
during the Kicking It with the Kids event on April 8, 2016.

Ms. Hagins is especially touched by her
son’s relationship with Leo and the fact
that the whole La Roche soccer team has
rallied behind the little boy’s recovery.
“We love that Conner is at a college that
cares as much about the things he does
out of school as what he does while he’s
in school,” she said. “We know that he’s
in the right place.”
Both Mr. Hagins and his mother were in
the right place when they met Leo, who
had been diagnosed with leukemia just
two days before they visited the oncology
floor at Children’s Hospital of Pittsburgh
of UPMC as part of the Kicking It with the
Kids event.

“I think the family was still in shock,
and Leo was having a really bad day;
it wasn’t until Conner handed him a
soccer ball that his eyes lit up, and they
started talking about being goalies,”
said Ms. Hagins. “His mom Natalie just
broke down and hugged me — we were
complete strangers at the time. Since
then, our families have become great
friends.”
“Leo still has the photo that was taken
that day by his bed at home,” added Ms.
Zambori. “While I don’t believe that
there’s any good reason why any child
gets cancer, I do believe that they were
there for us that day because we needed
it to happen; at our darkest time, they
were there to make it better.”
Cuddles for Kids is continuing to make
it better for children all over the world,
and has sent toys to children affected by
hurricanes in Haiti and to those living
in a Mexican orphanage. They’ve had
local soldiers transport toys to children
in Afghanistan, and they sponsor a toy
drive every year before Christmas to help
those living locally.

PHOTO: TRACY GIBSON
The La Roche soccer teams partner with Cuddles for Kids for the third annual Kicking It with the Kids
event at Children’s Hospital of Pittsburgh of UPMC on Nov. 18, 2016.

In November Cuddles for Kids held its
third annual Kicking It with the Kids
event at Children’s Hospital of Pittsburgh
of UPMC, and they have a 5K run/walk
planned for this coming May. For more
information or to donate, visit www.
cuddlesforkids.net.
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