
A WATCHUNG COMMUNICATIONS, INC. PUBLICATION The Westfield Leader and The Scotch Plains – Fanwood TIMES Thursday, April 19, 2007 Page 5

I Was Part of a Community There
By Mary Snauffer

Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

Editor’s Note: Mary Snauffer, a
Westfield resident, just completed a two-
year assignment with the Peace Corps in
Thailand. She has been writing firsthand
accounts of her experiences in this col-
umn for The Westfield Leader and The
Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times. This is
her final column. Her first column ap-
peared in the December 15, 2005 edition.

*****
Two Januarys ago, I was in San Fran-

cisco. I was, with some hesitation, walk-
ing down a tarmac headed towards a
jumbo jet, which would fly me, indi-
rectly, to Bangkok, Thailand. Today I am
alone in a quiet airport in To-
kyo.

My time as a Peace Corps
volunteer in southern Thai-
land is the experience that
surreally sits between these
two moments in time. An ex-
perience that was nothing like
what had come before or, I
suspect, will come after.

Before I left for Thailand, I
was obsessed with reading all
I could about volunteer life in
Southeast Asia. I wanted to
know what it is I would learn while living
alone in a small, third world village. I
imagined there was some worldly secret
waiting for me. Something I couldn’t
find in books. Something only under-
stood through experience. Through my
assumed compassion towards “the dis-
advantaged” I thought, soon enough, I
would surely unearth it.

I was so naive.
In the space and time between San

Francisco and Tokyo, these are some of
the things I have experienced in Thailand:
I have woken up with a dead gecko be-
tween my toes. I’ve bowed to Thailand’s
royal crowned Princess. I’ve fed Buddhist
monks heaping spoonfuls of rice at dawn.
I’ve sat on a curb waiting for a bus in
Bangkok with two stray dogs sleeping at
my feet and I played with a beggar’s baby;
we clapped our hands together.

I’ve written speeches the governor
reads to tsunami victims’ families. I stand
behind him under an umbrella, in a skirt,
sweating because of the heat. I’ve woken
in the middle of the night to a phone call
telling me there has been a coup-de-teat
and that I am now under marital law. I’ve
jogged in the mornings to Muslim prayers
broadcasting from mosques. I’ve seen a
full tour bus turn too quickly, roll down
an embankment, snapping down trees
until it settles upside down.

I have watched my neighbor’s daugh-
ter, Doja, grow from an infant into a
beautiful child racing to my front door
waving for me to come outside and play.
I’ve climbed over the rail of a ferry in the
middle of the Adman Sea, dropped down
several feet and landed in a rowboat with

an old, withered sea gypsy. He smiled, the
ferry left and I was alone.

But as for that worldly secret I so hoped
to find, the one great truth, the sweeping
enlightenment about life and human kind.
Well? I never found it.

This is what I know. There are mo-
ments that happen and that you hold. Like
smooth stones you pick up and put in your
pocket. This was my last such moment in
Thailand. I was taking a long bicycle ride
out of my village because I needed space.
I rode through the plantations dotted with
poor Burmese farmers. I rode past two
elephants moving logs with their trunks,

men poking their sides’ with
spears. I felt good and distanced.
I must have been 10 miles out
of the village. I was in the
middle of nowhere on the out-
skirts of a rainforest in Thai-
land.

And then I heard my name.
“Khun Mary! Khun Mary!” A
boy and girl were running out
of the jungle. Their flip-flops
slapped against the red dirt road.
Their legs were scarred and pit-
ted by years of bug bites. I

slowed down, stopped.
They were my students. “What are you

doing here?” They asked in Thai, excited
and wide-eyed. We exchanged pleasant-
ries. I smiled, started to pedal off. They
said “Goodbye” in English and giggled.
They were very proud to have remem-
bered that word.

“Goodbye!” They hollered again wav-
ing. “Goodbye, Khun Mary! Goodbye!”

