
The Harbor Sound
1326 Newcastle Street

Brunswick, GA 31520

(912)264-4521

Volume 23 – Number 33

February 19, 2008
The Forgotten Children in the Valley of a Thousand Hills

By

Tommie Bennett Kappler

The Forgotten Children in the Valley of a Thousand Hills

     Maureen Ahern, the Founder of Our Journey, Inc., gave an inspiring talk and slide show about her work in Africa to the Optimist Club in Darien on January 18, 2008.  The club presented her with a check for $300.00 to buy blankets for the children in Africa.

     She can not truly say when her dream to go there really started.  Perhaps it was when she was in Vista, The Domestic Peace Corp, where she worked with children in the Appalachian mountains of Kentucky at the age of eighteen.

     Maureen was born April 29, 1946 in Boston.  She spent her childhood and school years in Charlestown.  She was married at age twenty-one, and except for a short time in Arkansas when her husband was in the service, she lived and reared her two children in the Boston area until 1989 when she moved to Marietta, GA.

     While on a visit to St. Simons with her sister, she took a boat ride around the area and saw Little St. Simons Island.  She fell in love with the area, and through a myriad of unusual circumstances, she found herself employed as a bookkeeper two weeks later at The Lodge on Little St. Simons.  Three years later she became the manager.

     It was here that she met a young lady, who was from England, who told her stories about having worked in an orphanage in Rumania. This reinstated Maureen’s dream of wanting to work in an orphanage with needy children while she was still young enough to do so. In 2002, she was lucky enough to fine a small two bedroom home at Shellman Bluff, one street from the water.

     It was no surprise to the owners of The Lodge that during her yearly review in December, 2002, she told them that she was going to resign and gave them notice that she would be leaving in 60 days to pursue her dream which she had so often talked about to everyone. They were very supportive about her future plans.  She moved to Shellman Bluff, and started doing research on the internet to find an orphanage in which she could work.  During this time she took odd jobs to support herself.  She found an orphanage in South Africa.  A friend suggested that she start a non-profit organization to help finance her future plans.  This was the beginning of Our Journey, Inc. which she founded with Dick Gordon of Woodland Park, Colorado as her co-founder.  The finalization of the organization was completed after she went to Africa in 2004 to work in the orphanage. The co-founder, Dick Gordon, still takes an active part in Our Journey.

     In traveling around the area of The Valley of a Thousand Hills in Africa, she realized that the children in the orphanage where she worked were well off compared to the children on the outside who had nothing. Everyone she saw needed help.  She tried to adopt a two and one-half year old boy, named Phila.  She was not successful as it was discovered that his grandmother was living so he was returned to her.  A few weeks later on a visit he was found in such bad physical shape that he had to be hospitalized for two months. He is also HIV positive.  Maureen sees him when she can, but he lives in a remote village 3 hours away.  She has to pay someone to take her.

     During her stay she started writing a journal of everything she saw and did.  She gets to town only about twice a month, but when she can she sends an email about once a month to 600 supporters who had started sending donations. After 13 months, she returned home to Shellman Bluff.

     She started different projects to raise money for her next trip.  She knew now what to expect and what the needs were.  She made her second trip a few months later.  This time the orphanage sponsored her trip, but she stayed at a farmhouse in the area instead of the orphanage, but still continuing to care for needy children, and helping some of the women become self reliant.

     She returned to Shellman Bluff after six months.  She knew now that she wanted to be affiliated with Zimele, which is a Building Community Self Reliance Organization which was started by a woman named Rosetta about two years ago.  One has to be sponsored by someone in order to get a visa.  Zimele was willing to sponsor her.  In interviewing Maureen, one could see how much she admired Rosetta.  She said, “She has a clear vision of how to help people become self reliant”.  The Zimele Organization is in the rural areas of the province of KwaZulu-Natal with high levels of HIV/AIDS and unemployment which results in poverty.

     When she returned for her third trip to Africa in 2007 to work with the Zimele Organization she was housed in what had been old liquor store. The store has no water and no toilet facilities and was infested with rats.  She did not let these inconveniences deter her goal to help with the children.

     A typical day included her getting up and walking to the home of Mildred, aged 69, who has a non-profit organization, whose Zulu name translated, is Our Hope.  They use Mildred’s beat up truck and go on home visits to many of the homes in the area. A Gogo is the Zulu name for grandmother.  Gogos take care of the homeless children.  Each one may have the responsibility of housing and feeding as many as 6 to 16 children.  Some of the children are HIV positive, and so are some of the Gogos. By chance, Maureen, found out that a 12 old girl, Noxole,who lives alone in a child sponsored household receives monthly help from a childhood pen pal of Maureen‘s.  Maureen has had the pen pal that lives in New Mexico since she was seven.  Noxole lives about two miles from Maureen.

     Each home that Maureen and Mildred visit may have different needs such as food, blankets, and medical needs.  They supply what they can.  Actually, blankets are used also to wrap the bodies of the dead.  If they have a box, the blanket wrapped body is placed in it.  One is buried sometimes right next to the house in which he or she died.

     At about 1:30, they return, and Maureen goes back to her house where she has an after school program.  About 100 children are enrolled in the program.  They have been divided into different age groups.  She generally has about 35 every afternoon.  She is teaching them English, and they do crafts and other activities.  On the last day of school last year, Mildred decided to cook and fed all 100 children a hot meal that included a serving of meat for each.  This was a real treat as most of these children have a diet consisting of mealie maize and beans once a day.

     When asked what the most discouraging part of her job was while in Africa, Maureen said, “I see what having nothing really means, and then it goes to another level, and I really see what having nothing really means”.

     One of the programs already in place is the sewing sessions.  Our Journey provided 2 sewing machines, and women get together and sew basic style dresses.  The material is provided for them, but they sell to Our Journey, and then the dresses are then given to the needy.  Donations help to provide money to buy material, blankets ($20 each), baby stocking caps ($2.ooeach), and food.

     Some of the plans for the future include taking about 15 people over in September, 2009 either to build a community house or whatever the Zimele organization feels is needed at that time.  She also hopes to be able to have the funds to provide scholarships for 3 women to be trained and become certified to help in the after school programs.  $1,500 will be needed for each of the women.  The women will have to go to a school for one week every 3 months for 2 years. This will pay for their tuition, transportation (3 hours away), and food.  Some of the women already help with the after school program, but certification will allow them to earn more.

 Our Journey relies on donations to continue to exist.  Contributions are welcome.  They should be sent to:  Our Journey, Inc.

                                                       Fred G. Mills, CPA, LLC

                                                       Route 4, Box 3133

                                                       Townsend, GA 31331

                                                        Phone: 912-832-3461

     Maureen returned to Shellman Bluff in January.  She plans to return to Africa in July, 2008.  When asked what motivates her to keep going back, she said, “It is becoming more and more a struggle leaving my children and grandchildren behind, but I know they will be cared for, and I have no doubt that it is God’s plan for me to go back and care for the forgotten children”.

     Some people think of helping others, and others such as Maureen put their thoughts into action…It is good that we have some people like Maureen in our world.

The web site for Our Journey is:

www.ourjourneyinc.org
Maureen will try to answer all email. Her Email is:

ourjourneyinc@aol.com 

