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This book is for everyone who believes
 a better world is possible and can feel a better,
 more loving, more peaceful world rising up.






introduction


This is the moment when we must come together to save this planet.

—Barack Obama, then-candidate for President of the United States, in Berlin, July 2008






Call it the Al Gore Factor, the Katrina Effect, or simply the impulse to have an authentic experience not listed in a typical brochure, but more and more people are combining volunteering with traveling. And it’s not just high-profile celebrities like George Clooney, Angelina Jolie, and Hilary Swank—who went to Palampur, India, to teach at an orphanage after her 2006 divorce—who are abandoning their bubble of luxury to lend assistance to folks in developing countries.

According to a 2008 survey by the University of California, San Diego, 40 percent of Americans would like to volunteer while on vacation, and another 13 percent are ready to devote an entire year to hopping on a plane and providing goodwill.

The reasons for wanting to volunteer vary. Some do it to gain experience, to add some heft to the old resumé. Others want to test themselves or to act out a fantasy. Still others are tired of waiting for their government to act. They want to stand up and be counted. Now.

But the thing all volunteer vacations share? They shed light. They give us a more realistic picture of the world. Suffice it to say, the nightly news does not provide an accurate lens through which to view our planet. Most news reports are one reporter’s opinion, a sliver of life that one cameraman stumbled onto and captured in one four-minute time slot.

Even people who travel—people who have ticked off, say, the Taj Mahal and the Arc de Triomphe on their life lists—don’t always have a realistic vantage point. Fancy hotel chains have set up mini-Americas all over the world. You can go to Costa Rica and check into the San José Marriott without ever realizing that the kids in the village down the road play soccer with plastic bags they tied together. You can follow the bellman into your suite at the Four Seasons Hotel Mumbai without it occurring to you that his six kids could eat for a long time on what you’ll be paying for room service.

With the vacations in this book, you’ll leave that plastic state of mind behind. You’ll see a country for what it really is, neither a sound bite or a statistic of those who died in the last tragedy. You’ll get to know real people. You’ll work beside them, share their struggles, learn what it feels like to live in a village where no men are over 50, and experience what it’s like to be invisible to outsiders.

Pillow menus are fun and all, but they don’t hold a candle to meeting people like Termana, Indrah, and Bu Mayan, who are putting together a Balinese literary journal. Hotel perks like carsitters and personal fireworks shows sound impressive, but pale in comparison to the satisfaction received from singing “Itsy Bitsy Spider” to Gwani, a five-year-old Nigerian who just lost her mother to AIDS.

Which brings us back to that light we promised to shed. If you decide to take a volunteer vacation, you can let go of nearly all your preconceived notions, suppositions, and assumptions. This idea that you, noble person that you are, are volunteering in order to swoop in and save the so-called poor unfortunates? Kiss it good-bye.

Ask any seasoned volunteer. People in developing countries have a depth of joy, a richness to which those of us consumed with material things are often blind. The question persists: Who ends up getting helped the most when you travel to help others?

In fact, if you really want to save the day, your best bet is to show up, shut your mouth, and listen to and learn from the people you meet on your journey. Find out the truth behind the sound bites and then go home and spread the word. Effective volunteers often end up making a bigger difference back home than they did in their short time spent volunteering.

This book is divided into six regions of the planet. That way, you can pick a place that has always enticed you and find a dam with a hole in it that needs your finger. Rest assured, there’s not a country among the world’s 194 nations that couldn’t use some kind of help.

By choosing a volunteer vacation by destination, you’ll get to travel to the country of your dreams, the one that’s been on your radar since second grade or since the president of the PTA came back from there and started passing out pictures that made you jealous. You’ll be able to immerse yourself in that wild dream country in a way not possible on the average tour bus. Instead of spending time with Bill Smith from one state over, you’ll spend time with the very people that inhabit your longed-for country. Through volunteering, you’ll get a unique insight into their culture, their beliefs, and, yes, their dreams.

So if you want to know what’s really going on in the world, this book could be a potent starting gate. Put your toes on the line and listen up.

—Pam Grout
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north america & the caribbean


We are the ones we’ve been waiting for.

—Hopi expression






They say that charity begins at home and in this chapter you’ll find 16 ways to make a difference right outside your own doorstep, or at least a few hours away from it by car, plane, or train.

Whether you want to monitor climate change, revolutionize our crumbling medical system, or excavate a Stegosaurus, there’s an organization right here in this hemisphere that needs you. Your ideas, your passion, your sweat, and your toil will be welcomed.

You can deliver food and supplies to Haiti, providing a beacon of hope in a place that sorely needs one. You can help preserve a colonial-era fort in the Caribbean, offering a bulwark against the sands of time.

As President-elect Barack Obama said in his election night victory speech in Chicago’s Grant Park, “So let us summon a new spirit of patriotism, of responsibility, where each of us resolves to pitch in and work harder and look after not only ourselves but each other.”








CROW CANYON ARCHAEOLOGICAL CENTER

excavate stone tools
 & other ancient artifacts

CORTEZ, COLORADO


Every archaeologist knows in his heart why he digs. He digs…that the dead may live again, that what is past may not be forever lost, that something may be salvaged from the wrack of ages, that the past may color the present and give heart to the future.

—T. Geoffrey Bibby, English archaeologist






1  Get out your trowel and whisk broom. On the campus of the Crow Canyon Archaeological Center, a 170-acre paradise outside Cortez, Colorado, students live in Navajo hogans, spend all their time outdoors, and consider themselves dressed up if they happen to be wearing a pair of clean jeans. That’s because the students at this unique facility set in a canyon between the 13,000-foot peaks of the La Plata Mountains are learning about archaeology not by reading about it, but by getting down into the dirt and actually digging. This unique school dedicated to exploring the ancestral Puebloan culture of the Mesa Verde region has always had the same mission: Get people interested in an ancient culture by letting them see it for themselves, letting them experience the thrill you can only get from, for example, uncovering a 1,400-year-old pot.

When it was started in 1983, Crow Canyon amounted to a couple of pie-in-the-sky archaeologists, living in tepees and state-surplus trailers, trying to convince anyone who would listen to them that preserving ancient cultures is important. They were obviously pretty convincing, because in the ensuing quarter century, their initial humble idea has morphed into a nationally recognized research center with classrooms, a lab, and student housing.

[image: image]

“Crow Canyon was founded to make archaeology more public—to enable nonarchaeologists to learn about and participate in archaeological research,” research associate Bill Lipe explains. “The whole field has benefited. Crow Canyon has educated thousands of students and adults about what can be learned from archaeology, the difference between ‘pothunting’ and real archaeology, and the importance of protecting sites.”





COVER-UP IN CORTEZ

The story of when Willard met Rachel includes both murder and intrigue, with a dollop of the one that got away. And if mystery writers hear about it, they might come calling to tell the tale.

Thankfully, though, the massive cover-up happening in Cortez, Colorado, is only a rug—the world’s largest Two Grey Hills rug. Because of their fine quality and their intricate workmanship, most of the Navajo weavings known as Two Grey Hills are used as wall hangings. Finding a 5-by-7-foot Two Grey Hills would be a rare enough occurrence, but the one in Cortez at the Notah Dineh Trading Company measures a jaw-dropping 12 feet by 18 feet. That represents a whole lot of knots, and a whole lot of finely carded wool. It took more than three years to weave, and the trader who commissioned Diné artist Rachel Curley, who came from a long line of weavers, to weave the unusual rug was murdered before it was completed.

Two Grey Hills rugs, bordered rugs that use wools in black, brown, gray, tan, and white, are considered the gold standard of Navajo rugs. Because their weave is fine and extremely complicated, these rugs are not something that the average weaver can produce. A rug with a weft count—that’s the number of threads running across and woven into the warp threads of the textile—of 50 per inch is considered a fine rug. If a rug has a weft count of 80 or more, then it qualifies as a tapestry. Two Grey Hills rugs, with weft counts of 120 or more, far surpass even that high standard.

Willard Leighton, who was called Chis Chilly (curly hair) by the Diné or Navajo, contracted Rachel Curley to weave the unique rug in question in 1957. Before she could finish making it, however, Leighton was murdered. In 1960, Curley finally completed the rug. Bob Leighton, Willard’s brother, hoped to keep the rug, but couldn’t afford to do so. Instead, he took it with him on a trading trip. In Montana, he persuaded a rancher that he should furnish his new house not with Persian rugs, but with Navajo rugs. Deal done, Leighton reluctantly parted with Rachel Curley's masterpiece.

Bob Leighton always hoped that he would see the rug again. Thirty-one years later, Bob's friend Mark Winter contacted him about a rare masterpiece rug that he’d found in Santa Barbara. The rug was too large for the room for which the owner had purchased it. Sure enough, it was the rug that Willard Leighton had commissioned.

After touring the country in an exhibit of Navajo weavings, the rug is finally resting in the Leighton family’s Notah Dineh Trading Post in Cortez. The trading post also houses the largest collection of Navajo rugs in the Four Corners area. Notah Dineh Trading Post, 345 West Main Street, Cortez, CO 81321, 800-444-2024, www.notahdineh.com.






Every year, hundreds of students of all ages and nationalities work alongside archaeologists, anthropologists, and folks like Lipe to excavate thousands of artifacts, an average of 75,000 per year. They recently excavated Goodman Point Pueblo, an ancient Pueblo village that was inhabited during the late 1200s and has been protected by the federal government since 1889. The site had a large community kiva, as well as a hundred smaller kivas, plazas, towers, and a wall around it. The first phase was completed in 2007, which included excavating the community's kiva, plaza, and towers. Now, archaeologists, anthropologists, and eager volunteers have started Phase II, Goodman Point Community Testing, which involves test excavations at 15 smaller sites around the large village, including habitation sites, ancient roadways, and possible agricultural fields.




AWARD-WINNING AND GLOBE-TROTTING

In Tulsa, Oklahoma, on October 23, 2008, the National Trust for Historic Preservation presented the Crow Canyon Archaeological Center with a National Preservation Honor Award. Ricky Lightfoot, Crow Canyon president and CEO, accepted the award, saying, “I believe the award recognizes that the archaeological sites here in the Four Corners region are nationally significant and are part of our national treasure and our national cultural heritage. It also recognizes Crow Canyon's mission and its work in promoting the preservation of archaeological sites."

