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WEEKEND

Working for
They are faces among the
many volunteers offering
meals and companionship
to our homeless and dis-
advantaged each week.
They now want to expand to
hosting overseas trips and
special camps for streetkids,
MARJ BELESSIS reports.

Dr Jim Rathmell on the job as a Street Mission volunteer for the homeless. Picture: ELENOR TEDENBORG.

I got a letter from the PM addressed to me personally, politely declining the invitation
to donate and pointing out that he only gave to selected charities’‘

EVERY Saturday night, you can find
Alan Clarke and his band of
volunteers dispensing hot meals,

good counsel and companionship to
Manly’s homeless and disadvantaged
outside the Uniting Church opposite
Gilbert Park.

When you ask him how he came to the
point of making it his life’s work to give
succour to the less fortunate, he harks back
to his student days at college in Oxford in
the 1960s and a memorable foray into
charity work.

‘‘One year we took a boat from Oxford to
Westminster dressed as Viking raiders,’’
he said. ‘‘We visited all the towns along the
Thames, collecting money for sick
children.

‘‘It was one of the best events of my life.
‘‘At the end of the journey, I delivered a

letter I’d written to No 10 Downing St,
addressed to the then prime minister
Harold Wilson, pointing out that although
the Vikings had received no rental from
the Norman invaders since they’d come to
England, I’d be prepared to settle for £5
from the prime minister.

‘‘Three weeks later I got a letter from the
PM addressed to me personally, politely
declining the invitation to donate and
pointing out that he only gave to selected
charities,’’ he said.

Clarke said from that time, he had
wanted to do something for children.

‘‘But when you are raising a family and
paying off a mortgage, there’s never
enough time,’’ he said.

‘‘When my marriage broke up, I decided
it was as good a time as any to take a new
direction in life, so from that negative I
started Street Mission Inc.’’

Street Mission began eight years ago,
raising money to stock the emergency food
cupboard at Manly Community Centre
with non-perishable food.

The launching of the Street Mission Cafe

outside the Uniting Church two years ago
marked the charity’s first venture into a
hands-on food outlet.

Up to 30 people every Saturday night
patronise the cafe, where eight to 10
volunteers dispense a hot meal, plus fruit
and sandwiches to tide their clients over
the weekend.

His helpers are a mixed lot: there is a
university lecturer, a waitress, a couple
from the Catholic church at Narrabeen,
representatives of the business sector and

a couple of prominent Liberal Party
members.

Many of them are practising Christians,
although Street Mission is a secular
charity.

Street Mission also receives help in kind
from local businesses, like the Brookvale-
based Sweet Sensations which donates any
slightly damaged goods which translate
into a sweet treat for patrons to enjoy with
a mug of tea or coffee.

‘‘We have about 30 regulars who come to

us of a Saturday night; the rest are
drifters,’’ Clarke said.

‘‘The oldest would be about 65; the
youngest are kids around fourteen.

‘‘If they haven’t got a permanent
residence they are regarded as homeless.’’

While the area’s comparative affluence
doesn’t breed too many homeless people,
Street Mission has identified another
disadvantaged group among its clients -
people on low incomes or pensions left
with little disposable income after paying
their rent.
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