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Fifth Avenue and rezeh Streer is a world apare from famouns New
York City deparement stores like Saks and Bergdorf Goodman,
This Fitth Avenue is not a world of privilege and high finance, but
i place where parents struggle to provide the most basic neces-
siries for their famihies. Fifth Avenue and 11z2th Streer s nor a
hournque neighbarhood. Te is a complex of brick housing projects,
cuch one looking like the next. In the middle of this maze is a tiny
starefront called Rooam Ta Grow In many ways its like a garden
thar magically blooms in rhe midsr of concrete

(n a snowy winter afternoon, 1 locked inits window and
smiled. In this cozy room were clothes, b woks, tovs and strollers
evervthing tor a child from birth o age rhree. Two young women
were seated on lirele baby chairs, One had on a red cap, overalls and
a mohair sweater, and the other wore black pants and black boots,
Mo one would ever guess that the woman in the overalls plaved
Bitman's temale nemesis, Poison Ivy, or the raven-haired vizen in
Pulp Fiction. (Her nexr film s a Merchant Ivory production based
on the Henry James tale The Galden Bowd)) On this day, actress
Uma Thurman, 31, is just a casual New Yorker,

Uma's campanion is the founder of Room To Grow, Julie
Brown, Julie's ongimal dea, which came ro frrion g8, had a
very specific purpose: to aid parents who needed assistance with all
areas of their baby's development, from clothing, tovs and
strollers, to guidelines on how ro care tar rheir child.

Gerring Uma oo help rthe organization was a big boost, Sud-

A\ s a maiigehe star ]xl'lt WS hmx many S "
111 l-]g / : i denly, people were interested in finding out more about what

Julie was up to. “She has certainly raised our profile, and we get

. . ! ' ! atrention because her celebriry is always going ro parner arren-
Uu-}][l 'l 'ﬂ £ 13 ] - ; : 3 e rion,” Julie says, “Bur Uma doesn't juse lend her name to us, She's
' » e : very involved. She is one of our board members and is extremely
active in how all our decisions are made. She has become a

pivotal part of the organization, One of the most important b
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aspects for me is thar she is a mother, She can
conneet to what a parent is going through—and
that's more important than her name.”

1o those wha knew her, ir's nor particularly

surprising thar Uma would become passionately

involved in an organization that helps children, "My

dad devored his life to Tiber and its culrure, 5o 1
was raised with a sense of service,” she says.

The daughrer of an Ivy League protessor and a
Swedish model turned psvehotherapist, Uma grew
up in Amherst, Mass., and New York City. The
Dalai Lama was considered a family friend, The
erhereal, 6-foot, blue-eved beauty is even named
after a Hindu goddess,

Uma, whose first notable movie role came in

1988's Dangerous Liafrons, was briefly married to ac

tor Gary Oldman in 1990; it was on the set of 1997

ROSIE §/ /2001

Crattaca that she met her current hushand, wrirer
and actor Echan IHawke. Togerher, Th{.‘:\' arc raising
their rwo-and-a-half-year-old daughter, Maya Ray,

in New York's Greenwich Village.

It was becoming a morher char inspired Uma o
make Room To Grow a priority in her busy life,

“I feel very moved by children,” she says. “They are
innocent and helpless. Their unnecessary ﬁufﬁ:ring
takes your breath away. You can't be a mother

and not think about the world vour children's
contemporaries are coming into.”

She has donared elothes and baby essentials and,
more important, has tirelessly raised funds for the
organization. Uma has also used
her celebrity starus ro enlise
companies and friends to give
support and make donations,
Playtex donated over 3,000 baby
bottles and SipEase cups. Other
carporare donors have included
Tiny Love tays, Fisher-Price,
Crayola, Bloomingdale's,
Scholastic Books and the Warm
Biscuir Bedding Company.

Success, for Room To Grow
and 1ts chients, is measured in
small, poignant steps: A child gers
awinrer coar, a morher learns to
look for answers. One client,
Arasha Jenkins, gets emotional
whenever she ralks abour how
Room To Grow has changed her
life and the life of her 22-month
old daughter, Nikia. A single
maother who works full-time

while studying to become a

Room To Grow may sometimes look
like a voy store, but the organization
is really teaching better parenting.
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Baby love

Room To Grow is a nonprofit
arganization created to help
children in poverty, from
newharn infants to three-
year-old toddlers,

Approximately 200
families have been referred
by social-service agencies.
They go to Room To Grow's
uptown Manhattan location
every three months to pick
up child-care essentials
and to receive guidance
on parenting.