Richard Moe, president of the National Trust, said, “Crow Canyon’s dedicated staff and volunteers work in a remote corner of America—but their efforts to preserve and showcase the richness of our past reach around the globe. Its commitment to collaboration with American Indian tribes has demonstrated pioneering leadership and ensured that all of the Center’s programs honor the cultural perspectives and insights of the first Americans.”

In fact, Crow Canyon’s programs extend far beyond the Four Corners, as the center also sponsors what it calls archaeology adventures in other parts of the Southwest, as well as China, Mexico, and Turkey. In 2007, nearly 5,000 students and adults participated in Crow Canyon educational and travel programs both at the center’s campus and remotely through partnerships.






It’s not a project for wimps. On each of the six “Adult Research Weeks,” as Crow Canyon calls them, volunteers hike to the Goodman Point site at the Hovenweep National Monument, lift buckets of dirt, kneel on the ground, and work at an elevation of 6,700 feet.

They learn basic excavation techniques and spend time in the lab washing and cataloging pottery and stone tools. Volunteers also attend a wide variety of lectures and take tours of Mesa Verde National Park and Sand Canyon Pueblo, a site excavated by Crow Canyon in previous years.

In addition to its work in the Four Corners area, Crow Canyon also offers educational trips that spotlight Pueblo cultures in Arizona, New Mexico, and Colorado, and international trips that visit such sites as French caves and the Nile Delta. The educational trips, led by archaeologists and including visits to museums and ancient cliff dwellings, backcountry hikes, and excavations, range from $1,695 to $2,720 for domestic trips. International trips range from $5,100 to $8,795.

If you’re not quite ready to get your hands dirty, but still are interested in learning more about the center’s work, you can sign up for one of the five lectures in the winter Distinguished Lecturers series, which is cosponsored by the center and Friends of Crow Canyon. Wine and appetizers are followed by presentations on a wide range of relevant topics, which vary depending on the speaker. The series raises money for the Four Corners Youth Scholarship Fund, which helps underwrite the participation of more than 900 local students in Crow Canyon programs every year.

Research program tuition ranges from $1,050 to $1,400. Rates vary depending on age, experience, and membership in Crow Canyon. Membership fees are $50 for an adult or $85 for a family. The three-week high school field school is $3,950 for donors and $4,075 for nondonors. Tuition includes all lodging (shared accommodations), meals, fees, and permits, as well as in-program transportation once you arrive in Cortez.

HOW TO GET IN TOUCH

Crow Canyon Archaeological Center, 23390 Road K, Cortez, CO 81321, 800-422-8975 or 970-565-8975, www.crowcanyon.org.








JUDITH RIVER DINOSAUR INSTITUTE

unlock the prehistoric past

MALTA, MONTANA


Fossil hunting is by far the most fascinating of all sports.

—George Gaylord Simpson,
 paleontologist at New York’s American Museum of Natural History






2  There are no school uniforms and no tests, and you’ll use your muscles as much as your brain, but if you want to gain knowledge, there’s probably no school as rich as the Judith River Dinosaur Institute in Malta, Montana. Your teachers will be Leonardo, Roberta, Giffen, Ralph, Elvis, and a few other 77-to 150-million-year-old creatures that have a lot to teach not only you but all of mankind.

Nate Murphy, the khaki-clad paleontologist and curator who serves as the dinosaurs’ agent and mouthpiece, organizes five-day field research trips three to four times each year. Sponsored by the Phillips County Museum and the Judith River Dinosaur Institute, which sprang up after the inventory of dinosaurs grew beyond the walls of the county museum, these trips are hot, rugged excavations. Basically, you’ll be lifting stones, chipping at rock, and piecing together mysteries from millions of years ago. You’ll learn all the stuff you could probably find in an encyclopedia, all the facts and data that paleontologists know so far, but the most exciting part about these dinosaur digs is that you’ll also likely learn things that nobody else knows yet.
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TAKE A RIDE ON THE DINOSAUR TRAIL

Montana may be the only state with its own dinosaur trail. There are 13 stops on this unique trail, which has its own map, prehistoric passport, and website (www.mtdinotrail.org). Joining Malta’s Phillips County Museum and the Judith River Dinosaur Field Station, where you can watch Murphy and his cronies prepare dinosaur fossils, the trail includes stops in the Museum of the Rockies, a Smithsonian affiliate that’s headed by paleontologist Jack Horner, a consultant on Jurassic Park; and the Fort Peck Field Station of Paleontology, which is run by the University of Montana and serves as a state fossil repository.






One of the most exciting examples took place in 2000, when a team member on the last day of a five-day dig noticed the exposed midsection of a Brachylophosaurus tail. Finding a new dinosaur specimen would have been thrilling enough, but this one had 90 percent of its fossilized soft tissue intact, giving paleontologists all sorts of new information about this 35-foot-long duck-billed herbivore’s diet, range of movement, and methods of locomotion. Keep in mind that paleontologists normally piece together entire life histories from something as minuscule as a 2-inch tooth. Famous dinosaur researcher Robert Bakker reportedly fell to his knees when he first saw the find, tears in his eyes. “It was,” he said, “like seeing the ‘Pietà.’”

The new two-ton find was named Leonardo because of graffiti scrawled onto a nearby rock: “Leonard Webb loves Geneva Jordan 1916.” Newsweek ran a cover story and the body of knowledge exploded, not just for the Judith River scientists but for every paleontologist, evolutionary biologist, and, for that matter, layperson interested in prehistoric creatures.

“Paleontology is not an exact science,” Murphy observes. “All we have are bones, and from there we develop theories about what the animals looked like, how they moved, and what they ate. A specimen like Leonardo will take a lot of guesswork out and really tell us if Steven Spielberg’s getting it right.”

Murphy likes to say he’s not running a “paleo dude ranch” and that the work on his expeditions is tiring and hot, but anyone who has ever taken his expeditions (including a group of regulars who call themselves the “paleochicks”) claim they’re loads of fun, including late night sing-alongs of such campfire classics as “Dead Skunk in the Middle of the Road.”

The fee for Judith River’s five-day expeditions is $1,695, which includes meals, beverages, and all excavation tools. Your accommodations are the tent and sleeping bag that you’re required to bring. Three expeditions are offered in June and July to individuals 14 years and older, in groups of 16 diggers. In 2009 JRDI is hosting three excavations at the Little Snowy Mountain site near Billings; volunteers (16 per team) will be digging up a Stegosaurus graveyard.

HOW TO GET IN TOUCH

Judith River Dinosaur Institute, P.O. Box 429, Malta, MT 59538, 406-654-2323, www.montanadinosaurdigs.com.








MOUNT VERNON LADIES’ ASSOCIATION

excavate george washington’s whiskey distillery

MOUNT VERNON, VIRGINIA


It takes very special qualities to devote one’s life to problems with no attainable solutions and to poking around in dead people’s garbage: Words like “nosy,” “masochistic,” and “completely batty” spring to mind.

—Paul Bahn, archaeologist and author of Bluff Your Way into Archaeology






3  It’s an old joke: George Washington slept here. Some of the claims may be true. Others not so much. But if you want to poke around in a place where there's no doubting the nocturnal allegations of our first president, consider joining Mount Vernon's archaeological volunteer program.

If it weren’t for volunteers, much of the 500-acre site (in the 18th century, Mount Vernon comprised 8,000 acres) would still be a mystery. Since 1987, when a permanent archaeology program was established on the estate, volunteers (with the help of their professional mentors) have uncovered everything from tobacco pipes and wig curlers to forks made from animal bones.

All of this was accomplished without help from your tax dollars. Mount Vernon receives no funding from the U.S. government. Instead, the “First Home” is maintained by the Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association, the oldest historic preservation organization in the United States.

The association was founded in 1853 by Ann Pamela Cunningham, a South Carolina woman disabled after falling from a horse. Cunningham’s mother, while taking a tour down the Potomac River, was shocked to see Mount Vernon’s peeling paint, overgrown weeds, and columns so rotten that the famous portico was propped up with a sailing ship’s former mast. She wrote a letter to her daughter describing the unacceptable condition of the first President’s home, exhorting her to do something.

The governments of both the United States and Virginia had already turned down the offer to purchase Mount Vernon, and there was even some talk of demolishing the home. Cunningham decided that if the men of the country (at that time, women didn’t even have the right to vote) wouldn’t renovate the historic site, the women would. Within five years, her women’s group raised $200,000 and bought the mansion, the outbuildings, and 200 acres. An 1858 photo on their website shows the dilapidated state of the famous home when they took over.

And take over they did. Using donations, private grants, admission fees to the grounds (more than a million people show up every year), and volunteer help, this savvy outfit has restored 20 structures and 50 acres of gardens as they existed in 1799 (the year Washington died), the tombs of George and Martha, Washington’s greenhouse, and a collection of artifacts dug up by staff archaeologists, interns, and volunteers. In late 2006, a state-of-the-art orientation center, museum, and education center opened with much fanfare. The museum boasts 25 galleries filled with fascinating multimedia exhibits, including a lab that shows how three forensically correct figures of Washington displayed in the galleries were created.

The Archaeology Department at Mount Vernon has a wide range of volunteer opportunities involving both field and laboratory work. Needless to say, excavations vary from year to year. For instance, volunteers processed and wrote reports on artifacts dug up from Washington’s distillery. At the end of the 1700s, it was the country’s largest whiskey distillery, using five stills and a boiler to produce 11,000 gallons of whiskey a year. The rebuilt distillery was completed in the spring of 2008, 210 years after Washington began distilling corn and rye whiskey. Costumed distillers operate it every day from April through October; samples are available at special events, and bottled whiskey also is sold. Washington's distillery is considered the gateway to the American Whiskey Trail (www.discus.org/trail).




DIG IT!

The archaeological excavation at Mount Vernon is one of more than 250 fieldwork projects listed in the bulletin put out each year by the Archaeological Institute of America. If you want to volunteer for an archaeological excavation, the Archaeological Fieldwork Opportunities Bulletin is the best place to start. It lists hundreds of excavations, from a Stone Age site in South Africa to a site on Easter Island in Chile. Each listing provides an in-depth description, including accommodations, price, and contact information. The yearly volume can be accessed on the institute’s website (www.archaeological.org); a paperback version is also available each year from Oxbox/David Brown Books, 800-791-9354.









ONE-DOLLAR PORTRAIT

Anyone who has ever seen a dollar bill knows what our first President looked like. Or do they? When the Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association wanted exact likenesses of good old George for the new education center, they turned to a forensic anthropologist to figure out how the great general might have looked at ages 19, when he was a frontier surveyor; 45, when he served as commander-in-chief of the Continental Army; and 57, when he was sworn in as President.

