In the Land of the Stranger: College at Oneonta Volunteers Combat Devastation
By Bill Simons, Professor, History and UUP Oneonta, President
    As the sun set on April 12, 2006, our first day on the Gulf Coast drew to a close, and the Jewish holiday of Passover began, commemorating the deliverance of the Hebrew people from slavery. Tent Village in Pass Christian, Mississippi, lacked the resources for a seder, the traditional Passover meal, but I had brought a box of matzoh, the unleavened bread carried by my ancestors in their exodus from Egyptian slavery.  Two of my fellow Oneonta volunteers, Ian Gillman and Steve Kaplan, shared the matzoh with me. Despite our unconventional observance, we felt that the true spirit of Passover had brought us to this ravaged place, far from our normal routines.
   Twenty-one College students, led by Linda Drake, UUP stalwart and Director of the Center for Social Responsibility, gave up their April vacation to combat suffering in an area devastated by Hurricane Katrina. Linda and a small number of students marked their third trip to the region, and a few more had returned for a second stay. For most of us, however, this was our first time. Despite the heat, humidity, ubiquitous gnats, nights spent on cots in MASH-style tents that domiciled a dozen, Port-A-Potties that inspired a nostalgia for indoor plumbing, and long hours of hard work, we felt privileged to participate in this transforming experience.
   During our week on the Gulf, we split into teams that labored at different sites during the work day. College volunteers donned masks and sledgehammers to break through the walls of houses contaminated by mold, wielded picks and shovels at outdoor debris cleanups, and dispensed food and other staples at a large tent commissary. The carnage and suffering were real enough. Amongst our fellow Americans, we encountered refugees and worked on structures and sites whose future is uncertain. From New Orleans to the panhandle of Florida, the destruction starts at the coast and extends several miles inland. The area looks like a war zone, hammered by bombs and artillery. Years of reconstruction lie ahead.
  Linda taught us, however, that recovery begins with an action as small as simply picking up a piece of debris, and cumulatively such efforts matter. We experienced things that we will never forget. We moved and helped set up furniture in the house of Gloria and Patrick, a middle-aged African-American couple, forced by Katrina to find refuge in Washington, D.C. with extended family; the night that Gloria, Patrick, and family moved back into their house we hugged and cried with them, swept away by the bittersweet emotions of our common humanity. Another day, several of us readied a Babe Ruth baseball facility for use; for me, the return of our great American game to that field in Long Beach inspired hope. And one night we took our vans to the mobile classroom for migrant schoolchildren built through the generous contributions of College students, faculty, and staff.
   In the land of the stranger, we encountered diversity. We met individuals whose differences from us were marked by race, religion, economics, lifestyle, and experience. We also encountered common ground forged by fellowship, compassion, and resilience. Our time on the Gulf was a time of growth and learning. Seeds were planted that will shape days to come.

  We Oneonta volunteers also grew in our respect, understanding, and affection for one another. In mid-passage, I appreciated twenty-year old students, the age of my son, accepting me simply as “Bill,” welcoming me to their group. Small rituals came to mean a great deal: every night Steve would check the day’s baseball scores by calling an 800 number on his cell phone, and the daily fate of his Yankees and my Red Sox would engender good natured banter. Throughout our time in Mississippi, the student volunteers were notable for their generosity, idealism, and hard work. A score of kindnesses, large and small, come to mind. 

  This journey of benevolence and discovery by SUCO volunteers was made possible because of the strong support provided by President Alan B. Donovan. He generously contributed financing for the trip, as well as encouragement and inspiration.  Kudos to Dr. Donovan.
  And it was Linda Drake—recruiter, organizer, leader, motivator, and den mother—who provided the ballast that knit the College volunteers together. Her extraordinary warmth, energy, and good judgment leavened our labor with insight and growth. Through the Center for Social Responsibility, Linda has made a long term commitment to the rehabilitation of the Gulf Coast. UUPers are always generous with their time, energy, and resources, so please telephone Linda (436-2633) or e-mail (drakelm@oneonta.edu) to find out how you can contribute to the recovery of the Gulf region. 
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