


Alex Warkentin
MEDIEVAL REENACTMENT p. 20
It’s the 21st century, yet people are still keen 
on donning their fi nest armour and weapons 
to meet each other in the fi eld of battle? 
Covering the Dragon’s Own and the Society 
for Creative Anachronism for this issue of the 
Journal proved that medieval revelry is alive 
and well. Most of their armour is made right 
here in Calgary, and many of the members 
have dedicated years to perfecting what 
others may see as a dead art-form.Well, 
not for these knights and mercenaries who 
duke it out wearing upwards of 90 pounds 
of chainmail in grassy fi elds and stifl ing heat. 
It’s a testament to the ever-important history 
of humankind; that before we started 
wielding smartphones, our hands clutched 
swords and axes made of steel and iron. 
Perhaps spending time with the former is 
the better (and, debatably, more peaceful) 
activity overall, but the fact that hundreds 
of people still choose to meet beyond the 
reach of technology to communicate, 
laugh, cry, fi ght and celebrate together 
can be seen as a slight beacon of hope for 
human connection, and a reminder that the 
future means nothing if we don’t remember 
the past.

Andrea Wong 
INDIGENOUS WOMEN p. 23
After attending last year’s Memorial Marc
h for Missing & Murdered Indigenous Women, 
I heard story after story of communities still 
affected by intergenerational trauma and our 
country’s history of racism. But, with Calgary 
stepping into truth and reconciliation, I also 
saw resurging responses to calls of action, 
many of which are driven by Indigenous 
women. It was inspiring to meet a few of the 
women who pour so much heart into bridging 
the gaps of educating and empowering 
others. A recurring theme amongst the women 
was their belief that sharing their experiences 
and their culture, rather than using force, was 
key to peacefully bringing people together 
and creating understanding. Seeing all the 
different areas they impact made me realize 
not only the growing extent of their infl uence, 
but also how much still needs to be done. With 
change being led by strong and talented 
women like the ones in this story, I think we are 
headed in the right direction.

Casey Richardson
RANCHLANDS p. 33
Interviewing Zeke Thurston and driving out 
to his family’s ranch in Big Valley showed me 
the strong community behind ranchers and 
farmers. The Thurston family was welcoming 
and keen to help out my day of reporting, 
even with the long day ahead of them. 
Branding day is a big event at each farm and 
all of the surrounding ranchers will come out 
to help that day. The long-standing hierarchy 
around branding still remains, with the 
eldest and heads of the family responsible 
for roping and branding the cattle. Taking 
photos of this event also gave me new 
information, branding is done on the cattle 
so the ranchers can know what belongs to 
them. The branding process burns away the 
calf’s hair so it can grow back differently, 
where the owners can recognize the pattern 
difference. The calf hops up quickly after 
branding and runs back to the mother, barely 
fazed by the process. Although ranching 
and farming is a career choice that has 
been decreasing in numbers for a long 
time, the community support surrounding it 
has not.
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Behind the stories
The Journal’s summer team reflect on their storytelling and reporting experiences
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SUMMER

Summer Scenes 

A brief history
of the Calgary 
Stampede
Running for 10 days every July, the Calgary Stampede 
is a mainstay in developing the culture of the city. 
From the o� ering of crazy cuisines, rodeo and 
grandstand shows, live music and the chance to let 
loose on a weekday, the “Greatest Outdoor Show on 
Earth” didn’t earn that title overnight. 

1886: 
� rst Calgary 
exhibition held 

1950s: 
The “Golden Age”
of the Stampede 

1923: 
� rst Stampede
Breakfast 

1912: 
� rst Stampede, 
organized by Guy Weadick  

As the seasons change and Calgary heats up, so does the amount of events. 
Here’s a list of functions, gatherings and occasions that you should check out. We might just see you there. 

Food & Fare Cultural

Calgary StampedeCalgary RibFest 2018

Sweet Summer Corn 
Festival

Taste of Calgary Fiestaval

When: July 20-22 Where: Max Bell Centre
Cost: Free
Barbecue lovers unite! This annual festival for all things 
smoked, charred and meaty will feature the best 
Calgary pitmasters have to o� er. Bring napkins. 