Although anthropologist Jeffrey H. Schwartz wasn’t allowed to dig up Washington’s bones, the easiest way to tackle such a task, he was able to reconstruct the first leader by examining his false teeth (on display at the museum—they were made of human teeth, ivory, and ox bone), a mask of Washington created by a French sculptor, letters, diaries, and old clothes. Turns out the familiar Gilbert Stuart portrait of Washington, called the “Athenaeum” portrait, the likeness of which was used on the one-dollar note, is not exactly accurate. Washington had a pockmark on his left cheek from the smallpox that afflicted him at 19. He also had taut lips from holding in dentures, and, as he grew older, a chin slightly longer on one side than the other caused by bone loss associated with tooth loss.
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Volunteers have also excavated Mount Vernon’s laundry room, gristmill, gardens, a dung repository, and many other sites on the property. The Archaeology Lab exhibits finds from the Slave Quarters, the Blacksmith Shop, the Upper Garden, and the South Grove Midden. Recovered artifacts provide clues about the daily life of not only Washington’s family, who owned the property from 1726 until the Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association took it over in 1853, but also the slaves, craftspeople, and laborers who lived and worked on the plantation.

There is no fee to volunteer. Although the Archaeology Lab doesn’t provide housing for its volunteers, there are many nearby hotels. Volunteers can work at excavation projects any Monday through Friday and will be given 50 percent off meals at the Mount Vernon Inn, the on-site restaurant serving typical colonial fare.

HOW TO GET IN TOUCH

Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association, 3200 Mount Vernon Memorial Highway, Mount Vernon, VA 22121, 703-799-6314, www.mountvernon.org.








CONTINENTAL DIVIDE TRAIL ALLIANCE

blaze a new trail or be a
 wilderness camp chef

NEW MEXICO, COLORADO, WYOMING, IDAHO, MONTANA


A desk is a dangerous place from which to watch the world.

—John Le Carré, author of espionage novels






4  Most volunteer vacations charge participants for the chance to do grunt work without pay. Not the Continental Divide Trail Alliance (CDTA), which runs two-to seven-day trips for absolutely nothing. So what’s the catch? CDTA is a bit behind schedule in building this trail (it was originally slated to be complete by 2008, the trail’s 30th anniversary) and needs all the help it can get.

The Continental Divide Trail stretches from Canada to Mexico. It crosses five states, three national parks (including Yellowstone), 20 wilderness areas, and five very distinct ecosystems. Measuring 3,100 miles in length, it’s the longest of all trails in the U.S. trail system. It has been dubbed “the king of trails” and “the backbone of America.” It’s also received a few other choice epithets bestowed by would-be thru-hikers who are forced to bail out before finishing. Given its seriously rough terrain, only a couple dozen hikers are able to traverse it from end to end each year.

To give you some perspective, roughly 800 people—out of the 4,000 who try—succeed in thru-hiking the Appalachian Trail in an average year. Yet those daunting odds shouldn’t keep you from at tackling one gorgeous segment or another, such as the Bridger Wilderness section in Wyoming or Baker Gulch in Rocky Mountain National Park.




THE BIG LEAGUE OF HIKING

Hiking the Continental Divide Trail is not for the weak of heart. It’s remote and wild, posing numerous hazards. Watch out for everything from grizzly bears and charging moose to fickle weather complete with lightning strikes. On large stretches of the trail, you’ll be above timberline. One hiker joked that his friends argued about who would get dibs on his gear once his body was found—if his body was found.









WHY BUILD TRAILS?

Eighty percent of Americans live in cities and urban areas. The Continental Divide Trail is a way of giving urban dwellers a place to connect to the wilderness.





So what’s the problem? The Continental Divide Trail isn’t finished yet. Congress, while acknowledging that the trail is worthy of preserving, didn’t allocate enough funds to complete it. Nearly a third of the proposed route has yet to be built. People who do attempt to thru-hike it end up following paved roads or sometimes getting lost in the woods.

To remedy such Hansel-and-Gretel mishaps, the Continental Divide Trail Alliance (CDTA), a nonprofit organization formed in 1995, is attempting to stitch together existing segments with new trails through federal lands, state lands, and private ranch lands. But since the CDTA depends on private donations and volunteer labor, they need your help to do so.

Every summer, the CDTA hosts around 50 volunteer trail-building projects divided among the five states. While a few of the projects take place near easily accessible car camping locations, most of the work is done in the backcountry, where you can’t just skip over to the convenience store for a hot coffee. If you volunteer with CDTA, you’ll be sleeping in a tent, eating food cooked on a camp stove, and hiking each day just to get to your work site. Suffice it to say, there’s no cell phone reception.

So what do more than 9,500 volunteers (the number who have chipped in since 1996) eat after a hard day of raking underbrush, moving rocks, digging roots and constructing bridges? Chicken tikka masala, ratatouille, lamb bruchettes, thai spring rolls, lemon pancakes, crème brûlée, and other gourmet delights, all of which can be cooked on a one-burner camping stove or with a blowtorch.

Each team has a volunteer camp chef and sous chef. So if you prefer to wield a spatula instead of a shovel, this could be your gig. Crew chefs plan the menus, shop, and make sure all the troops are satiated when they return to their tents each evening. Don’t worry if you’re not a whiz with a dutch oven. CDTA hosts yearly training for backcountry chefs, where you’ll learn everything from how to make chocolate cake in a hollowed-out orange to how to fry eggs in a paper bag. You’ll also have access to CDTA’s Crew Chef Cookbook and a wide range of backcountry cooking gear.


As for your kitchen? Most of the trail is above 8,000 feet in elevation. You’ll see vistas the average person sees only on postcards. And since CDTA volunteers range from investment bankers to rodeo bull riders to highway crew workers, the after-dinner chats can get mighty interesting. Roxanne McKay, a cardiothoracic surgeon in her 60s who has volunteered on the trail for two years in a row, said the post-dinner fireside chats ranged from “previous trail projects, the Vietnam War, and Peace Corps experiences in Uzbekistan to opinions on stock investments and the latest camping gear.”

Best of all, you get the chance to make history, to open a trail that accesses the wildest and most remote parts of our country. You’ll get a glimpse of the West as it was when Lewis and Clark traversed its wild tracts. Volunteer opportunities are plentiful. If you choose one of the many organized projects (they range from building a new trail on Berthoud Pass in Colorado to replacing a bridge in Bridger Wilderness in Wyoming), you can sign up to be a crew leader, a crew chef, or just one of the gofers that rakes up underbrush, clears out rocks and roots, and helps inventory the trail.

Or maybe you’d rather sign up for CDTA’s Explorer Program, which invites volunteers to scout the backcountry for new routes. In other words, you’ll literally explore virgin territory. Heather Gordon, for example, recently blazed a new 15-mile segment between Big Spring and Antelope Spring in the Cibola National Forest of New Mexico. Before her work, hikers on the trail were forced to take a forestry road they shared with diesel-belching logging trucks.

The only cost to volunteer on one of the CDTA projects is a $19 fee, but participation is free for members. If you prefer, you can submit a membership fee of $31 (a penny for each mile of the trail). CDTA membership for a family is $50, and it allows all members of a household to volunteer for free.

HOW TO GET IN TOUCH

Continental Divide Trail Alliance, P.O. Box 628, Pine, CO 80470, 888-909-2382 or 303-838-3760, www.cdtrail.org.
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PIONEER PLAYHOUSE

create costumes for a historic outdoor theater

DANVILLE, KENTUCKY


I never used a blueprint. I would just put up a board and start nailing.

—Eben C. Henson, founder of the Pioneer Playhouse






5  For volunteers with stars in their eyes, here’s a place where you can spend your summer being part of one of the country’s oldest summer stock theaters. In 1951, there were only two states with official performing arts commissions: New York and Kentucky. In fact, the Kentucky Arts Council led the country in progressive arts planning, thanks to a funky outdoor theater in the unlikely town of Danville (pop. 15,477).

It all started in 1950 when Col. Eben C. Henson, a Danville native who had briefly studied acting in New York, decided to turn a 200-acre cornfield into the Pioneer Playhouse. Lacking sufficient funds to build even so much as a stage, Henson talked a state mental hospital into hiring him to produce plays while he scrounged up used and abandoned materials for his theater. Often joking that he was the country’s first recycler, Henson traded a fifth of whiskey for the century-old main timber beams, scavenged lights from an ice-cream parlor, and somehow managed to incorporate a couple of World War II army barracks into the playhouse. He even hired prisoners from the local county jail to help him lay the first foundations.

His tenaciousness paid off. In the 1950s and 1960s, Pioneer Playhouse became known as the King of Summer Stocks. Although Henson passed away in 2004, the Pioneer Playhouse is going strong nearly six decades after its founding.

Every summer from early June to mid-August, Pioneer Playhouse stages five plays in ten weeks—and indeed they’re still scrounging. The theater depends entirely on volunteers to make costumes, hang posters, usher, assist backstage, and basically do everything that needs doing to make sure the five-play season goes off without a hitch.





BEFORE PULP FICTION

In 1969, when he was only 15, John Travolta appeared at Pioneer Playhouse in The Ephraim McDowell Story, an original play about a 19th-century Kentucky surgeon. Other actors who honed their skills at Pioneer include Lee Majors, Bo Hopkins, and Jim Varney. The real star at Pioneer Playhouse, though, was Colonel Henson, the string-tie wearing charmer who staged more than 300 plays. Other accomplishments from his wide-ranging and storied career include working as an alligator wrestler in Silver Springs, Florida; acting in dozens of movies, notably Raintree County, April Love, and The Treasure of Matacumbe; and performing in plays with Tony Curtis, Bea Arthur, and Harry Belafonte while studying drama in New York. In 2003, PBS aired a documentary about Henson and his world-famous Pioneer Playhouse.





Every April, Henson’s daughter Holly, a stand-up comedian in Minneapolis and the current artistic director, goes to New York to audition actors for the summer season (they’re the only ones who get paid). As Holly is quick to point out, “It’s not for everyone. We’re definitely off the beaten path. I always say we’re looking for the anti-divas of the theater world.”

Volunteers come in from around the country (one volunteer has been driving here from Nevada for nearly a decade), and they either camp at the campground on the 200-acre Pioneer Playhouse site or land a spot in one of the theater’s rustic rooms. In return for four or five hours of help per day from Thursday through Saturday, they get three meals a day (except Sunday, when the cook gets a day off) and free tickets to all five performances. An outdoor preshow dinner of fried chicken, barbecue brisket, corn pudding, green beans, and other southern delights is served.