“The one thing | try to
make clear is that we are not
a store at all,” says founder
Julie Brown. "Qur mission is
to provide parent support
and information in addition
to resources.” Already, plans
are underway for an
expansion that will include
educational workshops.
Pediatricians and other
experts will give lessons in
bahy-proofing a home and
offer tips on effective
discipline, nutrition and
reducing parental stress,
Julie and Uma envision Room
To Grow as a national
organization, with branches
in cities like Chicago and Los
Angeles. “Los Angeles is a
natural,” Lima says, "There's
just so much excess and so
much need. We could begin
to bridge that gap.®

It you would like to make
a contribution to Room To
Grow, you can contact the
charity by phone (212-427-
2520), through the mail (1330
Fifth Ave., New York, NY
10026) or an the Web
fwww.roomiogrow.org).
Please make checks payable
to Room To Grow,
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nurse, 32-year-old Atasha undersrands what it is to
struggle. “It's not always casy to provide everything
you need for your child’s growth and development if
you are worried about gerting food on the table,”
she explains. “T was living in a sheleer when my coun-
selor referred me to Room To Grow. It has provided
me with shoes for my child, and books and roys ro
help her. But you aren’t just handed rhings; the peo-
ple there have worked to really know us. 1 was hav-
ing a hard time finding day care, and Julie helped me
with that. When my daughrer was starting to walk,
Julie didn't juse hand me a walker and send me on my
way. We talked about what would be right for Nikia.
Her potty training was rough for me, and [ was
encouraged to read parenting magazines— [ would
have never thoughr to do that before, Julie has been
preat in so many ways. She has even written me
recommendation letters to find a job. Now I know
I'm not alone. I have someplace to turn to.”

Like Uma, 34-year-old Julie is from a privileged
background. The New York City nartive was work-
ing at a top job for Christie’s aucrion house when
she realized it was vime for her to make a more
hands-on contribution to society. She went to
school to become a social worker, and afrer being in
the field for a while, she came up with the idea for
Room To Grow. “I think society assumes that
women, in particular, have an innate capacity to
take care of children,” Julie says. “Bur the truch is,
many aspects of mothering can feel confusing and
overwhelming— particularly when you don't have
the resources to provide for your child.”

Julie and Uma mer when they were neighbors in
a Greenwich Village brownstone in 1997. At first,
they were just casual friends. *One day 1 saw Julie
walking around with all rhis baby stuff,” Uma re-
calls. “And I said, ‘Hey, Julie, congratulations!” and
then she explained to me about Room To Grow.”
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Uma got involved almaost instantly, spurred by
the thought of how much some mothers have while
others must raise kids with almost nothing. “Many
of the mothers I know spend their days dragging
their children to endless classes,” she says. “I take
my daughter to a few classes, but you can't get into
that competition stuff. That's really too crazy.
Actually, rhat's why it makes so much sense to me
to come here. These are real issues.”

Julie goes to make same coffee and consult with
clienrs. Uma asks me if being a mother has changed
my life. “It's been huge. It's been the biggest change
for me. But 1 love my daughter more every day” [
say. Uma is immediarely sympathetie: “1 know.
When you have a child—if that doesn’t ground you,
nothing will. | feel so protective of my daughrer and
her generation. The thing is, raising a child is also
raising a citizen. [ gucss that's why I'm so commit-
ted to Julic and Room To Grow. 1 hope my daughter
becomes the type of person who doesn'r take her
life for granred and is generous.”

I look around this tidy room with infant clothes
folded neatly on one side and strollers lined up on
the other. Somehow I can't help bur think abour all
the baby showers I've been to in the last few years
where the expectant mother gets two Baby Bjorn
infant carriers, four diaper bags and lots and lots of
tiny Onesics thar won'r fir a few weeks after the
haby iz born. Suddenly it seems clear to me that if all
the extras from all those baby showers found their
way to Room To Grow, the lives of both the donors
and the receivers would be greatly enhanced. No
child should have to enter the world alone.

*I think everyone at a baby shower in this city
should be given your card,” T rell them.

“Yes, that's the point,” Uma says as her face
lights up. *We do live in one world.” ®



