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My first encounter with Amherst Survival Center was in the fall of 2010 leading the Community Engagement Orientation Trip for first year students. The Survival Center gave us the opportunity to help organize the facility during a time when it was usually closed. I remember folding clothes and hanging shirts in the department store section, where residents of Amherst utilizing the Survival Center as a resource can come in and take anything off the shelves that they need. That was over a year and a half ago, and it was certainly not the impression I had a few weeks ago eating lunch with the usual Survival Center crowd.  

The bus ride was quiet. An anxious quiet, though. Hannah, Junsuk and I were ready to see what the typical day at the Survival Center was about. We encountered a man who was talking to or yelling at everyone on the bus. When the time came for us to get off the bus, that same man got off too. We followed him into the side door of the Survival Center and began a lovely conversation with him on the line for food. He was a regular at the Survival Center. And so were many others that we would come to meet in the upcoming visits. I have learned a lot from all the community members who I have met. There were quiet people who barely spoke at all, there were extroverts who spoke constantly between bites of food and gave discourses on their favorite topics, and there were those in the middle who chimed in every once in a while. The quiet people struck me the most. I could not tell if they were happy to be at the Survival Center, embarrassed, genuinely shy, or, as our project would indicate, poor speakers of the English language. Nonetheless, there are countless stories to tell since my time at the Survival Center began for this class. I want to share some of the more memorable moments. 

There are two particular events that happened that I want to talk about. Both dealt with race. The first was when a white man was walking to get a drink and passed by a black man who was sitting down. The black man got up from his chair so the white man could pass more easily. The white man said, “Thanks bro”. The black man, who had said nothing in the two times I had sat with him for lunch, became infuriated. His face tensed up and the mood changed. He quickly asserted back, “I’m not your brother!” Although nothing happened for the remainder of the meal, I felt very uncomfortable as I sat sandwiched between the two. 


The second instance where I encountered racism was when Junsuk was talking to a Chinese man. They were the only phenotypically Asian people in the Survival Center, and a white man next to me leaned over and said, “Look, they are over there plotting world domination!” He proceeded to laugh uncontrollably. I felt that it was totally uncalled for. I wanted to address it. Since then, I have been grappling with the following questions.
What is my place in the community? Am I a student or citizen? As a citizen, should I challenge these racist ideas? Or, as a student, is my goal to be merely an observer and strictly watch what goes on? Further, to what extent can I utilize my education? I want to give help where I can, but I do not want to overstep my boundaries. Does my participation in the Survival Center validate any opinions that I have, or does my limited experience negate any input I may have? Lastly, how does the community see me? Do they see me as a resident since I have hidden my background and college experience? Or do they see me as a young man who probably will not stay around?
I plan on dealing with these questions as the semester progresses.  