Besides the campground, the Pioneer Playhouse theater complex includes a drama school, a museum, a re-creation of an 18th-century Kentucky village, and a box office that was once the train station in MGM’s Civil War epic Raintree County.

There is no charge to volunteer at the Pioneer Playhouse.

HOW TO GET IN TOUCH

Pioneer Playhouse, 840 Stanford Road, Danville, KY 40422, 859-236-2747, www.pioneerplayhouse.com.








CARETTA RESEARCH PROJECT

protect loggerhead sea turtles

WASSAW NATIONAL WILDLIFE RESERVE, GEORGIA


For most of the wild things on Earth, the future must depend upon the conscience of mankind.

—Archie Carr, scientist and author who almost single-handedly turned the tide on the extinction of sea turtles






6  The dinosaurs didn’t make it. But giant sea turtles, which have survived for 175 million years, still have a fighting chance, even though they’re endangered. The days when hunters nearly killed them off are mostly in the past, but today high-rise condominiums are taking over their nesting grounds and the mammoth sea turtles are laying eggs on shaky ground.

Since 1978, Caretta caretta—better known as the loggerhead turtle—which nests largely in the southeastern United States, has been on the threatened species list. Their numbers have been in steep decline since humans began vacationing on their nesting grounds. The good news is that, even before the Federal Endangered Species Act added the loggerheads to the list, the Caretta Research Project on Wassaw Island, one of Georgia’s many barrier islands, has been tagging them and doing their best to protect the vulnerable creatures.

And that’s where you come in. Between May and September, the research facility invites volunteers to Wassaw Island to help scientists patrol the beach. Each week, six volunteers come to tag and measure female turtles as they emerge from the sea to lay their eggs, move the nests if they’re too close to the tide line, and protect them from raccoons, feral hogs, and other predators. Volunteers even cheer on the tiny 2-inch hatchlings when they finally peck their way out of their shells 60 days after mom deposits her eggs in the sand.




ADOPT A TURTLE

If you can’t make it to Wassaw Island, consider adopting a loggerhead sea turtle, nest, or hatchling. During the summer, you can even log onto the Caretta Research Project website and track your adopted turtle’s nesting activity. For your $25 adoption fee, you’ll receive a list of adoptees and an adoption form, a semiannual newsletter, and a Caretta Research Project bumper sticker.









LOGGERHEAD STATS


	While hatchlings are a mere 2 inches in length, adults can be up to 3 feet long and weigh as much as 350 pounds.

	Only 1 in 1,000 hatchlings survives to adulthood.

	Females, which lay as many as ten clutches at a time, lay eggs only every two or three years.

	The average loggerhead lives 50 to 75 years.

	The loggerhead’s name comes from the turtle’s unusually large head.

	Even though loggerheads don’t reach maturity for 20 or 25 years, they somehow remember where they were born and return to the same place two decades later to lay their eggs.

	Loggerhead turtles migrate more than 8,000 miles—alone, without other turtles guiding the way. The journey, which takes them across the Atlantic past the Azores, takes five to ten years to complete.

	Although their streamlined bodies and flippers are perfect for the ocean, they are nearsighted and defenseless on land.

	When loggerhead hatchlings break out of their shells at night, they instinctively crawl toward the brightest light on the horizon. On an undeveloped beach, that’s the moon’s reflection off the surf. However, on a developed beach, the brightest light can be a light from a nearby disco.

	An estimated 14,000 females nest in the southeastern United States each year.







Working in cooperation with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, the Savannah Science Museum, and the Wassaw Island Trust, the Caretta Research Project has been around since 1972. It’s one of the longest running marine turtle tracking projects in the United States. And while scientists are slow to take credit, there is striking evidence suggesting the project has been successful. The number of loggerhead clutches on Wassaw has gone from 50 or 60 in the mid-1980s to more than 100 in recent years.

Wassaw Island is a 10,053-acre national wildlife refuge with rolling dunes, live oaks, vast salt marshes, and a 6-mile-long beach where the female loggerheads sneak in each summer to lay nests of 120 eggs the size of Ping-Pong balls. Getting there requires a 45-minute boat ride from Landings Harbor Marina on Skidaway Island.
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CANNONBALLS AND TURTLE EGGS

During the Civil War, Wassaw was occupied at different times by both Confederate and Union soldiers. Blowing sands once revealed the complete skeleton of a soldier, along with a .56-caliber bullet and a button from the uniform of the First Georgia Regiment. Cannonballs have been found along the full length of the island’s northern end.

Well before the war, though, in the early 1800s, the island was owned by Anthony Odingsell, a black planter who listed 11 slaves among his possessions. In 1866, the island was purchased by George Parsons, a wealthy entrepreneur, who built the existing housing compound as a hideaway for his family and friends. In October 1969, after 103 years of Parsons family ownership, the island was sold to the Nature Conservancy for one million dollars. The Conservancy, in turn, deeded the land to the U.S. Department of the Interior to be managed as a wildlife refuge. For this transaction, though, the cost was the princely sum of one dollar.

In 1898, during the Spanish-American War, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers supervised the construction of Fort Morgan on Wassaw Island's north end. Though portions of the fort, which was built by civilians, survive today, it is threatened due to erosion.





Volunteers stay in a rustic cabin (no air-conditioning or indoor showers). Because turtles lay their eggs at night—it’s safer that way—turtle patrol usually begins around nightfall and lasts until roughly 5 a.m. Daytime is when you’ll sleep and have free time to explore, hike the island’s many dirt roads, swim in the pool, and go bird-watching. Not only does Wassaw support rookeries for egrets and herons, but a variety of wading birds also show up each summer.

Volunteers pay $750 per week. This includes transportation to and from Skidaway Island, a cabin bunk, and all meals.

HOW TO GET IN TOUCH

Caretta Research Project, P.O. Box 9841, Savannah, GA 31412, 912-447-8655, www.carettaresearchproject.org.








GESUNDHEIT! INSTITUTE

help transform health care

HILLSBORO, WEST VIRGINIA


The best medical thing we can do for patients is help them develop grand friendship skills and find meaning in their lives.

—Dr. Patch Adams, founder of Gesundheit!






7  The fact that comedian Robin Williams was chosen to play Patch Adams in the eponymous 1998 movie about his life should be your first clue that Dr. Adams is not your average M.D. and that the Gesundheit! Institute that he started in rural West Virginia is not your run-of-the-mill hospital. Situated amid beautiful mountains, hardwood forests, and at least three waterfalls, Gesundheit! is a holistic hospital and health-care community based on the radical notion that medicine should actually be fun and free.

Whether you saw the movie or not, it’s probably obvious by now that a volunteer vacation to Patch’s 317-acre institute promises to be unorthodox and extraordinary. Although the “silly hospital” that Patch envisioned is still on the drawing board, there’s an active community of artists, dreamers, healers, and clowns interested in changing the medical paradigm. They’re living at the institute, preparing the land, and building the community that will sustain the hospital once it is built. Volunteers of all stripes are welcome.

A significant component of the Gesundheit! experience is education. Programs are based on Patch’s vision for world peace, social justice, and the recognition that the health of the individual cannot be separated from the health of the community. The idea is that volunteers should learn about Gesundheit!’s utopian ideas so they can return to their homes and spread the vision.




WACKY HOSPITAL

The 40-room Gesundheit! Hospital will be completely free, with no malpractice insurance and no third-party insurance. If you think that’s wacky, you ought to get a load of the architectural blueprints. A giant ear sticks off one end of the building and giant feet mark the entrance. Below the main hospital floor, there’s a waterway that allows people to travel from one end to the other via paddleboat. Beautiful murals cover the walls, toys line the floors, and secret doorways and slides add mystique and amusement.









NUT-WORKING

For 35 years, Patch Adams has been involved in what he calls “clown healing work.” He and a posse of clowns have visited hospitals on every continent, and often go to places where few dare to venture, for what he calls "humanitarian clowning." Since 1984, he has taken clowns to Russia each year for two weeks of clowning in hospitals, orphanages, prisons, and nursing homes. The clowns now go on six to eight overseas missions per year. For instance:


	In 2006, Patch and 45 clowns and 8 builders constructed a seven-room clinic in Perquin, El Salvador.

	Patch and 22 clowns from six continents took 10 tons of aid into war-torn Afghanistan.

	Patch took clowns into both Bosnia and the Kosovo refugee camps.

	His merry band has brought joy to Romanian AIDS orphanages.

	Patch took a team of 17 clowns to Cuba.

	Patch and his clowning pals have visited African refugee camps.

	In 2006, Patch took clowns to tsunami relief camps in Sri Lanka.







While living at the Gesundheit! Institute, volunteers might prepare fresh whole foods for the three dozen or so attendees of the institute’s annual School for Designing a Society or build a deck on the back of the barn or collect buckets of sugar maple sap. For their community service projects, they might don red noses for clowning at the Pocahontas Care Center in Marlinton or pick up trash along U.S. 219 between Locust Creek Road and Hillsboro.

Every year, the institute hosts work camps, visitor weekends (where volunteers work for a day or two) as well as an increasing number of educational offerings. For example, medical students come each year to learn about medicinal herbs, health-care clowning, and other topics pertinent to Patch’s vision of integrating medicine with fun, art, and friendship.
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Patch’s big, crazy dream began in 1971 when he and a couple of other doctors opened a free hospital located in Arlington, Virginia. It was a six-bedroom house where Patch and 20 adults (including two other docs) lived and practiced medicine. Their “zany hospital” was open 24/7, for all manner of medical problems. They saw 500 to 1,000 people each month, including many who took up residence. Patch called the pilot project “ecstatic, fascinating, and stimulating.” After nine years of no donations and being refused for some 1,400 foundation grants, the project was finally disbanded. Dr. Adams, of course, persevered, making, as he describes it, a deal with “the devil”—to cooperate with the movie and get some publicity for his project.

Volunteers are needed at the Gesundheit! Institute from April through October with a minimum commitment of one month. In exchange for 35 hours of work per week, Gesundheit! provides room and board. Some of the positions include gardeners, cooks, builders, and housekeepers. If you can’t spare a month, consider the Visitor Weekend Program or a short-term work camp, which could involve such service work as organic gardening, shitake mushroom gathering, composting toilet building, or even answering phones. All three options are—you guessed it—completely free.

