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              Nominate a volunteer for Long Island Hall of Fame
Katti Gray

October 20, 2008

In the late 1980’s when the first Bush to reside in the White House launched his ambitious Thousand Points of Light Foundation for volunteers, Diana O'Neill took it upon herself to tell her boss at the U.S. Treasury Department - where she held a fairly responsible position - that she felt called to be one of those shining beacons.

"He looked at me and said, 'Write a proposal?'" O'Neill recalled, laughing at her supervisor's easy, earnest response. She and her military-man husband were stationed in Austin, Texas, at the time. At Treasury, she had culled skills in accounting, budgeting, banking.

O'Neill's boss wasted no time rubber-stamping her proposal, and she started teaching budgeting classes at a   San Antonio women's shelter. Back in her native Virginia, O'Neill's mother had worked full-time on Capitol Hill and, after punching the clock at workday's end, headed habitually to a local shelter for battered women, where the needs ran from here to yonder.

"They were starving for information. That's where this volunteer thing got started and got under my skin,"    said O'Neill, now executive director of the Hempstead-based Long Island Volunteer Center, which is part of  the national HandsOn Network and manned by unpaid volunteers.

The Long Island center's deadline for submitting names and doings of heralded and unsung volunteer heroes for its annual Hall of Fame installation is Friday. The roster of 84 inductees includes the likes of Boris Chartan, a Holocaust camp survivor who created the Holocaust Memorial & Tolerance Center of Nassau County in Glen Cove; Peter Barnett of the Nassau-Suffolk Coalition for the Homeless; the late Harry Chapin, founder of Long Island Cares; and Sol Goldstein of Rebuilding Together Long Island, North Massapequa, which refurbishes homes for senior citizens. 

Also, Sister Aimée Koonmen of Bethany House homeless shelters, Nassau County; Marjorie Chaplain and Cindy Pierce Lee of Child Abuse Prevention Services, Roslyn; Janine Dionne of Pet Peeves, Woodbury; and Sallie Ruppert of Volunteers for Wildlife, Caumsett State Historic Park.

When a cry from nature required that I postpone my initial interview with O'Neill, instead of grumbling that I'd forced her to rejigger her daily schedule, she gave me a firm round of applause. I'd been rescuing an abandoned cat, and this demanded more of my time and energy than I'd suspected it would. "Doing what's right in front of us," O'Neill said, "that's the essence of volunteering. Take care of that, and we'll get together tomorrow."

Whether doing a small favor for the next-door neighbor, delivering meals to the homebound, teaching an illiterate to read - these all fall into that essential category.

"I feel that volunteering is my life's purpose," O'Neill said. "There's a quote that goes something like this: 'Volunteerism isn't what you give or get but what you become.' Volunteerism has helped me be part of a larger life. My best friends I've made in this field, people of like spirit and like mind. And that's great because water really does seek its own level. That's what we all want is people who support the work we love."

The Long Island center was founded in 1992, after both Nassau and Suffolk counties wiped funding for its separate volunteer offices clean off their budgets. One former director of those county offices started getting phone calls at home about this travesty, for many people knew how great the need is for volunteers, whether they were protesting a snatch of eco-sensitive land or gathering donated prom gowns for poor girls who couldn't afford to buy one.

"We call ourselves headhunters, brokers for human capital. People will come to us with all kinds of needs, and they just don't know where to start," O'Neill said.

And, yes, she added, "There is an ebb and flow to volunteering. You have to strike the right balance. My feeling is that I should under-promise and overcommit. I personally do like variety. But volunteer in areas where you feel strength - or even do something you've never done. It's simply about all of us rising up and doing our part."

Info on volunteering

Plug in your ZIP code or areas of personal interest at longislandvolunteercenter.org to find volunteer opportunities in your area.

Attend the Volunteer Fair, sponsored by Newsday Future Corps and Farmingdale State University, from          10 a.m. to 1 p.m. Thursday. Topically, it will be organized around themes, including the environment, mentoring, philanthropy, adults and children with special needs.

As part of the Natural Heritage Trust, benches at Bethpage State Park have been inscribed with the names of Hall of Fame inductees. Take a look-see at the names of these hometown heroes. 
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