When: Aug. 11  Where: 284022 Township Road, 
Rocky View Cost: $13.95
Taking place at the Calgary Corn Maze & Fun Farm 
and located on the southeast tip of Calgary, the 
Sweet Summer Corn Festival will feature corn 
husking competiitions, corn decorting and visitors 
will be able to take home  a free... you guessed it, 
cob of Taber corn! 

When: July 6 - July 15  Where: Stampede 
Grounds Cost: Free - $18
What is there to say about the “Greatest Outdoor 
Show on Earth” that hasn’t been said already? 
Ten days of rodeo-themed events, live music 
and odd food (this year features kangaroo pizza, 
giant squid on a stick and grilled cheese made 
with crickets), the Calgary Stampede is a week-
and-a-half of carnivalesque revelry.

When: July 20 - July 22  Where: Olympic Plaza
Cost: Free
A celebration of Latin American culture with 
performers and vendors, this three-day event 
highlight is family-friendly, free to get in and a 
great  multicultural experience for all. 

When: Aug. 9 - Aug. 12  Where: Eau Claire Fesitval 
Plaza Cost: Attendees purchase $1 tasting tickets
Featuring food from tons of local Calgary 
restaurants, Taste of Calgary showcases the best 
of the best. This year’s edition will also include live 
music and a beer garden, so hope for hot weather 
and cold drinks. 
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Recreational cannabis usage will be legal in Canada 
starting Oct. 17, following the passing of Bill C-45 
through the Senate by a vote of 57-29.

This historic bill will end almost 100 years of illegality 
since the plant was � rst banned in 1923, although 
regulated cannabis use for medical purposes was 
approved in 2001.

While each province is responsible for deciding how 
and where marijuana will be sold, the current plans 
for Alberta require a minimum age of 18 for purchase, 
similar to alcohol and tobacco.

Canada is the � rst of the “G7” countries — a group of 
the seven most powerful industrialized nations in the 
world that include the United States, Japan, Germany, 
the U.K., France and Italy — to legalize recreational 
cannabis usage.

According to CNN, adults will be able to carry and 
share “up to 30 grams of legal marijuana in public.”

The plan to legalize cannabis was set by Prime 
Minister Justin Trudeau and the Liberal party upon 
taking o�  ce in 2015.

Canada sets date for 
cannabis legalization

Canada is the � rst G7 nation to implement the legalization of 
cannabis. PHOTO COURTESY OF PIXABAY

1976:
attendance exceeds 1 million
for the � rst time

2007:
“Exhibition” dropped from 
name, now o�  cially known as
the “Calgary Stampede”

2013:
Calgary � oods, but the 
Stampede goes on, leading to 
the slogan “Hell or High Water.” 

1983:
Saddledome completed

2012:
Centennial sets attendance
record of 1.4 million

Calgary International
Blues Fest

Calgary Dragon Boat
Race & Festival
When: Aug. 11 - Aug. 12  Where: North 
Glenmore Park Cost: Free
Join 4,000 other spectators or register your own 
team at this showcase of Chinese culture and 
team spirit. Calgary’s annual Dragon Boat Race 
& Festival will also host the Sinopec Dragon 
Boat Charity Race as well as performances by 
Global Fest. 

Music
Calgary Folk Music Festival
When: July 26 - July 29  Where: Prince’s Island Park 
Cost: $35 -  $195
Just one of the many fantastic music festivals put on 
throughout Calgary every summer, the 2018 Folk Fest 
will feature perfomances from A Tribe Called Red, 
Alvvays, Chad VanGaalen and many more. Tickets can 
be purchased for single-day events, or for the entire 
four-day event. The Folk Fest is something that fans of 
local and mainstream music won’t want to miss. 

When: July 30 - Aug 5  Where: Shaw Millenium Park 
Cost: $35 -  $129
Calgary’s premier festival for all things bluesy returns 
for its 14th year at Shaw Millenium Park. Featuring 
live music, workshops and special events, this family-
friendly fest will have perfomances from BB King’s Blues 
Band, Dawn Tyler Watson and Jim Byrnes.