HOW TO GET IN TOUCH

Gesundheit! Institute, P.O. Box 268, Hillsboro, WV 24946, 304-653-4338, www.patchadams.org.








THEODORE ROOSEVELT MEDORA FOUNDATION

help run a booming tourist town

MEDORA, NORTH DAKOTA


We are, each of us, angels with only one wing; and we can only fly by embracing one another.

—Luciano de Crescenzo, Italian writer and actor






8  To hear Teddy Roosevelt tell it, Medora, a ranching town in western North Dakota, was the “romance of his life.” In fact, he used to say that if it wasn’t for his experience in North Dakota, he’d have never been elected President. Roosevelt first showed up in the North Dakota badlands for a buffalo hunt in 1883, when he was a young New York politician. He liked the area so much that he eventually bought two ranches, the Maltese Cross, just south of Medora, and Elkhorn, 35 miles north.

Medora today is still a mystical place where people come because, like Roosevelt said, it has the power to change your life. In the winter, the little community has barely a hundred people, mostly folks who ranch or manage the Theodore Roosevelt National Park or the government business of being the Billings County seat. But in the summer, when folks are out of school or off work, they flock from all over the country to Medora in droves. Something like 300,000 show up during any given summer.

Needless to say, that’s far too big a crowd for the permanent residents to be able to feed and house and sell souvenirs to all of them. So, in 1998, the Theodore Roosevelt Medora Foundation, a nonprofit organization that promotes the area, came up with the brilliant scheme of bringing in volunteers who could serve the locally famous pitchfork fondue (steaks speared on nickel-plated pitchforks and cooked over a campfire in a cauldron of boiling oil); usher at the Burning Hills Amphitheater, a 2,900-seat theater that since 1958 has been presenting the high-energy Medora Musical; staff the Harold Schafer Heritage Center; clear tables at the Chuckwagon Buffet; and greet tourists at the information center. Preseason volunteers get the town ready for its summer close-up.

The volunteer season runs from mid-May to mid-September and is divided into three segments. If you come in mid-May, you’ll be in charge of painting, planting flowers, and sprucing up the little town with its wooden sidewalks, split-rail fences, barn-board buildings, and wooden benches. This perfectly coiffed town could easily double as Disneyland’s Frontierland. Those volunteer stints run for five days. If you time your visit right, you’ll be able to catch the Cowboy Poetry Gathering on Memorial Day weekend.





SPEAKING OF NORTH DAKOTA AND VOLUNTEERING

If you didn’t get enough of Lewis and Clark during their recent bicentennial celebration, you’re in luck. There’s another volunteer opportunity in North Dakota at Fort Mandan, the historic North Dakota wintering ground for the intrepid explorers in 1804–05. It was at the Mandan-Hidatsa Indian village (now called Fort Mandan) that Lewis and Clerk met Sacagawea, the Native American woman who made their historic journey possible. During their five months in North Dakota, longer than they stayed anywhere else, Lewis and Clark interviewed many Mandan Indians and drew maps from the tales they were told.

From May through October, Fort Mandan and the North Dakota Lewis and Clark Interpretive Center in Washburn, North Dakota, invite volunteers with RVs to participate in what they call the Extended-Stay Volunteer Program. Volunteers come for eight-day or one-month stints during which they water trees, wash picnic tables, escort tour groups through the fort and interpretive center, and more. In return for their services, usually about 20 hours a week, volunteers get a free RV site with full hookups and discounts in the gift shop and at local attractions. Lewis & Clark Fort Mandan Foundation, P.O. Box 607, Washburn, ND 58577, 877-462-8535 or 701-462-8535, www.fortmandan.com.
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Starting in June, when the musical kicks off, volunteers come for eight-day “terms” to do everything from answering questions at the Medora Doll House—an antique doll museum housed in the old home of the Marquis de Mores, the guy who founded Medora back in 1883—to passing out programs at the Old Town Hall Theater for the one-man show on the life of Roosevelt, aptly entitled Bully. Around August 15, after the college kids have all returned to school, volunteers even take over such end-of-season duties as catering, running the Bully Pulpit Golf Course, and managing the retail establishments.

In return for roughly six hours of work a day, the foundation provides volunteers with a room at the Spirit of Work Lodge and a name badge (complete with photo) that allows them to eat free at the Maltese Burger, Chuckwagon’s all-you-can eat buffet, or the Badlands Pizza Parlor.

When the staff of the Theodore Roosevelt Medora Foundation launched the volunteer program in 1998, they received 44 applications for the 16 positions. Today, more than 400 volunteers show up each year, 22 per week from early June through the first of September.

There is no charge to volunteer, but you do have to get your dibs in early. As of press time, more than 800 people had already signed on to the volunteer list for the 2009 season.

HOW TO GET IN TOUCH

Theodore Roosevelt Medora Foundation, P.O. Box 198, 301 Fifth Street, Medora, ND 58645, 800-633-6721 or 701-623-4444, www.medora.com.





ANOTHER THOUGHTFUL COMMITTED CITIZEN: KIANA SEARS

To Kiana Sears, a manager with the Arizona Corporation Commission, volunteering is something that comes naturally, like brushing her teeth or hugging her daughters. “I grew up in New Orleans and my mom was always volunteering for something or another. Many a Saturday when I was a young child, we’d gather up our extra clothes and take them to the homeless shelter. If we had extra food, we’d take it to the neighbors. It was just something we did,” Sears says.

“Volunteering is my life’s purpose. It’s what inspires me, what keeps me connected with my heart,” she explains. After years of volunteering locally with her daughters’ Girl Scout troops and with the Fresh Start Women’s Resource Center, her oldest daughter, who was invited to go to Australia on a People to People International (PTPI) exchange program, dragged her to a meeting.

“I knew immediately that this was what I wanted to do, if not with my whole life, at least my spare time. I knew from personal experience that being introduced to different cultures changes a person and I knew I wanted to support People to People in any way I could. We live in a global economy and other countries might just as well be next door neighbors. My spirit was aching to be nurtured by that human connection,” she says.

Sears now often uses her vacation to volunteer for People to People International, a nonprofit started in 1956 by President Dwight D. Eisenhower. “The idea behind Eisenhower’s agency was to develop friendships with different nations. He figured that if people got to know each other, it would increase peace in the world,” Sears says.

Last summer, she led a delegation of teens from six countries at a Future Business Leaders Summit in New York. During the ten-day summit, the teens, strangers before meeting in America, came up with a business plan to create and market a disaster relief kit—rations, candles, water, and other necessities that would sustain a family of four for two weeks. Setting aside any differences, they worked together to come up with the kit that could be used by FEMA and other disaster relief agencies around the world.

For Sears, volunteering with a delegation of international teens was a way to stay connected to other cultures and appreciate the world’s diversity. She says, “Even though I’ve never been to Ireland, I feel I have a connection there now, because one of the boys on my team was from Belfast.”

That deep connection is what drives her. “People get so busy and so stuck in their routines that they don’t stop to help each other,” Sears says. Yet volunteering counters that lost connection. “It fills my spirit up. It connects me back to my humanity…. Other people are always the best reflection of how much we have. I always get back so much more than I ever give.”












INDIVIDUAL LIGHTHOUSES AROUND THE UNITED STATES

serve as a lighthouse keeper

WISCONSIN, MICHIGAN, RHODE ISLAND, AND WASHINGTON


We cannot hold a torch to light another’s path without brightening our own.

—Ben Sweetland, author, motivational speaker, and psychologist






9  Let there be lighthouses. And volunteers to keep them. Imagine living on a windswept island, listening to the waves crash against the shore as gulls wheel overhead. You’re tending the lights, performing heroic rescues, and…okay, so that’s not the exact job description, but lighthouses throughout the country use volunteers to keep the home fires burning. Here are just five:

 

Devil’s Island, Sand Island, and Michigan Island: The Apostle Islands National Lakeshore, a scenic archipelago of 22 islands around the northern tip of Wisconsin’s Bayfield Peninsula, uses volunteers to staff three of its six lighthouses: Devil’s Island, Sand Island, and Michigan Island. As keeper, you’ll greet the public, give tours (you’ll get lots of exercise walking up and down the lighthouse stairs), mow lawns, serve as an emergency contact, and occasionally perform light maintenance work. Three weeks is the minimum stay at these lighthouses, and you’ll be required to take all your food and supplies with you. Applications for these popular positions are accepted year-round, and selections for the upcoming season are made by March 31. There is no charge.
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Apostle Islands National Lakeshore, 415 Washington Avenue, Bayfield, WI 54814, 715-779-3397, www.nps.gov/apis/supportyourpark.

 

Grand Traverse Lighthouse: With 3,000 miles of coastline, Michigan has more lighthouses (130) than any other state except Alaska. From April through December, the Grand Traverse Lighthouse—located in Leelanau State Park—accepts volunteers who live in the former assistant’s quarters, greet visitors, provide history lessons, and help out in the gift shop. Volunteers pay $440 for two weeks, $220 for one week.

Grand Traverse Lighthouse Museum, P.O. Box 43, 15500 North Lighthouse Point Road, Northport, MI 49670, 231-386-7195, www.grandtraverselighthouse.com.

 

The New Dungeness Light Station: Located at the tip of the nearly 5-mile-long Dungeness Spit in Sequim, Washington, this lighthouse has been in continuous operation guiding ships through the Strait of Juan de Fuca since its completion in 1857. In 1994, all the duties of the lighthouse keeper were taken over by volunteer members of the New Dungeness Light Station Association, who serve in one-week shifts. Volunteers stay in the three-bedroom Keeper’s Quarters and give tours of the lighthouse (74 steps), mow the lawn, and perform general maintainance. Volunteer keepers pay $315 ($165 per child) to join and must attend orientation.

The New Dungeness Light Station, P.O. Box 1283, Sequim, WA 98382, 360-683-6638, www.newdungenesslighthouse.com.

 

Old Mission Point Lighthouse: This lighthouse, which was decommissioned in 1933, is located halfway between the North Pole and the Equator on the 45th parallel. You’ll be expected to pitch in with light maintenance work, staff the gift shop, and act as an informal guide to field visitors’ questions (not to worry, there’s an orientation). The $600 per person fee covers a month’s stay in private quarters that include a bedroom, a fully equipped kitchen, a living room, and office space. In your free time, you can explore the 18-mile-long peninsula’s beaches, vineyards, hiking and cycling trails, and sites like a furnished log cabin and an 1850s general store.

