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Hearts and Wheels Collide
By: Mike Boone

It won’t be the hippest party of Grand Prix week, but what Santropol Roulant’s 10th birthday bash lacks in champagne-soaked sophistication will be made up in beer-fuelled energy.

And once they dim the lights and turn up the music tonight at the northwest corner of Duluth Ave. and St. Urbain St., the meals-on-wheels service’s bicycle volunteers will dance circles around F1’s wheezing sugar daddies and chain-smoking ice queens.  Youthful idealism trumps jaded world weariness – in addition to strong legs, Santropol Roulant has the advantage of huge hearts. 

Marc Nisbet, my guide for a pre-party tour yesterday, is one of the 13 staff members who work with 130 volunteers to deliver between 80 and 90 meals five days a week.  Nisbet, who began as a volunteer and “found the energy of this place addictive,” is intergenerational programs co-ordinator, dreaming up ways of using meal delivery as a starting point to forge links between Santropol Roulant clients and the wider community.  

The latest project is Harvesting Histories, an outgrowth of conversations among Santropol Roulant volunteers sharing stories they had heard while delivering meals.   By expanding the dialogue, Nisbet hopes to “let other people in the community know how interesting and motivating it is to work in an intergenerational framework.”  The program has already hooked up Jack Sanford, an animation student, with Grant Munro, a great Montreal filmmaker who collaborated with the legendary Norman McLaren to produce Neighbours, which won an Academy Award in 1953.

Four decades later, Santropol Roulant was started by Chris Godsall and Keith Fitzpatrick, who were serving healthy sandwiches and herbal teas at Café Santropol.  They had done some volunteer work with services that delivered meals to seniors.  Meals-on-wheels veterans noticed a difference in the way clients responded to guys in their 20s.

“Women who never got out of their chairs would dress up and make a fuss when Chris or Keith brought them meals,” recalled Vanessa Reid, executive director of Santropol Roulant.  “Chris and Keith had a special energy that seniors responded to.”

Reid compares it to the relationships older people develop with their grandchildren.  Strife skips a generation. 

“When social workers visit, seniors talk about their aches and pains,” Reid said.  “When it’s a young person delivering meals they tell them about their lives, talk about the hockey game, ask about piercings.”

From its origins as a provider of nutritious meals and enriching conversation, Santropol Roulant has expanded to include a rooftop vegetable and herb garden, a bicycle repair co-operative, a bicycle repair co-operative, a used clothing friperie and a silkscreening workshop cranking out T-shirts, tote bags and aprons.  They’re part of the self-financing that generates 20 per cent of Santropol Roulant’s $600,000 annual budget, fundraising director Fiona Keats said.

Egalitarian spirit prevails in this cozy, Woodstockian corner of the Plateau.  After running down the Santropol Roulant budget with me, Keats pushed a broom through the front room.

They’re ready to party.

Source: The Gazette – June 9, 2005
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