Focus oN VOLUNTARY WORK

T

New Orleans: the city of a thousand
restaurants, but only four dishes. The
self-appointed food capital of the US

has the city slogan: ‘lezez le bon temps
roulez’, (let the good times roll). But for
some residents, the ‘good times’ are well
out of reach.

| began volunteering at the New Orleans Revival Center
soup kitchen about a year into our posting to the city. It
stood in one of the less salubrious parts of town; | would not
have ventured there without the reassurance that the folk
running the kitchen were looking out for the volunteers and
their cars. The kitchen was run by a local church, and from
Monday to Friday it provided a warm lunch to the homeless,
the transient, and the street people. For many, it was
probably their only daily meal.

Each Wednesday at noon, two friends and | would go along
to set tables and serve food to up to 200 people. They were
mainly young black men, and a handful of women. Some
were regulars, who waited patiently in line each week, and
some we saw only once or twice. Sometimes a couple of
young children on school lunch break would come in with
their mother, eager for a big plate of local fare.

The resident cook was Rochelle, a mountain of a woman
renowned for her Jambalaya, a delicious Cajun casserole
of meat, vegetables, and rice. When word went out that it
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was on the menu, crowds would gather. If there was any left
over, we would take bowls of the best Jambalaya in town
home to appreciative husbands and kids.

The menu changed weekly, depending on what local
suppliers and sponsors provided, but generally typical New
Orleans fare was served: red beans and rice, fried catfish
and gumbo, always with a vegetable accompaniment, great
hunks of French bread, and dessert. A welcome greeting, a
smile, and often a joke or two were what was required from
the volunteers as the food was served, and a cheery goodbye
as people left.

In school holidays, | sometimes took my two boys along.
They were then aged four and six, and enjoyed serving the
food and receiving the regular’s genuine, happy thanks. But
| also wanted them to get a sense that there are people out
there in real need, even more so since the tragedy that was
Hurricane Katrina.

| often wonder what happened to many of the regulars,
whether they were able to get out, and whether the place
itself, at the best of times a little dilapidated, survived. |
hope that they are still there fulfilling a genuine need where
nobody else was......... and if they are, | daresay they have a
few more regulars now, thanks to that storm.
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Butterflies, beetles,

bugs and bees

Julie has led a nomadic existence for the greater

part of her life; parents in the military, working in
foreign countries and now a ‘Shell Wife’. Julie’s global
experience has encouraged her to find something
different to do where ever she has lived. She said that
one of the most unusual things she has done is the
voluntary work she undertook during her time in The
Sultanate of Oman.

Living in Al Khuwair (Muscat) with both my children away at
school, spare time was something | had in buckets!

What to do?

I helped in the PDO school library, taught at Sunday school,
played tennis, planned events for the teenagers and boarding
school children during the holidays........ but still | had spare time!

Then via the ‘grapevine’ came a whisper that the Natural
History Museum needed people with spare time. | had been
to the museum several times and found it a little gem.

The museum concentrates on the natural history

Boring you might think but you would be very wrong.

First there was the enormous learning curve - Michael and
the dedicated Omani staff showed great patience as | learnt
about Lepidoptera, Coleoptera, Hemiptera, Hymenoptera,
(butterflies, beetles, bugs and bees to you and 1), and many
others.

Soon | became hooked; the iridescent colours of the jewel
beetles, the armour plating of the crickets, the intricate design
of the wings of the flying insects and finally the appreciation
of how important these tiny inhabitants are for the health of
our planet.

The spin off from giving my time to the museum was to make
friends with the Omanis working in the museum and to gain
a far greater understanding of the country of which | was a
guest.

The spin off at home, my daughters will tell you, was the
surprise one got every time you opened the freezer; you were
never quite sure what you would find in the way of insects,
scorpions, small animals etc (all found dead in the garden),
frozen in jars and plastic bags waiting to be taken into the
museum for their collection.

of Oman and in this capacity it excels. It provides a
wealth of information for both Omani and expatriates
to learn, in a fun way, about the country they live in.

OPEMING MUMS FREEZER.—

Having only a little knowledge of all things to do with
natural history it took a while to pluck up the courage
to offer my services!

| was interviewed by the museum curator, Michael
Gallagher who asked me what | would like to do.
Nonplussed | had to admit that | had no clue but was
wiling to help in whatever way he thought fit.

Taking the initiative he asked how | felt about ‘spiders’
‘beetles’ ‘locusts’ etc! My first thought was; ‘they
were probably dead, [a good thing], as they were in

a museum’ followed quickly by the thought that ‘they
were preferable to snakes, dead or alive’ so | said they
were fine.
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This obviously was the correct answer. For the next 4
years, | spent one or two mornings a week re-labelling
and setting out thousands of insects - the entire collection!

ALWAYS A BIT OF AN ADVENTURE!







