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Day 1 BTC 2007 Journal – Manchester to Ellington
Started the day with 7:30 mass at St. Bridget. The parish community sent us off with a blessing. We rode to Hartford uneventfully and arrived at the House of Bread Food Kitchen where we met with and engaged in conversation with some of the 230 clients fed that morning. The House of Bread provides a meal up to 10:00 on Sunday mornings. One client came too late to receive his meal and was turned away. Apparently he had been habitually late but Sue Ryan felt bad for him and shared some of our goodies with him. Although he did ask for coffee which she did not have. We met some very interesting people and heard some interesting stories. One client had just lost his job and as a result his apartment as well. He comes to the Food Kitchen to save money so he could get his apartment back.

Another client came out and asked if we were a gang. A very interesting comment. After we explained to him we were riding for poverty awareness, he understood what kind of gang we are. Several of us had quite lengthy conversations with clients and further educated ourselves. It was also a great introduction to our mission for our new participants to BTC. So it goes, we continue to learn more about poverty in Connecticut. We left after closing and biked over to the Civic Center for some engaging with people. There was a convention going on so there were quite a lot of people to engage with. 

We next biked over to the Salvation Army at South Marshall Street and met with Sandy Barry. She was quite amazing and shared what her facility does for about 27 clients who can be accommodated at their facility. Their building was once part of the Travelers so the rooms were very well equipped for the clients especially the privacy. The Salvation Army does their best to educate as well as provide a living place to stay and live with some dignity. When asked, Sandy stated the most important cause of poverty is the lack of affordable housing. Without housing, all else breaks down. 

We went to the Capital and had a nice lunch on their grounds and remained visible to as many people as possible. We rested up for our ride to The Cornerstone Soup Kitchen in Rockville. When we got there, Channel 61 was there to greet us but no one else showed up as we expected, so we rode over to St. Luke’s in Ellington, showered in the homes of parishioners, went to mass and shared a supper with those parishioners who came to our presentation. After the presentation we went back to the homes of those parishioners socialized some and then went to bed.
Up at 7:00 to start our ride to West Hartford and Holy Family Retreat Center.

Day 2 BTC 2007 Journal – Ellington to West Hartford
We had a great night’s sleep except for Ron who had to share a bed with Fred and Johnnie F. Most of us stayed in parishioners homes and were grateful for their hospitality. Some of us ventured home but returned in the morning to begin the ride with the rest of the group. Our hosts prepared a wonderful breakfast to start us off. The coffee hit the spot. We left St. Luke’s at 8:30. We again headed for Hartford and the Loaves and Fishes Soup Kitchen, a 20 mile ride. 

The day was perfect as we rode through the countryside in Ellington, through East Windsor and then into North Hartford. We noticed the contrast very quickly. We altered our route some and rode down Albany Avenue to engage with the people again. We were cheered on and greeted quite warmly. One man yelled to us that he saw us on TV and gave us a big thumbs up! The ride was rewarding as we interacted with many people on the street. When we arrived at Loaves and Fishes, we were greeted with open arms and even got a tour of the facility at Emmanuel Congregational Church. We had lunch with the clients and waited our turn just as they have to. We received a ticket, sat in an empty chair wherever and received our prepared meal. We ate what was given just as the clients did. No choice just what was served. And even then it was not that filling but we experienced what the clients go through on a regular basis. We shared the meal and listened to their stories. One couple was there with their 2 month old daughter. The father shared with me how he had just regained his drivers license and could now get around more freely and did not have to depend on the unreliable bus schedule.

He asked us to share the housing problem in Hartford when we visited Chris Dodd’s office. 
So after leaving Loaves and Fishes, we headed over to Dodd’s new office in Hartford and met with his representative, Mark Stephano. We had met with Mark several times on previous rides. We were surprised that he seemed less informed now than when we first met with him four years ago. This was very disappointing. 

We then biked over to Plainville to the Community Food Pantry. We were all impressed with this facility and how clean, well-stocked, they were with food and clothing, They had the place set up like a normal grocery store to make the clients feel more comfortable and dignified when they came to partake. 

We were greeted by Susie Woerz, the director of the facility and she enthusiastically showed us around,  she was also preparing for a convention this Friday on Child Poverty and had done a lot of research on the internet to gather statistics for her part of the presentation. It’s a small world since she would be spending time with Doug Hall at the same convention.
Small world.  After a satisfying tour, we started the ride back and to the Holy Family Retreat Center. We got our own rooms and hot showers and shared a wonderful, awesome dinner. Thank you Father Terry! We finished the day with mass celebrated by Father Stephen.

Day 3 – BTC 2007 Journal - West Hartford to Woodstock
We had a great night at Holy Family and began day 3 with 7:00 mass lead by Father John who was inspiring. After mass we had a wonderful breakfast of eggs and bacon and several boxes of cereal. They even put out lunch meat and bread for us to make out lunch for the day.

We left around 8:00 and began our ride to Woodstock. The ride was back through Rockville and we experienced those hills again. It was hot with temperatures well over 90 degrees. We endured and kept riding and drinking a lot of water. We had a lovely lunch at St. Matthew’s parish in Tolland and we connected with the janitor there who thought it would be a good idea to come back and do our thing.