It was a moment. A realization that I
am part of a community here. Here. A
small village comprised of tin roofs and
banana trees, limestone cliffs and vast
rubber plantations, Buddhists and Mus-
lims. A world away from the place I call
home. A random corner in southeast Asia
where children run out of a rainforest
calling my name.

In the end, what my experience in
Thailand gave me was a collection of
striking details to have and to hold and to
turn over in my mind. I still don’t know
that great secret. I still don’t know how
there can be so much poverty in one
country and so much wealth in another. I
don’t know how we can treat fellow hu-
mans with such disregard. How we can
ignore genocide in Sudan but obsess over
Britney Spears.

I am still just as confused, if not more
so, as I was two Januarys ago in San
Francisco.

All I have to show for my experience
are the stories and the details I’ve ob-
served along the way. I have a feeling
these details and moments are the stuff of
life’s marrow. They are what years later
we will turn towards and linger over.
They are what will sustain us.

Mary Snauffer
WHS 2001

Don Imus should have been tossed off
the radio years ago. His long-running
“Imus in the Morning” show was a snore-
fest full of lame jokes, tiresome rants and
crummy celebrity impersonations and, in
more recent years, appearances by hu-
morless politicos and media heavies try-
ing to be funny. Yet, despite lousy rat-
ings, the self-anointed “I-Man” was el-
evated to some sort of radio powerhouse.

But his firing last week by MSNBC
and CBS for a joke that, typical for Imus,
flopped, raises a number of questions.
The first among them is, “what happened
to free speech and when is censorship
acceptable?” Imus wasn’t the first broad-
caster to say something that someone
found offensive.

Howard Stern, Rush Limbaugh, Bob
Grant, Michael Savage and other lesser-
knowns have all said things over the years
that irked some person or some group.
But why were Imus’ remarks deemed to
have been so far over the line to warrant
his dismissal? Why did he feel the need to
genuflect at the altar of Al Sharpton and
Jesse Jackson, two of our nation’s best
self-promoters who speak loudly but ac-
complish little? Imus apologized repeat-
edly last week, almost to the point of
ridiculousness, and he asked to meet with
the basketball players and their coach,
who ultimately accepted his apology.
That’s all he needed to do.

Where do things go from here? Who’s
next? It was amusing to listen to Sharpton
and Jackson vow last week to put more
pressure on the rap and hip hop record
companies to tone down the language
some of their recording artists use. It’s
almost a sure bet they won’t do a thing.

Meanwhile, will their success in si-
lencing Imus embolden other self-ap-
pointed watchdogs like the Catholic
League, the left-leaning Media Matters
for America, the right-leaning Media
Research Center and the National Orga-
nization for Women to yell even louder
whenever their delicate sensibilities are
offended? If so, look out. Everything from
“South Park” and Jay Leno’s monologues
to the network newscasts and the enter-
tainment industry will be targeted.

If Sharpton and Jackson had not taken
it upon themselves to make an issue out of
Imus’ dumb joke, might the Rutgers
women, if asked, simply have shrugged
the remarks off as the irrelevant rantings
of some stupid old white man on a radio
show with lousy ratings?

Indeed, a day or two after the remarks,
a Rutgers spokesperson said, “We agree
with Mr. Imus that this was, in his own
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words, an ‘idiot comment.’ We are very
proud of the success of the Rutgers
women’s basketball team. Coach Stringer
and the Rutgers players are outstanding
ambassadors for this great institution.”
That could have ended the matter right
then. But instead, Sharpton and Jackson
decided they were the ones to speak on
behalf of the Rutgers women about some-
thing the team itself had yet to directly
comment on.

Another question regarding last week’s
events concerns the supposed courage
and leadership shown by MSNBS and
CBS in canning Imus. Both corporations
bragged about how they had “standards”
that Imus didn’t meet. After carrying his
program for so many years, suddenly
these two media giants found themselves
offended by what Imus and his crew were
saying on the air? And if Imus’ remarks
on April 4 were egregious enough to
warrant his firing, why didn’t they give
him the pink slip immediately instead of
sticking their fingers in the air for a week
to see which way the wind was blowing?