Basia Bulat on the main stage during the 2017 Calgary Folk Music Festival.      PHOTO: AMBER MCLINDEN

SUMMER
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J ordyn Caron, a bartender at Craft Beer Market on 
10th Avenue downtown, usually � nishes her Friday 
and Saturday night shifts at 4:30 am. She takes 

transit to work. But often ends up taking an Uber home 
afterwards.

“Usually I feel � ne,” Caron said, in part because Craft 
Beer Market’s security team will escort workers when 
they can. However, sometimes they can’t. And Caron is 
aware that sometimes things aren’t � ne. 

Caron mentioned another downtown worker being 
jumped after her late shift.

“A girl got jumped and all of her tips were stolen. She 
was petri� ed.”

That’s why Caron would like to see Calgary have a 
Safewalk option, similar to the one already available at 
universities in Calgary   — as well as other cities, such as 
Victoria and Winnipeg.

But that isn’t currently an option for Calgary’s late 
night downtown residents and workers. And, currently, 
the provincial government and the business community 
seeing little need for the service, since the city already 
has a police patrol in place.

Safewalk is a program that provides complimentary 
walks from buildings, parkades, and businesses to an 
individual’s workplace, residence or transportation.

Mount Royal University and the University of Calgary 
established Safewalk programs for students working 
late nights.

According to Mount Royal security, it’s “based on the 
belief that there is safety in numbers.”

Shining Chang, the Safewalk co-ordinator for 
University of Calgary’s campus security, said, “Safewalk 
program has a reason to exist and that’s because with 
the service we’re able to reach out and provide [for] our 
community and support whatever they need.”

Safewalk usage increases during the � rst few weeks 
of the semester and during � nal exam season, but Jody 
Jones, the security supervisor, would like to see more 
Mount Royal students use the program.

“I � nd with a lot of people when they talk to us about 
it, they say well we don’t want to put you out. But that’s 
our job. Our job is to make sure you’re safe,” states Jones.

Making people safe is also the objective of Victoria 
and Winnipeg’s Safewalk programs.

Victoria’s program was created after public 
consultations suggested such an initiative would 
increase the use of the city’s parking facilities in 2014.

“I think that Victoria’s a safe city. Victoria had lots to 
be done in our public sphere and spaces for a safety 
perspective and for people getting to their cars,” said 
Bill Eisenhauer, the head of engagement for the city of 
Victoria.  

The city’s Safewalk program is solely in downtown 
parkades. Security is available anytime to meet you at 
the entrance.  

Eisenhauer stated, “What we’re seeing is what we 
intended to do which is [give] peace of mind and 
those who park in the parkades... feel safe parking in 
the parkades and that they know there’s assistance to 
them.”

Winnipeg’s program is the more expansive. The 
Downtown BIZ, a group of business people who 
wanted to see a safer downtown, began the program 
in 1995.

The safety coordinator for the program was a 
retired police o�  cer, and the start-up focused on 
security, cleanliness and improving the image and 
attractiveness of downtown.

Shawn Matthews, the director of safety and 
outreach initiatives for Downtown Winnipeg BIZ, says 
that the presence of safety ambassadors had a very 
positive impact.

“They’re always willing to help and can be the eyes 
and ears of the community and the police service and 
our paramedics. We have a very good relationship 
with all the emergency services and they know the 
credibility of the watch program.”

The safety ambassadors work closely with hotels 
and businesses, providing tourists, visitors, and 
business employees with downtown navigation.

“We’ll get requests to come into presentations for 
newcomers and then quite often because of that if 
they’re uncomfortable being downtown for the � rst 
little while, they’ll call us and we’ll provide Safewalks 
for them.”

“We have business people and hotels that call us 
when there are conferences in and people want to 
go out but they’re not sure how to get somewhere 
around downtown.”

The program adds a sense of security for residents, 
and some even use Safewalk every day when taking 
public transportation downtown to walk to their 
o�  ce.

Matthews says the feedback they get is very
positive and it doesn’t cost the users anything.

Walking alone
Calgary’s lacking in security options for late night downtown residents and workers

crichardson@cjournal.caCASEY RICHARDSON

“A girl got jumped 
and all of her tips

 were stolen. 
She was petri� ed.”