We had established only one stop this day around 4:00 p.m. at a Project Northeast Food Pantry in Putnam run by Sister Eleanor Baldoni and Father Archambaugh at St. Mary’s church. Sister Eleanor spoke to us for some time and shared some of her experiences while doing her ministry. She has been doing this for 29 years. She told us of the many families they help with food and even paying bills. She shared how rewarding it is to help as many people as she can and all she wants in repayment is a big hug. She and Father are doing a great service for the Putnam area. Their Food Pantry actually serves 10 towns. We were all impressed with all they do.

While there, we decided it would be best to not continue to the YMCA Camp in Woodstock. We were not sure of the facilities, the availability of power to charge our cell phones and walkie talkies so we changed our course of action. We decided to go back to Manchester and St. Bridget and start tomorrow’s ride from there instead. This way we get a good night’s sleep and still have a decent ride of over 50 miles in the next day’s heat.
Everyone agreed that this was a good idea. We were fortunate there was no presentation this night.

During the day, we did connect with a driver who asked us about our ride and when she heard we were from St. Bridget she mentioned she was the cousin of Jay Moran and was a member of St. Timothy’s parish in West Hartford. We asked her to contact Jay and that we would be in touch for a possible future engagement. She liked the idea and wished us well as she drove off.

All in all it was a great day. We will meet at St. Bridget at 6:45 to begin our next day’s ride.

BTC 2007- Journal Day 4 – Woodstock Manchester to Middlefield- 6/27

We had come home to Manchester the night before rather than stay at the YMCA Campsite.  We had all agreed that would be the smarter move and since we had no presentation that night it worked out fine.  We did stop for ice cream on the way to Manchester.  Forgot to put that in Day 3’s Journal.

We met at St. Bridget’s at 6:45 for breakfast.  We had some real goodies provided by Jeanette.  Thank you, Jeanette.

We headed out toward Willimantic and a full morning of visits.  While shortly on the road after leaving St. B’s, Bob and I noticed a young man going through the trash, it was trash pick-up day.  He had over his shoulder a large plastic bag filled with empty bottle and cans.  Guess what he was doing with them.  Another Matthew? I should have asked hil his name.

We biked our way along route 6 to Willimantic.  Not a bad ride.  Large shoulders for biking.  We arrived at the Housing Project Daycare and interacted and played with the little boys and girls.  Kelly met us there with Braeden.  She really missed riding with us.  We had a good time visiting with the kids and they looked at us with curious eyes and wonder.  We took pictures with the older kids on Johnnie F’s bike with my helmet on their heads.  They were so happy.

Johnnie F seemed like he knew everybody in town.  

We rode over to the Holy Family Home and Shelter and visited with Sister Peter.  She provided another bit of education for us.  Holy Family has 28 beds for mothers and children and even fathers that meet certain criteria.  Sheltering fathers was somewhat unusual we came to learn.  Residents stay 60 – 90 days and receive 3 meals a day.  There is a good education program with life skills workshops, case management, programs for children, employment services, and referrals.  The staff of 13 provide a safe environment and professional assistance.  Sister Peter shared many stories and experiences with us.  One especially moved us about how some young mothers feel worthless and useless unless they can have babies.  What a sad way of life.’

We went over to St. Mary’s Soup Kitchen next and met with some of the clients there as well.  We continued to be educated on what is going on out there.

One real good thing we learned was that all these centers worked together to make life a little more tolerable for those in need.  We were all impressed with this cooperation among the various agencies.

We then went over to WAIM, the Windam Area Interfaith Ministry, run by Victoria Nimirowski.  WAIM provides food, clothing, furniture, and anything else they could to help those in need have some dignity in their lives.  WAIM has bee around since 1984.  Victoria gave us a tour and clearly showed how she had it all working efficiently.  WAIM serves the surrounding towns and 7,500 people a year with basic services and programs.  Victoria gave each of us an application for the Steeple Chase bike ride which is a fundraiser for WAIM.  She also provided us with information if we chose to volunteer some time to work with them.

We left around 11:30 and headed for the Covenant Soup Kitchen where we interacted again with the clients and shared lunch with them.  It is always interesting to see and feel the reaction we get when we come into a Soup Kitchen during mealtime.  We all sat among the clients and learned more and more.  Our education continues.

We spent quite a bit of time there and then headed for Middlefield and St. Colman’s parish.  It was a long (60 miles) hot, humid day but we made it and were warmly greeted by Mary Ann Bergeron who got us over to a town recreation facility for showers and back to the church in time for supper and our presentation.  Father Greg greeted us warmly and was very hospitable.  

While the heat of the day got to some of us we had to keep remembering what Bishop Rosazza said that with every pedal stroke think of the poor to get up those hills. Yes we were uncomfortable this day and would be the rest of the week maybe, but the poor are uncomfortable 365 days a year.  Ours was but a small piece in our lives.  We can be uncomfortable for this short time.  We are going to get a shower and a place to stay, a roof over our head.  The poor never really know from day to day.