Old Mission Point Lighthouse, Old Mission, MI 49673, 231-386-7195.




BETCHA DIDN’T KNOW


	The first lighthouse in the United States was built in Boston in 1716.

	The country’s tallest lighthouse, at 191 feet, is at Cape Hatteras, North Carolina.

	The Statue of Liberty was the first lighthouse to use electricity.

	The United States Lighthouse Society has compiled extensive lighthouse data and publishes a magazine dedicated to lighthouses, The Keeper’s Log.







Rose Island Lighthouse: Rose Island, an 18-acre island in Narragansett Bay, across from Newport, Rhode Island, has been used as a fort by the U.S. Infantry and as a torpedo station by the U.S. Navy. The island’s Victorian-looking lighthouse, built in 1870, was refurbished in 1984 by the Rose Island Lighthouse Foundation and now uses volunteers to work as lighthouse keepers. You’ll be responsible for tidying up the lighthouse, greeting visitors (who come over on the Jamestown Ferry in the summer), and collecting money from the landing fee boxes and the gift shop. After listening to the marine weather forecast each morning, you’ll make your rounds, starting by raising the flag (you’ll lower it at sunset) and checking on the wind-powered electric system and rain water collection system. A two-hour orientation precedes your weeklong (Sunday to Sunday) post. Prices run $700 to $2,300 depending on the time of year, with summer being more expensive than winter. Be sure to call ahead—the volunteering is by invitaiton only.

Rose Island Lighthouse Foundation, P.O. Box 1419, Newport, RI 02840, 401-847-4242, www.roseislandlighthouse.org.








PASSPORT IN TIME

excavate a piece of american history

U.S. NATIONAL FORESTS


The true meaning of life is to plant trees, under whose shade you do not expect to sit.

—Nelson Henderson, Manitoba pioneer farmer and family man






10  Perhaps the first volunteer for the U.S. Forest Service was Smokey Bear who has been around since 1944 reminding us in one campaign or another that only we can prevent…well, you know the rest of the line.

Forty-four years after Smokey became a well-known national figure, the U.S. Forest Service started a volunteer program that even humans can participate in. Called Passport in Time (PIT), this nationwide program uses volunteers to help professional archaeologists and historians survey, excavate and restore historic and archaeological sites within national forest land. And unlike other programs in the same vein (Earthwatch, for example), participation in PIT programs is completely free.

PIT projects, listed on the website, vary from year to year. Maybe you’ll restore an old gold miner’s cabin in the mountains of Colorado or record gravestone data from historical cemeteries in Vermont. Maybe you’ll gather oral histories, restore art, or catalog artifacts. Whatever your job (and you can apply for any project that interests you), you’ll be working to rescue an important page in America’s history books.

Over the years, Pitheads, as longtime volunteers call themselves, have done everything from excavate ancient tools in Mississippi to survey an old military road in Oregon to stabilize cliff dwellings in New Mexico. As of 2007, the Bureau of Land Management began working with Passport in Time, so now there are even more protected lands where Pitheads can contribute.
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But watch out. It can become an obsession. Some PIT volunteers have contributed more than 500 hours. There’s an honor roll that keeps track.


Projects range from two days to several weeks, but the average project lasts five days. Accommodations range from backcountry camping to campgrounds with RV hookups to Forest Service cabins or watch towers. Either way, you’ll be well looked after by the Forest Service archaeologists and historians who’ll be your hosts. After applying, you’ll receive an actual Passport in Time passport on which to log hours.

HOW TO GET IN TOUCH

Passport in Time Clearinghouse, P.O. Box 15728, Rio Rancho, NM 87174, 800-281-9176 or 505-896-0934, www.passportintime.com.




SMOKEY DOESN’T HAVE A MIDDLE NAME

Smokey’s full name is Smokey Bear, though he’s often mistakenly called Smokey the Bear. The problem started in 1952 when a couple of songwriters, Steve Nelson and Jack Rollins, penning an ode to the popular firefighter, added a “the” to maintain the song’s rhythm. Unfortunately, the song, “Smokey the Bear,” become a hit and people have been confused about Smokey’s name ever since. Here are few other facts about our nation’s fire bear:


	Smokey was preceded as the Forest Service talking head by Bambi. Soon after the popular movie made its debut on August 13, 1942, Walt Disney gave the Forest Service permission to use Bambi and company in their fire prevention public service campaigns, but only for one year.

	August 9 is Smokey’s birthday. It’s the anniversary of his first poster that came out a year after Bambi retired.

	Smokey was a popular radio show guest during the 1950s. He also shows up often in comic strips and cartoons; recent appearances include The Far Side, The Simpsons, and South Park.

	Smokey made guest appearances on TV and radio ads with such celebrities as Ray Charles, Bing Crosby, B. B. King, Art Linkletter, Roy Rogers, and Dinah Shore.

	A school district in Hill City, South Dakota, uses Smokey Bear as its mascot, an honor they received after students volunteered to battle a devastating fire in the nearby Black Hills.

	Poet Gary Snyder wrote a Buddhist chant called the "Smokey the Bear Sutra" that depicts Smokey as the reincarnation of the Great Sun Buddha.

	There’s a U.S. federal law protecting Smokey’s name and image. The Smokey Bear Act of 1952 takes Smokey out of the public domain and mandates that all of his royalties go for education on forest fire prevention.














GLOBAL VOLUNTEERS

transform a village in jamaica’s blue mountains

RURAL JAMAICA


I could not, at any age, be content to take my place by the fireside and simply look on.

—Eleanor Roosevelt, former U.S. First Lady and social activist






11  Bob Marley, the Jamaican musician who almost single-handedly introduced the world to reggae, probably said it best: “We should all come together and create music and love, but is too much poverty…. The most intelligent people are the poorest people. Yes, the thief them rich, pure robbers and thieves, rich! The intelligent and innocent are poor, are crumbled and get brutalized daily.”

And while tourists who visit Jamaica see gorgeous coastline, fancy all-inclusive resorts, and people living the high life, there’s another side to this former British colony. In fact, the farther you travel into the interior, the worse conditions get—washed-out roads, crumbling homes, communities that are lucky to have one phone.

Global Volunteers (GV) works with four communities in Jamaica’s misty Blue Mountains, exactly where they started when they launched their ground-breaking nonprofit organization in 1984. GV was one of the first organizations to send do-gooders on volunteer projects; USA Today called it “the granddaddy of the volunteer vacation movement.”

The genesis for GV occurred four years earlier on a honeymoon. In January 1980, Michele Gran and Bud Philbrook were planning a barefoot honeymoon cruise in the Caribbean. “It was the era of the Vietnamese boat people,” Philbrook recalls. “[Michele] didn’t want to play while people were on the same water, fighting for their lives.”

So they compromised; they spent five days at Disney World, Philbrook’s childhood dream, and spent five days in rural Conacaste, Guatemala, helping villagers obtain funds for a much-needed irrigation project. After the local newspaper wrote a story about their unusual honeymoon, people started hounding them for info: How can we do the same thing? In 1984, Bud and Michele established Global Volunteers to provide people with an opportunity to make a difference in the lives of others around the globe. Bud led the first two volunteer service programs that year, to Woburn Lawn, Jamaica, a sister village of Conacaste.

Since then, Global Volunteers has hooked up volunteers with hundreds of projects, from building schools in Ghana to caring for orphans in Romania to teaching English to children in China. Volunteers have done everything from tracking the kakerori in the Cook Islands, and constructing and repairing buildings in Tanzania to landscaping public spaces in Costa Rica.

[image: image]




GOOD TO THE LAST DROP

Rising as a backdrop to Kingston, Jamaica, the lush, rugged Blue Mountains are home to more than 500 flowering plants, 65 species of orchids, and a curious tree named Chusquea abietifolia that flowers, simultaneously, only once every 33 years. The next bloom is in 2017, in case you’re wondering.

The Blue Mountains also grow what many believe is the world’s best coffee. One of the believers was author Ian Fleming. James Bond, his alter ego, of course, wouldn’t let anything but the very best—Smirnoff vodka, Brut blanc de blanc champagne, and Blue Mountain coffee—cross his spying lips. The Queen of England also drinks Blue Mountain coffee. Here are five other facts you may not know about this exclusive brew:


	The average price of Jamaican Blue Mountain coffee beans is an astonishing $55 per pound.

	Jamaican Blue Mountain coffee beans sell for as much as $80 a pound in Tokyo, where a single cup has been known to fetch $25.

	The Japanese purchase more than 90 percent of the Blue Mountain beans produced each year.

	Blue Mountain coffee beans provide the flavor base for Tia Maria, a coffee liqueur which is made in Jamaica.

	Around 1723, King Louis XV of France sent three coffee plants to the French colony of Martinique. Two of those coffee plants perished before landfall. However, either the third plant itself or some of its progeny were given to Sir Nicholas Lawes, the former Governor of Jamaica. By the early 1800s, the island boasted more than 600 coffee plantations.








In Jamaica over the years, GV volunteers have painted classrooms, built school chairs and desks, installed water systems, expanded a community center, improved local church facilities, constructed footbridges, and cleared brush from an old coffee plantation. They’ve even performed well-baby exams and offered health-care services to home-bound senior citizens. The four Jamaican communities with whom GV has been working with for 25 years let the team manager know beforehand what projects are most needed in any given year.

Which brings up an excellent and essential point about volunteer vacations. A good volunteer organization works under the tutelage of those they serve. Their purpose is not to come up with projects they think are needed. How are they to know, sitting at their American desks, looking through their American lenses at what a rural community in the wilds of Jamaica might need? Global Volunteers, like all good volunteer organizations, constantly critiques and assesses the impact they’re having.

A two-week program, including lodging with a host family and all meals, runs $1,995.

HOW TO GET IN TOUCH

Global Volunteers, 375 East Little Canada Road, St. Paul, MN 55117, 800-487-1074 or 651-407-6100, www.globalvolunteers.org.








CARIBBEAN VOLUNTEER EXPEDITIONS

preserve a caribbean treasure

ISLANDS ACROSS THE CARIBBEAN


Twenty years from now you will be more disappointed by the things you didn’t do than by the ones you did. So throw off the bowlines. Sail away from the safe harbor. Catch the trade winds in your sails.

—Author unknown






12  Anne Hersh, the architect who started Caribbean Volunteer Expeditions (CVE), calls the work of her nonprofit “preservation in paradise.” She started the agency in 1990 after her own volunteer stint documenting a slave village and cemetery in the U.S. Virgin Islands. She recognized right away the importance of preserving the Caribbean’s rich heritage and the lack of resources dedicated to doing so.