– Jordyn Caron

Mount Royal’s popular times for safewalk are late night around exams season. PHOTO: CASEY RICHARDSON
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Get a walk to your
car, campus building
or transit

Studying or working late night alone?
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Trained Security
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By contrast, in Calgary’s downtown, the police 
are the only public service providing late night 
security for everyone.

According to community crime statistics 
provided by the Calgary Police, the downtown core 
has an average of 490 social disorderedly charges 
per month. Car break-ins have increased since 
2015, with 224 in that year and 290 in 2017.

Despite these recent statistics, Maggie Schofield, 
executive director for the Calgary Downtown 
Association, said that the citizen perception 
surveys done by the City of Calgary have shown 
very high satisfaction with the level of safety and 
security downtown.

However, Schofield recognized that people 
working late night have few security options, 

and transit is limited since the ridership isn’t high 
enough for the train to continue running. 

“Because when you’re an office worker in the 
daytime, you’re pretty much guaranteed a safe trip 
to and from work, and you have lots of options, but 
when you’re a late night worker there’s not much. 
We have worked very hard on that and we still have 
not got traction on that,” Schofield said.

Schofield added that employees who are 
downtown later should be calling on their 
employers to make sure they’re getting to their 
cars or transit safely. She stated that the business 
association went to the provincial government to 
look for funding to see if a program like Safewalk 
was viable and was told that it wasn’t needed.  

“We have looked at that [Safewalk] before and 

INFOGRAPHIC BY : CASEY RICHARDSON

what we would’ve called an ambassador program,” 
Schofield said. “That was right at the time when the 
city police service was coming up with their beat 
patrols. As we worked through with them and the 
complementary bike program, as well as the transit 
officers and the community resource officers, it was 
really felt to be quite redundant,” she said.

The Safewalk program was regarded as unneeded 
because of Calgary police’s foot and beat patrol 
already in place.

Nevertheless, Schofield said, “If we see a need 
certainly we’ve done the background work and 
we know what it would take to run one [safewalk], 
and certainly it something we would look at, if 
there was a requirement but we haven’t seen that 
to this point.”
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C oncerns about writers and artists appropriating 
a culture other than their own have recently 
made headlines in Canada.

But what happens when a chef cooks food that 
doesn’t match their own heritage?

A prominent local restaurateur says he’s simply 
trying to show appreciation for those dishes, with 
one food culture expert saying it can be a means of 
showcasing less dominant cultures.

George Nicholas, a professor, and chair of 
the department of archaeology at Simon Fraser 
University de� nes cultural appropriation as “using 
some aspect of someone else’s heritage without 
permission [in] an inappropriate or unwelcome 
way, and that in doing so this causes some type of 
cultural or economic or spiritual harm.”

That kind of appropriation has been a concern 
in the entertainment industry. Among the more 
prominent examples in Canada, Hal Niedzviecki, the 
previous editor of the Canadian literary magazine 
Write, o� ered an “appropriation prize”.

According to The Economist, Niedzviecki was 
defending cultural appropriation by giving artists 
and writers’ support to take ideas from other 
cultures.

But chefs have been cooking food from other 
people’s culture for centuries — a trend that’s 
recently continued in Calgary. For example, new 
restaurants like Two Penny Chinese, Calcutta Cricket 
Club, and Gringo Street opened in 2017, with their 
themes being culturally speci� c food.

Among those restaurateurs is Darren Maclean, the 
chef and owner of Shokunin. He became interested 
in Japanese food as a result of the � avour pro� le 
of Asian cuisine. As a result, his restaurant serves 
Japanese-style small sharing plates, focusing on 
that culture’s concept of using local ingredients.

“It’s not like I set out to be a Japanese chef. Or set 
out to be a Chinese chef or Indian chef, I set out to 
be just a great chef. So there was no mind but great 
chefs follow what tastes great and you develop a 
personal style using things that you enjoy,” Maclean 
said.

Maclean learned these techniques during his 
travels to Japan, but doesn’t claim his restaurant is 
100 percent authentic since it doesn’t reside within 
the nation.