BTC 2007 Journal Day 5, June 28 - Middlefield to Moodus

Last night I again understood a little more what the poor have to put up with each day and night.  The air mattress we were sleeping on deflated slowly during the night and the church basement floor was cold and hard.  But we endured and I held it up to empathizing at least somewhat with the poor.  I say somewhat because it was just one night, not 365 nights.

We gathered for breakfast and to get ready for mass with Father Greg.  He starts his daily mass precisely at 7:00 am.  Breakfast was just wonderful and provided by Mary Ann.  Mass was special especially with the added blessing we received from Father Greg on our continued journey.  We left St. Colman's energized.

We made our way to downtown Middletown and the St. Vincent De Paul Shelter.  There we met with Ron Krom, the Executive Director, and he encouraged us to interact with the clients there, like we needed encouragement.  We did just that and spoke and listened to the many clients as they came, ate, and left.  The St. Vincent De Paul Shelter feeds around 500 clients during the year and offers three meals each day, a continental breakfast, a hot lunch, and a sandwich dinner.  A hot Sunday supper meal is prepared by volunteer or civic groups on Sundays at 5:00 pm.

After our short but educating visit, we ventured over to the Liberty Commons Supportive Housing complex around the corner which houses up to forty men and women who have a history of chronic homelessness, mental, physical, and addiction disabilities.  With case management and supportive services, they are able to live in their own apartments and end the cycle of homelessness.

After spending time there, we again got on our bikes and rode over to the Meriden Soup Kitchen and we again ate and met with the clients there.  The stories we heard just continued to pull at our hearts like Ed's.  I talked to Ed who had a good job and life until he had to have surgery and after a lengthy recovery out of work, he was let go, his job had been eliminated he was told.  He lost his home.  Used all his savings.  Now he was eating at Soup Kitchens regularly and cannot find a job except those paying far below what he was used to or qualified for.  He struggles everyday to stay positive.  He thanked me for what we were doing like so many of the clients did regularly.  That always made me a little uncomfortable because we should be thanking them for hanging in and telling their stories.

We then cycled over to the Transitional Housing Shelter, NOW, run by Joe Lynes who gave us a tour of the Shelter and shared his experiences with us.   Joe was another one of those special people we met this year doing such wonderful work for those in need.  They are the ones who should be thanked over and over.

After our visit with Joe, we started our ride to St. Bridget of Kildare.  We got directions from Dan Damelio's wife and made our way first to Our Father's Place Retreat Center where we would be staying the night.  We showered there and then went over to the church for our supper and presentation.

Our presentations this year were shorter and more focused.  The attendance could have been better but we still connected with each person who did attend and participate.  We even made some return arrangements.

All in all this was one of the best weeklongs.

After our presentation at St. Bridget's, we drove back to Our Father's Place and settled in for the night.  We socialized some before bed and just enjoyed the night together looking forward to the next day's finale in Norwich.

BTC 2007 Journal Day 6, June 29 - Moodus to Norwich
We started the day with breakfast that was retrieved early in the morning by Bob and Kathy.  Egg Mac Muffins, some bananas, juice, coffee, you name it.  Tasty!
Before leaving Our Father's Place, Father McCarthy came over to greet us and had some very appropriates words and prayers for us.  When he mentioned Catholic Social Teaching and specifically the Option for the Poor, we all thought that John Ryan was going to just jump for joy right to Norwich.  
So we started the day with full bellies and prayerful anticipation for the day.  It was kind of chilly but a welcomed changed after several scorching high 90's kind of days.
Our ride to Norwich was not too difficult and we all made it relatively easily.  John, I know some of the hills were tough but you hung in there.  You too Bob!  Everyone was looking forward to a nice reception in Norwich.
We would be gathering at the St. Vincent De Paul Place Soup Kitchen right behind the Catholic Charities building.
When we did arrive, we were greeted by many reporters and cameras.  many of us were interviewed and we began talking to the clients at the Soup Kitchen as well as the reporters.
Sister MaryAnn Guertin, executive director of the Center was the facilitator and introduced the various speakers including John Ryan who I felt hit a home run with his words.  We also heard form Father Bob Washabaugh from Mary of the Sea parish in New London who was right on the mark with his words.  Bishop Cote presented Bob with a proclamation form the Norwich Diocese thanking us for our mission and what we are doing, increasing the awareness of poverty in Connecticut and the United States.  Very nice.  Personally, I was a little disappointed that the Bishop did not have more to say.  Unfortunately, the Mayor of Norwich did not appear.  We did here from a former client, Patrice Bernier spoke of the assistance she received and how she feels compelled to give back.  Her words were very touching as she was so grateful that she has been able to pull herself up and is getting by.  
We were again thanked by many especially the clients and it just felt strange to be considered like a celebrity when we were just riding our bikes for a worthy cause.  
We all shared a nice lunch prepared by Subway, had our fill, put the bikes on the racks, and ventured back to St. Bridget in Manchester .  Our 2007 Weeklong Bike Tour was done but not our ongoing mission.  
Can't wait for next year's ride! 
Peace.
