HELPING HANDS :

Feeding the kids

Barbara and John Clark stamp out hunger, three shopping carts at a time
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supply of raisins amid the
lively assembly line of vol-
unteers filling bags with
items like milk, canned
chicken, and cereal on a
recent Wednesday morn-
ing at a warehouse on
Business Park Drive.

“Pve lived in Bran-
ford all these years and
I had no id€a,” Barbara
said, adding that it was
her Branford High School
classmate Johanne Pan-
tani who brought atten-
tion to the issue and re-
cruited the small army of
Wednesday morning bag-
packers, many of whom
are also from the class of
1960. “I think a lot of us
just didn’t know.”

Now they do. Now they

know that the parents of
these kids “often are work-
ing two jobs, or don’t have
a car, or theyre noton a’
bus line” and, as a result,
“they can’t gét to the food
pantry the two hours it’s
open,” FBK president €arol
Stewart said.

They come from fami-
lies who are “really trying
to make it work, not fam-
ilies who want something
for free,” said volunteer
Pat Andriole, the retired
executive director of Bran-
ford Counseling Center.
“They don’t go out to din-
ner, they don’t even go out
to McDonald’s.”

Hence, the FBK pol-
icy that no child will be
turned away. And that in-
cludes the nearly one in
four kids in Branford who
qualify for free or reduced
rate lunches during the

ficiaries of Feed Branfqrgi lgids
(FBK), a self-funded initiative
launched in November 2014 to

week and would otherwise
go hungry on weekends, as
well as kids whose fami-
lies may be just a dollar or
so over the income level to
qualify for such programs.
Hence, the 165 kids that
the Clarks shop for each
week. Hence, the un-
deniable fact that “Bar-
bara and John are irre-
placeable,” said volunteer
Brenda Eldridge, who was
loading small containers
of fruit cocktail into a bag.
This is a couple that
spends their Sunday morn-
ings poring over the pa-
pers for coupons and pro-
motions; that makes not
infrequent late-night
trips to the warehouse to
unload boxes of mac &
cheese because Michael
at ShopRite alerted them
to a deal; and knows that
the ramen at West Haven’s

who was doing inventory on the
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Walmart is less expensive
than the ramen in Bran-
ford’s.

“We want to make sure
the kids get what’s nutri-
tious and filling but also
food that they’ll enjoy,” .
said John, 79, a retired su-
perintendent at Schick
Razor. “And we plan the
monthly menu so it varies
each weekend.”

Their efforts haven't
gone unnoticed. “Volun-
teers like Barbara and
John, they care so much,
they work so hard, and
they do it out of their
hearts,” said Branford res-
ident Kamran Farid, for-
mer chief operating officer
of Edible Arrangements,
who himself has donated
in excess of $40,000 to
FBK through his Kamran
Farid Foundation.

Farid is one part of a

sturdy network of support,
including the Branford Ro-
tary, the Lions Club, and
Onofrio’s Total Construc-
tion, as well as a host of
local churches, organiza-
tions, and individuals like
Sue Barnes and Dan Cos-
grove who provided the
warehouse, that has FBK
contemplating an expan-
sion to Walsh Intermedi-
ate School.

“We see these kids and
we see our own grandchil-
dren,” said Johanne Pan-
tani, who started it all, as
the assembly line slowed
to a halt. “No child should
go hungry, and if we can
help one more or 10 more,
it’s worth it.”

Which all depends, of
course, on Barbara and
John, who were already
contemplating their Friday
deliveries to the various el-

Branford elementary school children that would otherwise go hunary on
weekends.

ementary schools.

At one such delivery,
Barbara recalls, a little
boy, spotting the bags of
food, stopped them. “We
love your food,” he told
them. “We don’t have very
much at home.”

Little signals like that,
she said, keep them going,
when supplies are running
low or a coupon promising
a deal doesn’t pan out.

Even if it means push-
ing four shopping carts, it
seems.

Food items, preferably
single-portion and shelf-
steady, can be donated
at the Branford Food
Pantry, 30 Harrison Ave.
For monetary donations,
checks should be made
out to Feed Branford Kids
and sent to P.O. Box 651,
Branford, CT 06405.

Y