“We try to honour the traditions, but we are a 
very innovative restaurant that seeks to do things 
that make sense to my style and my culinary palate, 
granted [that] Japan is a huge inspiration but so is 
everything that exists around me as a Canadian as 
well,” he said.

One experience that resonated with Maclean was 
when he met the owner of a small tea plantation in Japan.

“Really interesting guy. He refused to use any 
machinery. He did everything by hand and his tea 
was amazing. I’ve never had tea that had tasted like 
asparagus or had grassy notes.”

Maclean brought that tea back to Canada and 
featured it on Shokunin’s menu.

“We may apply Japanese techniques and thought 
processes to the food that we serve. But at the end 
of the day, we’re using Canadian product and that’s 
a huge hallmark of Japanese cuisine is using things 
that are very close to home.”

Maclean’s menu items aim to shine a new light on 
Japanese cuisine and provide a di� erent experience 
than the usual sushi and ramen that are most 
commonly known.

“I want to say look, this is a Japanese technique. I 
never sit here and say I’m a genius,” said Maclean. ”We 
use this charcoal from Japan. We’re using fresh, real, 
grated wasabi. You know we committed to that to use 
some certain ingredients that would just highlight 
things about Japan that are amazing and incredible.”

Not that Maclean has entirely avoided scepticism 
about making Japanese food. He has been questioned 
about his foods’ authenticity.

“Japanese people don’t trust the restaurant to be 
any good or they � nd it quite expensive compared 
to Japan. And so I have to be able to back up what 
I say with a certain level of knowledge and care for 
the culture,” said Maclean. “They don’t trust that a 
white guy could make Japanese food, which is � ne 
you know.”

However, the idea of being told what is appropriate 
for chefs to cook in order to avoid appropriation 
doesn’t sit well with Maclean.

“So as soon as you try to limit and put the cuisine 
in a box and say only Italians could make Italian food 
and only Chinese people can make Chinese food and 
only Americans can make burgers and fries. I believe 
you create more division as opposed to you can 
create a box in which everyone must stay.”

Moreover, he says, “If you go far enough back, most 
people think the Italians took noodle-making from 
the Chinese. I just kind of � nd it intriguing that we 
feel that there would be any controversy over a white 
person doing Japanese food any more than there 
would be a Chinese person doing Japanese food.”

Nicolas Fabien-Oulette, a Quebec academic who 
studies food culture, agrees that “heritage-fusion 
and adaptation has happened for millions of years 
throughout history.”

Fabien-Oulette — who wrote his thesis on the 
mislabelling of poutine as a Canadian dish, something 
that happened when it was served at the White House 
when Prime Minister Justin Trudeau visited President 
Barack Obama — said, “I’m not saying that people 
should not do it and I’m not saying this is cultural 
appropriation. Actually, I’m saying that serve it as you 
want, but if you want to apply cultural ownership to 
the dish, the only legitimate one is the Quebecois 
one.”

In fact, he says, it’s a way of showing respect for 
“minority cultures or less dominant culture in Canada.”

Nicholas says, “I think ultimately comes down to can 
one identify harm in the instance and if we are seeing 
a clear harm to someone because of the appropriation 
of some aspect of their culture, whether we’re seeing 
a threat to authenticity or loss of livelihood or others 
will those yes can be seen as appropriations, that are 
harmful in some manner.”

As for whether or not cooking culturally speci� c 
foods is cultural appropriation, Nicholas said there 
is no simple answer. Instead, it might be considered 
cultural borrowing, something that’s been practiced 
for millions of years.

“I think that anyone who thinks that chefs are 
culturally appropriating, I think that’s a very foolish 
statement,” said Maclean.

Food: Appreciation or appropriation?
The challenges with cooking ethnic cuisines not from your own culture

crichardson@cjournal.caCASEY RICHARDSON

70 new restaruants opened in Calgary 
in 2017

A few new places to check out:
Alumni
Breizh Bistro
Butter Block
Gringo Street
Hostel
Junction
One Night Stan’s
Sweet Heaven
Wakado

“I think that anyone who thinks 
that chefs are culturally appro-

priating, I think that’s a very 
foolish statement”

– Darren Maclean

NEWS
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Slipping through the health care system

It’s June 5, 2018, and the air is electric with chatter 
throughout the main atrium of the Palace Theatre 
in downtown Calgary, located on the glitzy 

Stephen Avenue.
Under �ashing banners encouraging people to 

“join the movement” and advertising the “Co-Pilot 
Collective,” patrons wander to their seats clutching 
both drinks from the bar and plates holding catered 
sliders. Towers of television screens advertising 
sponsors and start-ups bookend the main stage.

