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Fund-raising events are essential in the nonprofit world, but they don’t generate easy money. The more enjoyable and entertaining they are for supporters, the harder and more-complex they are to organize and execute.
My wife and I recently were involved in “Ethnic Traditions,” a fund-raising event sponsored by the Historical and Genealogical Society of Somerset County. Conceptually, it’s delightful.
Each year the HGSSC brings in three or four individuals representing different ethnicities or nationalities. Each offers samples of foods typical of that tradition and makes a presentation on the tradition and the foods.
By the time the evening is over, the patrons have learned something new about other cultures, experienced unfamiliar foods, and are well-fed on samples of entrees, side dishes and desserts.

My wife was invited to present foods and traditions of her native land of Japan. I was accompanying her as a supportive spouse but was anticipating a nice relaxing afternoon, while she was busy in the kitchen, and a pleasant evening with family and friends noshing on new foods.
Now this was not laziness on my part but rather reflected my understanding of the situation. I’m supposed to stay out of the kitchen when my wife cooks Japanese dishes at home, and we were told by event organizers that there would be plenty of help, plus cooks knowledgeable about preparing food to feed 120 people.
Everything was well-planned and organized. There was a set-up crew, a kitchen crew, and a clean-up crew – easily two dozen people, all volunteers. National Honor Society students from Somerset Area High School were the servers, and a high-school string ensemble entertained between presentations. 
But who could have anticipated that one of the Ethnic-Tradition cooks would learn she had COVID – just that morning? Not only could she not participate, but she threw out all of the food she’d prepared as a precautionary measure.
The lead cook and several kitchen helpers scrambled to prepare replacement food. My wife suddenly discovered that she wasn’t going to have the kitchen support that had been promised.
Upon hearing the words, “Dave, I need your help,” my relaxing afternoon disappeared like a splash of sake on a hot wok. For several hours I became the chef’s assistant, handing her what was needed, preparing the rice, lifting and consolidating heavy pots and pans, constantly fiddling with the burners on the commercial range and occasionally serving as a taste consultant.

We also had the invaluable assistance of a woman whose day job is to cook in a prison. She’d selflessly given up her day off to cook at this event and took on the role of sous chef. We couldn’t have finished the food in time without her knowledgeable, tireless help.

Everything came together just in time. The patrons liked the food and really seemed to enjoy my wife’s presentation, learning how to properly handle their hashi (chopsticks) and use them to eat their soup.

And I truly was impressed with the way the organizers anticipated and delt with all of the moving parts of this event – and especially with the unexpected, major disruption caused by COVID.

While we’ve all experienced nonprofit fund-raisers and special events, many of us don’t appreciate the knowledge, planning, organization, and personal sacrifice of time and energy that goes into making them happen.
Nor are we usually aware when things go awry. “The show must go on” mantra doesn’t just apply to entertainment, it’s a universal principal in the nonprofit world as well.

When you find yourself at these types of events, thank the organizers and volunteers. You may not be aware of what’s going on behind the scene, but you can safely assume that people are working hard to make it happen.   
And if you want to ensure that your experience is a relaxing one. Pay some easy money to buy a ticket.
To respond to this column – or read other columns by Dave Hurst – visit www.hurstmediaworks.com.
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