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Volunteers
do their part
to spread joy

ANDREA SANDS
Edmonton Journal

Mike Gouin celebrates Christ-
mas Day with his wife and five
kids at about 4:30 a.m. so he
can get to Sacred Heart Church
Hall by 6 a.m. to help cook
1,700 meals.

It means he misses most of
his wife’s Dec. 25th birthday
and time with his kids, but
Gouin has been helping pre-
pare the Boyle Street Christ-
mas Dinner for more than 30
years.

“Tt’s like a Christmas miracle
going on here, but it’s too bad
it only happens once a year. It
should happen more often,”
said Gouin, 57, with tears in his
eyes. “I get choked up some-
times ... Not everybody’s born
rich. Not everybody’s born
with the ability to have what
we have.”

More than 100 volunteers
worked to prepare and serve
about 1,200 meals Christmas
Day in the packed basement
of the church at 108A Avenue
and 96th Street. Another 500
lunches were delivered to
people in their homes.

It’s a massive operation that
served about 635 kilograms of
turkey, 140 kg of ham, 160 kg
of Christmas cake, 340 kg of
mandarin oranges, 1,500 cups
of coffee and more than 45 kg
of candy, organizers said.

“We’re the first ones that
started this in Edmonton,”
Gouin said. “We serve the
best meal though. We've got
the best spread in town.”

With the temperature out-
side at -23 C, a steady stream
of people entered the church
hall where bands played a var-
iety of rock music and Christ-
mas carols.

The festive meal started 41
years ago, when a man named
Bob Preston decided to cook a
couple of turkeys, said Lorne
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Eight-year-old Valencia Blue Cloud enjoys her meal during the annual Boyle Street Christmas Dinner at Sacred Heart Church Tuesday.

Hooper, who took over organ-
izing the annual meal when
Preston died.

“He had been down and out
and had straightened himself
out and decided to put on a
dinner,” Hooper said.

Jade Martel, 25, said she has
been coming to the Christmas
dinner for the past few years.
She listened to the live music
while her three young sons

played with their new toys.

“I just like it because of the
people,” Martel said. “I've been
going to this church since [ was
alittle girl.”

Robert Damur, 60, has at-
tended the Christmas dinner
for the past few years and this
year took on the role of Santa
Claus. Dressed in a red Santa
suit, Damur roved through the
church hall with a big red bag,
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cheerfully handing out bou-
quets of Tootsie Pops.

“Help yourself. Merry
Christmas,” he said.

It’s the genuine warmth of the
people attending the Christ-
mas dinner that makes the
event so special, Damur said.
“The family’s all gone in dif-
ferent directions and thisis my
Christmas Day. It’s an emo-
tional time, but it’s simple.”

The event has grown expo-
nentially since it started with
about 30 people, said Paul
Boisvert, who is on the organ-
izing committee.

“Christmasisimportant. It's
special and this will be the only
occasion they have to cele-
brate it,” Boisvert said of the
dinner guests. “Lots of them,
they don’t have ahome or they
don’t have family here.”
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Another annual Christmas
meal was served at the Edmon-
ton YMCA downtown resi-
dence, which offers transitional
housing to about 125 men and
woman and between two and
five families per night. The an-
nual meal started in the 1960s
and is paid for by donations.

More than 5,000 people
were expected to attend the
26th annual Christmas Day
Dinner Tuesday evening at
the Shaw Conference Centre.
About 300 turkeys were pre-
pared for the banquet that pro-
vides a hot meal, music, toys
and clothes.

The annual event draws
many people from the inner
city, families who are new to
Edmonton, single-parent fam-
ilies and people who make the
dinner an annual tradition,
said B] Brahmacharie, com-
munity events director for
Victory Christian Centre.

“I would say we have more
people every year than the
year prior,” Brahmacharie
said. “We’ll have a live band
and other live entertainment.
We give away food hampers,
clothes, the kids all get pre-
sents, there’s also a whole kid
zone with balloons, clowns,
face painting. There’s a giant
inflatable obstacle course.
We have a teen section with
video games and pool tables,
so there’s something really for
the whole family.”