It’s a done-up a�air, but the reasoning is less about 
glam and more about the story of one man and his 
journey through the Alberta health care system, an 
experience that ended with an untimely passing.

The few hundred audience members take their 
seats. After a brief introduction from the moderator, 
the lights dim. The main screen, cut to black, now 
features a title card: Falling Through the Cracks: 
Greg’s Story.

A Pilot From A Small Town Called Acme
In early 2011, Greg Price, a then-30-year-old private 
pilot and engineer from Acme, went in for a routine 
physical examination where the primary care 

physician noted a lump on one of his testicles. It was 
decided that it wasn’t a high priority, and no follow 
up was planned.

Just-over 11 months later, Greg returns to the same 
physician, who, noting that the lump had not gone 
away, refers him to a general surgeon. Three more 
months will pass before he is contacted about an 
appointment with the surgeon’s o�ce.

He begins su�ering from lower back pain, and, 51 
weeks after the initial visit, goes to a walk-in clinic. A 
week later he is subjected to x-rays and ultrasounds, 
during which a “large abdominal mass” is discovered, 
and is scheduled for an urgent CT scan due to the 
possibility of cancer.

During the 56th week, Greg undergoes the CT. The 
results, combined with that of the ultrasound, “raised 
the question of stage III testicular carcinoma, with 
spread to abdominal lymph nodes.”

One week later, Greg calls the walk-in clinic. He has 
not yet been scheduled for a follow-up to discuss the 
results. He �nds out the physician at the clinic has 
left the practice to join one in another city. Greg is 
scheduled for an appointment later that day.

Another ultrasound is performed on his scrotum. 
The results show the lump is consistent with testicular 
cancer, and are faxed o� to a urologist. Unbeknownst 
to the sta� at the walk-in clinic, the urologist was 

currently “away for an extended period of time.”
 Greg discovers this himself the next week, when 

he calls the o�ce of the urologist and receives only 
a recorded phone message explaining the absence. 
He is then referred to two other separate urologists 
by the walk-in clinic, ultimately only going to the one 
o�ering the earliest appointment.

 His legs begin to swell, and, 59 weeks after that �rst 
routine physical examination, Greg undergoes an 
orchidectomy — a removal of the cancerous testicle 
— in Calgary. The swelling does not stop.

 Less than 72 hours after surgery, Greg Price, now 
31, collapses on the �oor of his family home. Attempts 
to resuscitate him are unsuccessful, and he dies from 
a blood clot.

A Break In The Chain
 “It starts with recognizing that Greg was somebody 
who was pretty keen on being �t,” explains David 
Price, Greg’s father, who, like his son, is a private 
pilot and has been since 1976. “So, somebody that 
was able to communicate, and [who] was also pretty 
tuned into his own health.”

He is sitting with his daughter, Teri, at a co�ee shop 
in Calgary on a rainy Thursday in May, six days before 
the screening at the Palace Theatre. 

awarkentin@cjournal.caALEC WARKENTIN

In 2011, Alberta pilot Greg Price went in for a routine physical . . . 
59 weeks later, he collapsed on the �oor of his home 

Greg Price, a private pilot like his father David, died unexpectedly on May 19, 2012 from a post-surgery blood clot. PHOTO COURTESY OF TERI PRICE
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They’ve just recently returned from Vancouver, 
from another showing of Falling Through the Cracks, 
the � rst project of Greg’s Wings, the advocacy 
groupthey’ve started to make sure others don’t fall 
through the same cracks in the healthcare system 
that Greg did.   

 David explains that Greg’s journey began with a 
trip to a pilot’s medical, where the thickening of the 
tube in one his testicles — the epididymis — was � rst 
noticed.

