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Generation Mix Wows Clarkson

Governor-general praises meals served by youths to isolated seniors.
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Leonora Julien saw a live governor general for the first time in her 92 years yesterday.  She was charmed.

“Thank you and God bless you,” the native of Trinidad and Tobago said, gazing almost in disbelief at the governor-general through her thick eyeglasses, after spending more than two hours with her.

Adrienne Clarkson and her husband, John Ralston Saul, were guests at a round-table discussion organized by Santropol Roulant, a Montreal charitable organization that provides hot meals for seniors.

Organized and run mostly by young volunteers, Santropol Roulant is not just a meals-on-wheels service.  It’s also a meeting place for different generations.  

Julien, who was initially referred to Santropol Roulant by a social worker and has since become a sort of a godmother and a fixture at the Santropol Roulant offices on the corner of St. Urbain St. and Duluth Ave., was invited to participate in the round-table talk.

“God bless everybody who comes through the door,” Julien said, heaping praise on her young friends.  “They keep me alive.”

Clarkson seemed genuinely interested by Santropol Roulant’s experience of reaching out to socially isolated seniors, adding she had to struggle with the decision to place her 92-year-old father in a seniors’ residence.

“My father doesn’t want to go to the most beautiful retirement home,” Clarkson said.  “He doesn’t want to go live with old people.”

Despite the presence of RCMP bodyguards, an aide-de-champ, an official photographer, a special adviser and media-relations officer, the atmosphere in the room was warm and friendly, devoid of official pump and ceremony.  

Clarkson and Saul shared a tasty meal with a dozen volunteers and Santropol Roulant clients and talked at length about the issues facing communities in the post-industrial world.  The conversation, which switched freely from English to French and back, focused on the decline of the traditional family and ways that society can over-come the resulting isolation.  

Clarkson and Saul seemed especially interested in the way Santropol Roulant has been able to attract a steady stream of young volunteers, who have delivered about 150,000 meals in the past six years.

“This is the most interesting initiative,” Clarkson said.  “We haven’t come across anything like this anywhere else in Canada.”

The interaction between different generations was equally beneficial – both for young and old, Clarkson said.  “What we have to do is to transmit our values across generations.”

Vanessa Reid, executive director of Santropol Roulant, also shared some of her worries with the governor-general about dealing with government bureaucracy and getting funding for an organization that uses a very unconventional operating model.  

Although Clarkson could not offer any material assistance to the charity, she promised to spread the news about Santropol Roulant on her trips across Canada.  “We’ll talk about this example everywhere,” she said. 
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