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 Volunteer is on a personal mission
African trip ‘captured heart' of Shellman Bluff resident
By CAROLE HAWKINS
The Brunswick News

One year in Africa taught Maureen Ahern what it meant to have nothing.

As she entered the dirt hut belonging to the family of a 3-year-old boy named Phila, she saw they had nothing. He had nothing.

Ahern, a Shellman Bluff resident, volunteered from May 2005 through May 2006 at an orphanage in the South African province of KwaZulu-Natal because of her burning desire to help children in the world’s most left behind and forgotten of places.

Early in her trip, she had brought Phila, who had been abandoned at a nearby hospital, to the orphanage. She cared for him there until his family was found.

In April 2006, near the end of her journey, she went to check on him.

“There were only two straw mats,” she said of his family’s home. “There were no blankets, no pillows. There was a cooking place in the middle of the floor, but no sign of food. There was no water, no electricity and no outhouse nearby.

“My whole year had been about what I didn’t know. I can’t put my feet in their shoes. I realized this is what nothing means. That you can give up a child. That you love him enough to abandon him at a hospital 40 miles from your home, so he has a chance.”

Unfortunately, Phila had once again fallen sick from neglect and Ahern was heartbroken.

“This was the most difficult thing I had to face – having brought him to a place of safety and then having lost him.”
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Ahern had volunteered in South Africa for a special reason.

“The KwaZulu-Natal province has the highest percentage of AIDS in South Africa,” she said. “Thirty-six percent of the local people are infected. There is a whole generation of people between the ages of 18 and 45 who are dying.”

The AIDS epidemic has orphaned scores of children in the province. Many children are themselves sick with AIDS.

“There is nobody left to take care of them. It just captured my heart.”

[image: image3.png]


Upon arriving at the orphanage in May 2005, Ahern took charge of eight children ranging in age from newborn to 3 years old. 

With no playground, no toys, noses that ran constantly and chronic diarrhea among the children, Ahern yearned for the luxury of baby wipes.

“We were given only two rolls of one-ply toilet paper to use per week. So I started writing to people back home that I needed baby wipes. I must have gotten over 100 (boxes) sent to me.”

Ahern soon learned she had the power to bring the children even more just by sharing their stories with others.

Through keeping an online journal of her progress, the children received coloring books, paints, crayons, flash cards, dolls, a baby pool and a laundry basket filled with books and toys from well-wishers.

“I got to see that it didn’t take a whole lot of money to make a difference,” she said.

What had begun as a baby-sitting job quickly developed into a preschool, which Ahern named “Itsy Bitsy.”

“We had ‘Baby’s First Words’ flash cards, and it really worked,” she said. “Their vocabulary was amazing. They could sing ‘Old MacDonald’ and ‘Six Little Ducks’ better than the older kids.”

A private doctor advised Ahern to switch her children’s diets from beans served at the kitchen to yogurts, fruits and vegetables.

Back in the United States a year later, Ahern’s personal mission as an orphanage volunteer has developed into a full-scale aid effort. Her non-profit organization, Our Journey, has set its sights on sending Ahern and eight more volunteers back to Africa in 2007.

Co-founder Dick Gordon said the purpose of the organization is to provide for the left behind, the least and the lost children in the Third World.

“These are countries that are unable to emerge out of their situation because of lack of financial support,” he said.

Gordon, a start-up consultant for corporations, estimates about $150,000 will be needed to send eight additional volunteers back to Africa.

“We decided the response our organization gives will be proportional to the number of volunteers we are able to put together,” he said.

When Ahern and her new staff return in 2007, it will be with a re-focused mission.

Before leaving Africa, Ahern decided she would make future contributions to the Outreach Center, a program run by a South African white woman named Rosetta.

“She realized that volunteers come and go, but that still some things never changed,” said Ahern.

The Outreach Center helps poor communities by transitioning from a volunteer-dependent system to a self-help system. 

[image: image4.png]It's my turn!

Jan. 2008




The program has established a school that employs local Zulu women. They first work as volunteers and later, as they became certified, as teachers. 

Other initiatives include an agricultural program, established to train locals in important life skills, and a program that teaches Zulu women crafts and finds markets where they can be sold.

When Ahern and her new volunteers return, they will join forces with the Outreach Program, building on Ahern’s past success at the orphanage.

Ahern’s portion will be to establish preschools similar to Itsy Bitsy for KwaZulu-Natal communities’ youngest children, and then train grandmothers to run them.

“It moves us from a food vision to a people vision,” said Gordon. “It teaches people how to help themselves.”
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Learn More





To learn more about Our Journey or to make a donation.  Visit the groups Web site at:





www.ourjourneyinc.org





To help out, write to:





Our Journey,


Route 4, Box 3133


Townsend, GA 31331


Call (912) 832-2809


 (Make any checks payable to Our Journey)











[image: image5.png]