The Imus imbroglio also exposed the
discomfort of some of the Washington
elite at suddenly being associated with a
program they had no problem using to
hawk their books or political campaigns
or causes. While the I-Man flailed about
last week, some of his erstwhile pals were
nowhere to be seen.

Former Rep. Harold Ford, who Imus
backed in his failed Senate bid last year,
vanished. So did Tim Russert. So did Sen.
Chris Dodd, who announced his presi-
dential candidacy on the show a few weeks
ago. Some who did speak up publicly
maintained, incredulously, that they never
listened to the program except when they
were making a guest appearance and,
therefore, weren’t very aware of the
show’s supposed off-color bawdiness. The
week’s biggest phony was frequent guest
Sen. Joe Lieberman, who has railed for
years against smut in Hollywood but had
no problem speaking up for the I-Man.

There’s plenty on radio and television
that I can’t stomach — Rush Limbaugh’s
half-truths and insults, Michael Savage’s
hateful screeds, Bill O’Reilly’s bullying
pomposity, Rosie O’Donnell’s rantings,
Chris Matthews’ incessant interruptions.
It would be amusing to watch any of them
go through what Imus went through.

Rather than have self-appointed
thought-police drive these carnival acts
off the air, I prefer to have the choice of
tuning in or not. We don’t need hypersen-
sitive publicity seekers who specialize in
being offended tell us what’s good for us.
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Scotch Plains Talk

Many Questions After Imus;
Is it Thought Police?

If County Had Open Gov., Citizens
Would Be Welcomed to Meetings

FightSMA Conference to be Held in
Washington, D.C. April 22-24

WESTFIELD – Maureen, Bill, Kelly
and Patrick Higgins of Westfield will
meet with Rep. Michael Ferguson (R-7th,
New Providence) and Senators Frank
Lautenberg (D) and Robert Menendez
(D) on Capitol Hill while attending the
twelfth annual FightSMA national con-
ference on April 22 to 24. They will urge
support for spinal muscular atrophy leg-
islation.

Spinal muscular atrophy is an incur-
able neuromuscular disorder that kills
more infants than any other genetic dis-
ease. Patrick Higgins, 9, of Westfield,
was diagnosed with the disease when he
was three years old. SMA affects the
motor neurons of the spinal cord and
brain stem, rendering them unable to com-
municate with muscle cells properly. It is
estimated that it occurs in as many as one
in 6,000 births.

The National Institute of Neurological
Disease and Strokes (“NINDS”) of the
National Institute of Health (“NIH”)
states, however, that out of the 600 disor-
ders it tracks, SMA is one of the closest to
being cured. FightSMA is an interna-
tional non-profit organization dedicated
to accelerating that cure.

“The conference attendees are able to
explain better than anyone why the fight
against spinal muscular atrophy is so criti-
cal,” said FightSMA President Martha
Slay. “We know these very important
meetings with members of Congress will

help to put a face on this horrible disease.”
Attendees will receive updates on re-

search into the disease from scientists
from all over the world and gain advice
from clinicians for coping with this dis-
ease on a daily basis.

For more information, please see
fightsma.org.

Kathy Marques for The Westfield Leader and The Times
CRANFORD FLOODS...A black Labrador retriever enjoys the massive flooding
at Nomehegan Park in Cranford. In the county, Cranford was one of the hardest
hit communities as the Rahway River spewed over its banks this week and
required the evacuation of dozens of residents. See goleader.com/photos.

I attended swearing in ceremonies in
three separate municipalities this past Janu-
ary and read about several more. All had at
least one elected official thanking citizens
for coming out to the first public meeting
of the year and asked them to please stay
involved. They were very inviting and
stressed that government is “of the people”
and can only serve the people best when
people had an interest in it.

I have never heard a Union County
Freeholder encourage a resident to stay
involved. They’ve never appeared to be
happy to see me walk into a meeting,
that’s for sure. Public comment is just for
commenting. Freeholders have stated,
time and time again, that they do not
answer questions at meetings.