 “Ten months later, he had some issues with pain in 
his back and he thought that that was related to an 
athletic incident, or [from] lifting weights, rather than 
the two being connected,” says David.

“It took a long time to work through the system, 
and part of what lengthened that time out was breaks 
in communication, or breaks in hand-o� s between 
people that were actually looking at his condition, or 
even long waits for tests.”

 Greg’s story is one that highlights a prominent 
issue with the Canadian healthcare system — the 
problem with breaks in the continuity of patient care 
between medical o�  ces and specialists when dealing 
with patients.

 “If an airplane has an equipment issue anywhere in 
the world, I get told about it,” explains David. “In the 
healthcare system, the primary care doctor doesn’t 
know what happened to their patient when they go 
to emergency unless the patient actually comes back 

and tells them about it.”
It was within the � rst six months after Greg’s death 

that David, along with his daughter (and Greg’s sister) 
Teri Price, � rst connected with the Health Quality 
Council of Alberta (HQCA), an organization designed 
to measure, monitor and survey the health system 
in Alberta and to report the � ndings back to the 
government.

“They did an investigation into what happened, 
partially because they were doing some analysis on 
the continuity of patient care in Alberta,” says Teri. 
“So, they released a report that’s called the Continuity 
of Patient Care study, and it uses Greg’s journey to 
highlight the gaps in continuity that happen.” 

The � rst report conducted by the HQCA, released 
in December 2013, was spearheaded by Dr. Ward 
Flemons and proposed 13 recommendations for 
improving the continuity of patient care in Alberta.

A follow-up report, conducted in 2016 at the 
request of the Deputy Minister of Health, found 
that at the time, three years later, many of the 
recommendations have seen little to no movement, 
with many still facing major barriers.  

The recommendations, directed towards Alberta 
Health and Alberta Health Services, included “making 
additional investments in the provincial electronic 
health record and e-referral system to standardize 
work� ow processes for all specialized healthcare 
services” for patients and practitioners; developing 

“policy and procedures that would support 
radiologists to expedite the care of a patient whom 
they � nd has a time-sensitive health condition,” such 
as in the case of Greg Price; increasing accessibility 
for after-hours care; and ensuring that, in the case of 
a patient death, “surviving family members receive 
the � nal report in a more timely fashion” following 
investigations conducted by the O�  ce of the Medical 
Examiner. 

Greg, who kept the extent of his illness from his 
family until six days before he died, was a victim of 
many of these breaks.

“It was a lot of grief, and sort of re� ection on all 
of the ‘should-of, could-of,’ and wanting to ask lots 
of questions so we could fully understand what had 
gone on,” says David describing the time immediately 
following his son’s death.

“[Mainly], so that we could do a couple of things: 
Both, understand it, and then be able to start thinking 
about making sure that others wouldn’t get trapped 
in the same situation.”

Falling Through the Cracks: Greg’s Story
Following the study by the HQCA, Dr. Ward Flemons, 
the lead on the 2013 report who also teaches at the 
University of Calgary, approached the Price family 
about turning Greg’s story into an educational 
� lm, with the intent of using the � nished product 

David (LEFT) and Teri (RIGHT), Greg’s father and sister, created Greg’s Wings and The Co-Pilot Collective as a means to involve the public in enacting change in the health care system.  
              PHOTO: ALEC WARKENTIN
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to reinforce the importance of teamwork and 
communication to � rst and third-year medical 
students.

The Price family accepted, on one condition — that 
they had control over its production to ensure its 
truthfulness to who Greg was.

Shot in only � ve days and completed in fall of 2017, 
the � nal product is not your typical video module for 
teaching and learning.

Running 29 minutes, Falling Through the Cracks: 
Greg’s Story, explores Greg’s journey through 
the healthcare system, noting the lapses in 
communication and breaks in the continuity of his 
care that may have exacerbated his untimely passing.

It was written and produced by Andrew Wreggitt, 
and directed by Dean Bennett, both known for 
their work on CBC’s Heartland, Kevin McGarry, who 
currently stars on the series, plays the role of Greg 
Price. Playwright Rebecca (Becky) Shaw also helped 
write and produce the � lm.