Even though universities offer degrees in historic preservation, money for historic preservation is scarce. Imagine the need in tiny countries like St. Kitts or Nevis that didn’t even achieve independence from Britain until 1983. And because Caribbean islands too often are the first to be hit by the battering rams of summer and fall hurricanes, time is of the essence.

CVE recruits volunteers for six to ten trips each year. Working with the island’s national trusts, museums, national park services, and local historic societies, volunteers work to preserve everything from colonial-era forts to historic gardens to pre-Columbian archaeological sites.

“Some people in the islands have overlooked the great history their ancestors left for them. The fact that our volunteers think it’s important enough to fly to the islands and spend their vacations documenting and preserving these invaluable sites and genealogical records creates a sense of national pride,” Hersh says.




CHRISTOPHER COLUMBUS, BLACKBEARD, AND YOU

San Salvador, one of 700 islands in the Bahamas, is where the famous explorer first made landfall in 1492. CVE volunteers are mapping the ruins of a plantation on this easternmost Bahamian island that was also a popular haunt for the infamous pirate Blackbeard. Working with archaeologist John Winter, volunteers haven’t unearthed any pirate booty yet, but they have found ancient artifacts from native Indians, as well as Spanish and other European colonists.






Projects vary by island, but some of the most popular ones are cemetery inventory and archaeology projects. Working alongside preservationists, architects, and historians, you’ll piece together ruins and walls, survey old buildings, computerize archives, and take inventories of weathered grave stones. Or you could sign on for some light construction, such as the wattle-and-daub house CVE volunteers built in St. Eustatius, a tiny 8-square-mile island in the West Indies.

CVE has projects throughout the Caribbean, including the Virgin Islands, Puerto Rico, Bahamas, Trinidad and Tobago, Jamaica, St. Lucia, Barbados, St. Vincent, Grenada, Nevis, and St. Kitts. Since 1997, CVE has also offered programs for those 55 and older that are booked through Elderhostel (www.elderhostel.org). Families can be accommodated on some projects; contact CVE to inquire.

Volunteers usually knock off after five hours of work to swim, hike, or visit other historic sites on the island. The trips are often planned to coincide with island festivals, complete with parades, music, and local food.

CVE programs typically run seven days, Sunday to Sunday, usually between November and March when Caribbean weather is on its best behavior. Costs range from $800 to $1,500, depending on the location, and include lodging—usually at a beachside resort—and some meals.

HOW TO GET IN TOUCH

Caribbean Volunteer Expeditions, P.O. Box 388, Corning, NY 14830, 607-962-7846, www.cvexp.org.








EARTHWATCH

monitor climate change

ARCTIC CIRCLE, MANITOBA, CANADA


Climate change poses clear, catastrophic threats. We may not agree on the extent, but we certainly can’t afford the risk of inaction.

—Rupert Murdoch, chairman and CEO of global media conglomerate News Corp.






13  Skeptics! Be gone! The 2007 report of the UN-established Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), a panel that reeled in the Nobel Prize that year, put to rest any remaining skepticism on whether climate change was real. But we still don’t know how fast the time bomb is ticking.

That’s what scientists at the Churchill Northern Studies Center (CNSC), a research facility at the edge of the Arctic in Manitoba, Canada, are trying to figure out. What exactly happens as the Earth warms up? What are the consequences? How much time do we have?

So far, we know this: As the world warms, permafrost thaws. While that might not sound terribly threatening, permafrost contains a massive amount of carbon. When it melts, as it’s starting to do with increasing speed, carbon dioxide and methane—the biggest greenhouse gas culprits—are released into the atmosphere, creating a vicious cycle of even more thawing.

[image: image]

This remote and rugged outpost is on the coast and within the Hudson Bay Lowlands, situated at the mouth of the Churchill River. Because many different biomes can be found in the vicinity, including forest, forest-tundra, tundra, wetland/peatland, estuarine, and marine, it’s particularly susceptible to warming temperatures and the changes that they cause. And since at least 20 percent of the world’s carbon is locked in these Arctic wetlands, it serves as the proverbial canary in the mine shaft. The best case scenario is a dramatic alteration of this region alone. In the worst case scenario, climate change will catastrophically affect all life on the planet.





THE BEAR TRUTH

Churchill, located in Manitoba, Canada, is the self-proclaimed "polar bear capital of the world." The town’s 800 residents appreciate the throngs of tourists that are drawn here to see the 1,600-pound animals that migrate through the area each October and November. Yet in the interest of safety, they’ve been forced to instigate a 24-hour Polar Bear Alert program to address those hungry bears that inadvertently lumber into town.

The first tack taken to keep the tiny town free of polar bears is to meet intruding bears with earsplitting “cracker shells.” Polar bears who make more than one foray into town are tranquillized and take the paddy wagon to polar bear jail, a holding tank near the airport that can house up to 30 bears. The inmates are then kept hydrated with snow until they can either be helicoptered away from the area or let out to cross the frozen bay. Giving the captive bears food is a strict no-no, a lesson learned after past inmates returned to tried to break into the jail.

The polar bear, or Ursus maritimus, mainly eats seals, but they have been known to attack humans. They have a keen sense of smell and can move quickly. Chief among the guidance from leaflets handed out to tourists and the knowledge of polar bear authorities:


	Do not run.

	Do not play dead.

	Do not try to outswim a polar bear.

	Do not make direct eye contact, which is a sign of aggression.

	Do not dress up like a seal (okay, that one's a tongue-in-cheek reference to Halloween, which occurs during polar bear season, complete with bear patrol).







Scientists have been conducting climate change research in this dramatic environment since the 1970s. But there’s only so much a couple scientists with 365 days can do. In 2000, as the climate change issue heated up along with temperatures, the number of research sites in the area rose from four to eleven. In short, volunteers allow them to accelerate their timely, desperately needed research.

If you volunteer for this project, you’ll stay at the research center and use ground-penetrating radar, microclimate data loggers, and soil coring to calculate organic carbon content. You’ll also live-trap small mammals, evaluate growth rings of trees and shrubs, and monitor plant development. If you go in the winter, you’ll travel by qamutik, sled in Inuit, to classify ice crystals, measure snowpack, and record temperatures.

Churchill, located in the largest mountain wilderness in North America, is a sparsely populated outpost on the shores of Hudson Bay. There’s no road, so you either have to fly in or take a 36-hour train ride from Winnipeg. The CNSC, where you’ll stay, is one of the world’s premier research facilities and a former rocket testing site.

Activities include beluga whale-watching (some 57,000, the world’s largest population, surface every summer), tundra buggy touring, and plenty of opportunities to see polar bears (pop. 1,200), golden eagle, moose, elk, and caribou. It’s also the best spot on the planet for viewing the northern lights. Choose one of the winter trips and you can even build and sleep in an igloo, comfortable down to minus 40 degrees Fahrenheit.

Eleven-day trips cost $2,950 and include shared lodging at the research center and three meals per day. Trips of the same length with similar activities for 16-and 17-year-olds are $3,350.

HOW TO GET IN TOUCH

Earthwatch, 3 Clock Tower Place, Suite 100, Box 75, Maynard, MA 01754, 800-776-0188 or 978-461-0081, www.earthwatch.org.








CANADIAN ALLIANCE FOR DEVELOPMENT INITIATIVES AND PROJECTS (CADIP)

join a dirt cheap work camp

CANADA AND BEYOND


We’re all waiting for the government, someone or something, to save the planet for us. And it’s not going to happen unless we do something about it.

—Marcelo da Luz, inventor of a solar car who recruited CADIP volunteers to help him set a world distance record






14  Not all of CADIP’s work camps are as unique and adventurous as the 2008 Power of One project that recruited volunteers to drive the support vehicle for Marcelo da Luz’s record-breaking, 10,000-mile journey in a solar car.

The former Brazilian flight attendant who built the futuristic vehicle calls it the Power of One (Xof1, for short) to show people that sustainable energy and clean technology is possible and to inspire them to come up with their own ideas for saving the planet.

Most of CADIP’s work camps stay in one place and use teams of between ten and twenty international volunteers, unlike the Xof1 project that only needed two volunteers to support da Luz’s historic journey from Buffalo, New York, to Inuvik, Northern Territories.

The idea for volunteer work camps originated in 1920 near Verdun, France. Former military personnel from France and Germany came together to build homes on the same battlefield where some 700,000 soldiers lost their lives in one of the longest and bloodiest battles of World War I. This gesture of reconciliation caught on quickly: Today there are hundreds of volunteer work camps in nearly every country on the planet.

CADIP projects extend around the world from building hiking trails in a historic herring village in remote Djúpavik, Iceland, to playing with kids at a children’s center in Jerusalem. The Canadian projects range from downtown Vancouver—near museums, art galleries, trendy shopping, and Stanley Park—to Great Bear Rainforest overlooking the Pacific.





MORE POWERFUL THAN A TOASTER

Marcelo da Luz was minding his own business, watching the 1987 World Solar Challenge from his home in São Paulo, Brazil, when suddenly it became impossible to sit there and do nothing about the imploding energy crisis.

“I saw those cars and what they were doing and I got so inspired…. so I decided I had to build a solar car,” says the former Air Canada flight attendant. Even though he had no experience, nothing even close to an engineering background, he pulled together a half million dollars and a team of friends and experts to build the Power of One, a car that runs entirely on the energy of the sun. Other facts about this car:


	It looks like a spaceship and, in fact, is so unusual-looking that da Luz was stopped by the police a half dozen times on his record-setting journey from Buffalo to Inuvik.

	The Xof1, as it’s nicknamed, runs on less energy than a toaster.

	The car’s average speed is about 30 miles an hour. Yet with abundant sunshine, it can reach a maximum speed of 75 miles an hour and accelerate from zero to 50 miles an hour in six seconds.

	It has three wheels.

	The Xof1 was chosen to represent the car of the future in the Centennial Anniversary of the 1908 Great Race. Though the race was postponed due to a recall of permits by China, it’s rescheduled for April 25, 2009.

	The interior temperature of the car can reach 93 degrees Fahrenheit.



As da Luz is quick to point out, the car is not ready for mass production, but he hopes it will inspire others to imagine and dream about what is possible. He eagerly shares all information he has compiled about the car’s solar technology with anyone interested. As he says, “Individuals alone cannot change the world, but can inspire others to come together to make change happen.”