The county website, which has cost tax-
payers tens of thousands of dollars, is main-
tained by the million-dollar public informa-
tion department staff, does not have direc-
tions to the county administration building.
Their directions will get you to the court-
house but not where freeholder meetings
are held in the evening at 7 p.m.. There is no
information on where to park either.

Elizabeth is an intimidating place to
many people. I know some Elizabethans
who don’t like to go out at night. There is
no parking on the street outside of the
administration building. Parking is a block
away and around the corner, which you
will have to find yourself. Then you will
have to walk dimly lighted streets with no
security. The extensive security staff is
inside the administration building, pro-
tecting the administration.

Citizens are routinely harassed by free-
holders after making public comments
or, at best, are ignored by them. You have
a government that isn’t a welcoming
neighborhood “of the people.”

If it were an open government that
encouraged and welcomed citizen in-
volvement there wouldn’t be a need for a
Union County Watchdog Association.
We’d simply have good county govern-
ment. With one-party rule and a disen-
franchised citizenry, I don’t see the county
neighborhood, which controls approxi-
mately one quarter of our tax bills, chang-
ing anytime soon. The watchdogs will
have to stay on duty.

Tina Renna, President
UnionCountyWatchdog.org

Plainfield, County
Seeks Volunteer Tutors

PLAINFIELD – The Plainfield Public
Library, located at 800 Park Avenue in
Plainfield, and the Literacy Volunteers of
Union County are seeking volunteers to
tutor adults in reading, writing or English
as a second language.

No experience is necessary. Anyone
with an hour of free time a week can help
by improving the life of an adult in the
literacy program.

For more information, contact Dawn
Harrison at (908) 755-7998 or e-mail
dawn@lvaunion.org.

Tutor training is available at the Rahway
Public Library on Saturdays, June 2, 9
and 16 from 9:30 a.m. to 2:30 p.m.

Anyone who knows of an individual
who could benefit from confidential, free
tutoring, is asked to have them call (908)
755-7998.

 Tutoring classes are given throughout
Union County on weekdays, weekends
and evenings.

Volunteering Spirit Is
Heart of United Way
This is National Volunteer Week, a

week when America makes a special ef-
fort to recognize the contribution of hun-
dreds of thousands of volunteers.

At the Westfield United Way, we don’t
need a special week because volunteers
are at the heart of the Westfield United
Way every day.

When the Westfield United Way
reaches out, volunteers help do the stretch-
ing. The volunteers and non-profit agen-
cies of the Westfield United Way work
hard to make your generosity felt through
our entire community.

To our volunteers, we say thank you for
every person you have touched. Thank you
for your time, your talents, and your trea-
sures. People often say, “Westfield is differ-
ent.” One of the primary ways in which we
are different is the level of caring and the
involvement of our fellow Westfielders.
So, a thousand times, thank you.

Linda Maggio, Executive Director
Westfield United Way

Check out
our Fine

Cigar
Selection!

Now at
Peterson’s

Wines

It is rare to find beauty, elegance and power in the
same place.  This wine does that.  You will be hard

pressed to find better.  Lots of berry with hints of herb
and chocolate to go along with a silky texture. It lasts

forever on the palate.  An absolute gem.

Vasse Felix Margaret River
Shiraz  $33.99

We reserve the right to limit quantities while quantities last.  Not responsible for typographical errors.  All prices do not include state sales tax.

SPRING SPECIAL!

Any 2 bottles of wine
with this coupon

Mix & Match is O.K.  Sale items are excluded.
 750ml only.  Expires 04/25/07

10
%

OFF Any 12 bottles
or more of wine

Any 6 bottles
or more of wine

20%

OFF 10
%
OFF

Mix & Match is O.K.  Sale items are excluded.  750ml only.

