Who’s On First?

The American Red Cross (ARC), you’re probably thinking cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR) training, handing out food, blankets and Band-Aids during disasters. They must be everywhere whenever you want them, but how? How does this system work? Who works or volunteers for this private, nonprofit organization?  It’s people like Holly Martin.

Having parents as teachers, they got her to assist them in various volunteering activities as a youth and encouraged college for a stable and successful future. Holly was very content with her life. She naturally attended the University of Missouri and obtained a degree in Psychology. After graduation, she then worked with disabled adults in Pennsylvania and found it quite enjoyable. Her life was pretty much on track. Then an event happened that changed her life.

On September 11, 2001, there were a series of terrorist attacks launched against the United States by Al-Qaeda. This unprecedented attack shook America to its core as it raced to assess the damage, defend itself, and search for survivors. Of the four planes that were hijacked and used as weapons to intentionally crash into targets in the US, only one was able to miss its target and crash in a less populated area. It was during this recovery effort that a friend of Holly’s volunteered at the scene with their local American Red Cross. Holly was so moved by the stories her friend told, that Holly decided to get involved helping people in a more community based atmosphere versus those with individual plans. This began her relationship of volunteerism for the American Red Cross. Holly held several jobs from working in soup kitchens to assisting battered women’s shelters.

She eventually moved to San Diego, applied and received a position with the American Red Cross as the Coordinator for Mass Care in the Disaster Services Department, San Diego/Imperial Counties Chapter. Due to the nature of her job, no day is ever the same despite the fact that 95% of her job is preparedness for mass casualties and events. The range of what she does on a daily basis is so large; she is constantly engaged in some new or different facet of her job. 

Some responsibilities include training volunteers in shelter simulations; coordination of securing warehouses strategically located around the county for storage of blankets, water, Gatorade and prepackaged ready-to-eat meals on moments notice; inventory of supplies needed to fill pull-trailers and ambulance-like vans. She’s even forklift driver certified which is one of the ARC training programs.

Holly expressed her love of food! One of the enjoyable responsibilities of her position is tracking resources, coordinating with local restaurants and hotels to volunteer meals in case of disasters. She gets to travel around to food servicing facilities such as restaurants and hotels, interview managers, decide if they’re acceptable for disaster causes, quantity of meals they will provide, but the best part is, she gets to taste the meals and assist in meal planning. If a facility is needed, a call goes out just hours ahead for an order then the meals are picked up for the disaster. 

September 13, 2008, just two weeks after Holly begins her job at the American Red Cross in San Diego, barely familiar with her new surroundings, she’s deployed to Texas to assist with the destruction, deaths, injured and displaced of hurricane Ike where she was stationed for three weeks. Having previously done short assistance aid with the American Red Cross in the past, she learned quickly much more about what other volunteers and employees did to stay and help over a long period of time. They slept on cots, worked long hours, and missed their families much like the military. One particular staff supervisor she remembers well, slept on the ground outside of his truck (for others to be somewhat comfortable inside) to always be on alert and ready to help at moments notice.

Holly expressed several pieces of advice for our youths, one being volunteer or enroll an internship whenever and wherever they can whether it be through school or a church group. Finding your passion in life is also a key to success and happiness. Be flexible when it comes to career exploration and don’t be afraid to try new things.