[image: image]





Volunteer tasks vary from project to project. Volunteers who accompanied da Luz on his record-breaking journey set up the solar arrays that charged the car’s batteries, took photos, carried spare tires, and interacted with the media. Volunteers at the work camp in the Great Bear Rainforest are rebuilding a ceremonial big house for the Heiltsuk First Nations while volunteers on the Vancouver detail garden with senior citizens.


Volunteers work six hours a day, five days a week, so there’s plenty of time for extracurricular activities and bonding with your fellow workers off-site. Work camp sponsors (that is, members of the community who have requested CADIP’s help) often plan activities for the visitors. The Djúpavik work camp, for example, takes its volunteers kayaking in the fjords and swimming in a famous geothermally heated pool in Krossnes.

As one CADIP volunteer, Rowan, said, “Work camps are a brilliant idea. You get to really experience the culture of the country you are in and there are many young people who are willing to do voluntary work for good causes. It’s great being part of an international group of volunteers as well. It makes for a good time when you’re not at work.”

There’s nothing fancy about CADIP’s accommodations. You’ll share a school or a cabin, or maybe even a tent, with members of your team. While food is provided, you will split cooking duties and other household chores. But it’s hard to quibble with the price: $340 Canadian (U.S.$290) for a two-to three-week volunteer vacation that includes lodging and meals.

HOW TO GET IN TOUCH

Canadian Alliance for Development Initiatives and Projects (CADIP), 907–950 Drake Street, Vancouver, British Columbia V6Z 2B9, Canada, 604-628-7400, www.cadip.org.








AIRLINE AMBASSADORS INTERNATIONAL

deliver food and supplies to haiti

HAITI


Things must change here.

—Pope John Paul II, after a visit to Haiti in 1983






15  This is not a gig for the faint of heart or the weak of will. Plagued for decades by poverty, corruption, military coups, dictatorships, and foreign military intervention, Haiti is a place that foreigners scramble to leave…not to visit. It’s the poorest country in the Western Hemisphere, with 45 percent illiteracy and 70 percent unemployment. Those lucky enough to find jobs make an average $150 per year. Some homes here are so small that family members take turns sleeping.

It’s easy to shrug and think, “Well, it’s a good thing the UN sent a 9,000-member peacekeeping force, because I’m not getting involved.”

That sentiment, the sentiment that most of us have, isn’t good enough for Airline Ambassadors International (AAI), a nonprofit that personally carries supplies and assistance to children in 52 needy countries. Since 1992, when flight attendant Nancy Rivard started the group of flight attendants who use their pass privileges to do good, AAI has sent $50 million worth of aid to help people in more than 50 countries.

One beneficiary of Rivard’s good works? The children of Haiti, where AAI has organized regular humanitarian missions. Unlike other development and relief organizations that beg for monetary donations, but shun hands-on help, AAI believes everyday Joes can make a difference. And you don’t have to be a flight attendant or have any specialized skills. AAI operates on the assumption that all of us have the ability—and the responsibility—to make communities whole again. And even when the State Department issues travel warnings, as they did after Haiti’s 2008 violent demonstrations, AAI continues to send volunteers with vital supplies into the country.

They can’t just turn their backs on the children in Haiti (75 percent of the country’s population of eight million) who endure illiteracy, malnutrition, and child slavery. Ten percent of them don’t make it to four years old. As if all these problems weren’t enough, Haiti’s children, like the rest of the island’s population, bore the devastating effects of Hurricane Gustav (August 26, 2008), tropical storm Hanna (September 1, 2008), and Hurricane Ike (September 7, 2008). When the back-to-back storms hit they killed hundreds of people and further reduced food supplies at a time when some people here had already been reduced to eating mud cookies due to high prices and shortages. In December 2008, AAI delivered one million dollars in aid, stuffed into every overhead bin and cargo area of an A-300 American Airlines lent the group.





THAT’S KING GHOST, TO YOU

The people of Haiti believe the ghost of mad King Henri Cristophe still prowls the Citadelle Laferrière, the massive fortress he built atop a 3,000-foot mountain called Bonnet à l’Évêque. As Haiti’s most revered national symbol (and probably best candidate for drawing tourists), this engineering marvel is featured on postage stamps and currency. Harry Belafonte even wrote a song about it.

From the beginning the Citadelle, the largest fortress in the Western Hemisphere, was shrouded in mystery and intrigue. Christophe, a former slave who led the rebellion against France, started building the fortress soon after Haiti became the world’s first free black nation.

It took 20,000 men 15 years to build the structure, and more than 10,000 of them lost their lives during construction. It has 15-foot-wide walls and 365 cannon, each of which took three months to move from the coast to the fortress. As for Cristophe himself? Eight years after he declared himself the first king of Haiti, he shot himself through the heart with a silver bullet.





Dr. Luc Pierre, a minister working with AAI, leads volunteers to Haiti two or three times a year. Volunteers take food, drinking water, and books. He also plans to use volunteers to rebuild a school demolished by the hurricanes of 2008.

Recent volunteer trips to Haiti have cost $1,000, including lodging and meals. Yet Pierre, the organizer, is so desperate for help that he’s willing to negotiate.

HOW TO GET IN TOUCH

Airline Ambassadors International, 418 California Avenue, P.O. Box 459, Moss Beach, CA 94038, 866-264-3586, www.airlineamb.org. Rev. Dr. Luc R. Pierre can be reached at 917-969-1084 or lpierre2001@yahoo.com.








LOS MÉDICOS VOLADORES

assist with free health clinics

REMOTE NORTHERN MEXICO


If you think you’re too small to have an impact, try going to bed with a mosquito.

—Anita Roddick, activist and founder of the Body Shop






16  Until 1974, Milt Camp was a flight instructor and engineer for Hewlett-Packard. Then one of his students, a doctor who felt a little edgy about tackling the dirt runways in rural Mexico, talked him into coming along on a onetime medical mission. He needed moral support, he told Camp.

Providing that moral support changed Camp’s life forever. He was so moved by the villagers treated by the doctor and their dire need for medical care that he returned to Hewlett-Packard, put up posters, and began raising money and gathering supplies for a second trip.

That trip was followed by another and soon Camp, who quickly became certified as a medical and dental technician, launched Los Médicos Voladores (LMV–The Flying Doctors), a group of volunteer pilots and doctors who regularly fly into remote areas of Mexico and Central America to set up weekend medical clinics. And it’s not just doctors, dentists, pilots, and translators who are needed. The improvised clinics that are set up in schools, churches, and, once, in the village mayor’s back bedroom, also use what LMV calls general volunteers.

Each LMV team has a doctor or nurse, a translator, and a pilot. When there’s space on a trip, general volunteers are invited along to help with everything from equipment sterilization to keeping records to writing reports.

Your job could be anything from shining a flashlight into dental patients’ mouths to renting a taxi and driving around with loudspeakers to inform villagers that the docs have arrived. Needless to say, it doesn’t take long for lines to start forming.

Unlike Cancun, Acapulco, and other Mexican resort towns, where you’re just as likely to run into American tourists as you are Mexican citizens, the LMV trips will take you to remote villages rarely seen by most Americans. Take Huasabas, for example, a tiny 17th-century town of 900 in the Bavispe Valley. Its airstrip, a dirt patch outside of town that also serves as a playground and racetrack, is used only for emergencies. And sometimes LMV pilots have to fly into the town down the road. Or Isla Cedros, an island that’s inaccessible except by small plane or boat. Or Villa Hidalgo, a small village in the Mexican Sierra Madre that is a remote ranching community.

Although days are busy, with lines of patients stretching down dusty streets, volunteers usually find time to fish, watch whales, see cave paintings, and sample tequila.

Weekend trips to northern Mexico are scheduled the first weekend of each month. Your team will split the jet fuel—$350 for the Mexico trips. Lodging, usually arranged by LMV, will either be in family’s homes or in a small hotel. Average price for a four-day mission, including accommodations, some food, medical supplies, and your share of fuel is around $1,000.

HOW TO GET IN TOUCH

Los Médicos Voladores, P.O. Box 5172, Fair Oaks, CA 95628, 800-585-4568, www.flyingdocs.org.




SEEKING REAL MEXICAN FOOD

Many folks in the United States tend to think of larded refried beans and mounds of processed cheese when you bring up Mexican food. That is a shame, since the real cuisine of Mexico sings with fresh ingredients and complex flavors.

Strides toward culinary understanding have been made, however, by such ambassadors as Diana Kennedy and Rick Bayless. Kennedy was born in the United Kingdom but lived in Mexico from 1957 to 1966 with her husband, New York Times correspondent Paul Kennedy. The Kennedys moved to New York, where Paul died in 1967. Legendary Times food editor Craig Claiborne then urged Kennedy to teach Mexican cooking, so she spent a few years traveling and doing research. The Cuisines of Mexico, her first of seven cookbooks, was published in 1972. She became a fierce advocate of classical Mexican cuisine.

Rick Bayless lived in Mexico from 1980 to 1986 with his wife Deann and penned the classic Authentic Mexican: Regional Cooking From the Heart of Mexico in 1987. That same year, they opened Chicago's Frontera Grill; its upscale sister restaurant, Tobolobampo, followed in 1989. More recently, Bayless wrote Mexico: One Plate at a Time and is hosting the PBS series of the same name.
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central & south
 america


We cannot live only for ourselves. A thousand fibers connect us with our fellow men.

—Herman Melville, author of Moby-Dick






Latin America is wilder than its North American cousin, with the world’s largest rain forest and a rainbow of indigenous cultures and ruins—both well known and yet to be discovered—of ancient civilizations.

Unfortunately, the economic gap between the haves and the have-nots is wide in this developing realm, where makeshift shacks and slums sit next to skyscrapers and luxury apartments. The region’s extraordinary biodiversity is under constant threat as its wild places are impacted by its burgeoning economy. Needless to say, Latin America has lots of endangered animals and cultures that could use your help.

In this chapter, look for opportunities to track jaguars, collect butterflies, work in a soup kitchen, harvest coffee, help at-risk preschoolers, and fight AIDS.

Can one person really make a difference? The truth is that most of the problems addressed by volunteers here are complex and caused by years of social and political upheaval. Your stint as a volunteer is perhaps best served by devoting yourself to learning about the myriad forces that keep people impoverished and focusing on the unbridled development that wreaks havoc on habitats. Enhancing your appreciation of other cultures and other landscapes will hopefully inspire a lifelong commitment to creating the just and equitable world that we all really want.
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