Your Favorite Rum
Captain Morgan     $24.99   1.75L

Bacardi Silver     $19.99   1.75L
Bacardi Gold     $19.99   1.75L

Malibu     $23.99   1.75L

Your Favorite Gin
Bombay Sapphire     $35.99   1.75L

Tanqueray     $31.99   1.75L
Hendricks     $27.99   750ml
Beefeater     $28.99   1.75L
Gordons     $14.99   1.75L
Seagrams     $16.99   1.75L

Your Favorite Whiskey
Jack Daniels     $36.99   1.75L

Jim Beam     $24.99   1.75L
Seagrams 7     $15.99   1.75L

Your Favorite Scotch
Dewars White Label     $29.99   1.75L

Chivas Regal     $54.99   1.75L
Johnnie Walker Black     $56.99   1.75L
Johnnie Walker Red     $29.99   1.75L

Clan MacGregor     $16.99   1.75L

Your Favorite Vodka
Absolut 80     $29.99   1.75L
Ketel One     $35.99   1.75L

Grey Goose     $26.99   750ml
Smirnoff     $19.99   1.75L

Stolichnaya     $31.99   1.75L
Skyy     $24.99   1.75L

Wolfschmidt     $13.99   1.75L
Gordons     $14.99   1.75L

Your Favorite Cordials
Baileys     $17.99   750ml

Romana Sambuca     $18.99   750ml
Kahlua     $16.99   750ml

Southern Comfort     $14.99   750ml
Amaretto Di Saronno     $18.99   750ml

Don’t Forget!  Pick up your monthly
edition of Wine News at . . .

HOURS: Mon. -  Sat. 9am to 9:30pm • Sun. 12pm to 8pm

From Everywhere at Every Price
Petit Paris

Bergerac  $11.99

Chateau Turcard

Entre-Deux-Mers

Blanc  $12.99

Chateau Beaulieu

Coteaux D’Aix-En-

Provence Rose

$10.99

Your Favorite Value Wines
Mondavi Coastal Cab/Merlot/Chardonnay
Beringer Founders Cab/Merlot/Chardonnay
Woodbridge Cab/Merlot/Chardonnay
Vendange Cab/Merlot/Chardonnay
Fetzer Cabernet/Chardonnay
Cavit Pinot Grigio
Walnut Crest Cabernet
Cesari Pinot Grigio
Bolla Soave
Beringer White Zinfandel
Franzia Burgundy/Chablis/Chianti
Carlos Rossi Burgundy/Chablis/Paisano/Sangria
Opici Homemade Barbarone

Your Favorite Wines
Blackstone Merlot
J Lohr Chardonnay
Simi Chardonnay
BV Coastal Cabernet/Merlot
Hess Select Chardonnay
Toasted Head Chardonnay

$8.99
$10.99
$12.99
$7.99
$9.99
$10.99

750ml
750ml
750ml
750ml
750ml
750ml

$16.99
$15.99
$10.99
$6.99
$12.99
$11.99
$8.99
$10.99
$10.99
$8.99
$10.99
$9.99
$11.99

1.5L
1.5L
1.5L
1.5L
1.5L
1.5L
1.5L
1.5L
1.5L
1.5L

5L
4L
4L

Would you be surprised to
know that this has a big
nose?  Lots of fruit and
flowers, all cherries and

blackberry.  Medium bodied
and well balanced with

small hints of spice.  50%
cabernet and 50% merlot, it
is a very food friendly wine.

Cyrano gave it 98 points.

A light and easy wine from a
lesser known sub-region of

Bordeaux.  It is made of 60%
sauvignon blanc and 40%
semillon.  A perfect spring

wine with lots of lemon and
lime flavors.  It has a gentle

herbal quality and small
floral hints.  Try it with white

fishes, shellfish and easy
going chicken dishes or just

to sip before dinner.

This is a classic southern
French rose blended from

Grenache, syrah and
cinsault grapes.  It is DRY.

Don’t let the pink fool you.
Red berries mix with

pineapple, passion fruit,
pepper and thyme.  Try it

with salmon or as a bracing
before dinner drink.