More than 400 people were
scheduled to volunteer at this
year’s event, he said.

“I think it’s really import-
ant because sometimes we
forget in the busyness of life
that Christmas can be alonely
time for some people,” he said.
“This affords them an op-
portunity to be together with
community, be together with
family.”
asands@edmontonjournal.
com
Twitter.com/Ansands
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For more photos of the event,
go to edmontonjournal.com/
photos.

Card project promotes
marginalized local artists

MEGHAN MAST
Edmonton Journal

Edmonton artist Jose Isabel
Marquez Lugo struggled to
find work after an accident at
work paralyzed the right side
of his body and left him with
a serious brain injury.

Now, he creates art that is
printed on greeting cards as
part of a grassroots program
that helps marginalized local
artists share their work with
the community.

“In this condition, not very
many people give me ajob. Art
ismy expression,” Lugo said. “I
am promoting myself, my art-
work, but thisishard ... When
I have help from some organ-
ization, it’s better.”

The program, run by Boyle
Street Community Services,
buys work from four local art-
ists and prints it on greeting
cards, which are packaged in
sets of four and sold at several
Edmonton stores for a min-
imum $2 donation.

Lugo appreciates the help be-
cause he faces unique physical
challenges. He isright-handed,
but since the accident he has
had to learn to paint with his
left hand.

“(There are) some limitations
with the size,” he said. “But my
expressionis the sameandIam
using very different medium
forms.”

Instead of using traditional
paint brushes, Lugo paints
with found objects like alum-
inum cans, plastic caps and
thin piping. The painting
featured in the art cards set is
colourful and abstract, with a
Jackson Pollack-like splatter
design.

Agnieszka Matejko, volunteer
art co-ordinator at Boyle Street
Community Services, started
the project because she wanted
to do something to help artists
promote their work.

She got the idea for the pro-
ject one day as she was leaving
the Princess Theatre and saw
an Alberta Street News vendor
selling cards.
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Jose Isabel Marquez Lugo’s paintings are featured on greeting
cards as part of a program where local artists share their work.

“ThenIrealized cards could
be bought for $2. So why don’t
we take the art by people who
are associated with Boyle Street
and then anyone can afford to
buy it,” she said.

Matejko enlisted the help of
David Berger, the deputy exec-
utive director at Boyle Street
Community Services. Herec-
ommended four artists, and
she secured donations from
Homeward Trust, The City of
Edmonton and Pioneer Press.
The money paid for printing
and allowed Matejko to pay
the artists for their work.

Several businesses agreed to
sell the cards, including Paint
Spot, Gracious Goods Cafe, Tix
on the Square and Find Furni-
ture. Sales have been brisk. On
Christmas Eve day, Matejko
dropped off another stack of
cards at Gracious Goods be-
cause they had sold out of their
first 30 sets.

In addition to Lugo’s work,
the cards feature photographs
of the city by Leslie Allan
Danyluk, a drawing of a First
Nation’s medicine wheel by
Chris Burnstick and a photo-
graph of the Alberta sky by
William Neis.

All the proceeds go to fund
art programs at Boyle Street

Community Services. With
2,000 card sets for sale around
the city, there is potential to
earn $4,000.

Berger is eager to see how the
program will grow.

“I think it could provide the
seed for the next round if we
think of doing cards again, or
we might expand it to more
artists,” he said. “I think we’'d
like to reinvest (the money),
either to continue the card pro-
gram or the art program.”

Matejko said it means alot to
her to know the money is going
back to support art.

“Art has the power to give
people a sense of why to get up
in the morning,” she said. “I
think that alot of people who
became artists, became art-
ists through some sort of trial,
from feeling different.”

Thekey to the program’s suc-
cess, she said, is accessibility.

“Somany people say: ‘I want
to help the homeless or mar-
ginalized communities,” but
they don’t know how,” she
said.

“Here, you know what you're
donating money to. You know
where it’s going and you know
it’s supporting the arts, and for
only two dollars.”
mastmeghan@gmail.com