Falling Through the Cracks was nominated for 
seven “Rosie” awards, put on each year by the Alberta 
Media Production Industries Association, ultimately 
winning Best Original Score - Drama under 30 
Minutes for 2018.

“It has a big emotional reaction, and on all kinds 
of audiences,” says Teri. “The initial trigger for the 
project was just to impact medical students, but it 
was actually the second day of shooting, when some 
of the crew were showing me the stills of what they 
were actually capturing… and it was like: ‘Oh, these 
are not going to be isolated to medical education.’”

David explains that the � lm is tough to categorize 
because it is both true to the story of Greg and doesn’t 
embellish the dramatic side.

“The events and transactions that occurred are 
all true to the story,” says David. “There’s obviously 
more than 30 minutes involved … but it does a very 
good job of hitting the key points of the journey that 
could’ve had di� erent outcomes or di� erent impacts.”

Similarly, the � lm evokes a variety of responses.
When it was screened for � rst and third-year 

medical students, the result was anger — not at the 
� lm, but at Greg’s situation — because of things that 
shouldn’t have happened, but did.

“They’re probably not imaging that that’s the 
system they’re joining,” says Teri.

Falling Through the Cracks was also shown to the 
Alberta Health Services (AHS) Executive Leadership 
team in February 2018, who Teri says were appreciative 
of the neutrality of the � lm.

“It’s not labelled up like ‘these are AHS doctors’ 
when they’re not. It’s just Greg’s journey,” Teri explains. 
“The � lm is very neutral.”

David notes that the most common response to the 
� lm is people wanting to share their experiences. He 
explains that these kinds of conversations are integral 
in generating conversation and involving the public 
to enact change.

“The perspective, when watching the film, is a 
personal one, as opposed to a representative one. 
I’m not a nurse or a doctor watching this. I’m a 
parent, or a brother, or a child. It really changes 
the dynamic.”

Greg’s Wings & The Co-Pilot Collective
To coincide with Falling Through the Cracks, the 
Price family started a not-for-profit organization 
called Greg’s Wings, with the film being the first 
project.

They’ve recently started another entitled The Co-
Pilot Collective, with the long-term goal of taking 
on projects that further align with the enigmatic 
Greg Price, focusing at first on hosting healthcare-
related topics and events such a film screenings 
and panels with experts. 

“We grew up in a small town called Acme,” says 
Teri. “So, [Greg] was really connected with our 
local community and rural roots, but he was also 
an innovator. He had his own side-hustle he was 
working on, and he loved to brainstorm new ideas 
and really understand things from other people’s 
perspectives and help to encourage them to 
pursue their own passions.”

“Long-run, we’re hoping that’s what the Greg’s 
Wings organization will do. Right now, it’s mostly 
the film.”

The Co-Pilot Collective currently hosts screenings 
of Falling Through the Cracks, and the film is usually 
followed by a discussion panel with experts to 
discuss ongoing problems with both the healthcare 
system and the continuity of patient care.

The last screening, which took place at the Palace 
Theatre on June 5, 2018, featured a post-� lm panel 
with Dr. Ward Flemons, writer-producer Becky Shaw, Dr. 
Ewan A�  eck, whose pioneering work in implementing 
an electronic medical record system for the Northwest 
Territories resulted in him being named to the Order of 
Canada in 2013, and David Price.

The primary focus was a discussion around 
increasing accessibility to a patient’s own medical 
records to help spot potential errors.

It was also a chance for businesses working 
to improve the healthcare system to network 
with the public. Companies such as the Calgary-
based BrightSquid, which provides “confidential 
messaging and file sharing services to make patient 
information more accessible” to more than 39,000 
practitioners and 56,000 patients every month, 
and Mikata Health, which uses “AI-powered tools” 
to take care of patient scheduling, data entry and 
phone calls.

Three Recommendations from Teri & David
Apart from the 13 recommendations proposed by 
the HQCA in 2013, both Teri and David agree there 
are three major implementations that must be 
addressed.

1. Access to information
“We really feel like all the information needs to be 

in the patient’s hands,” says Teri. “The statistics on 
how much you remember when you leave a doctor’s 
appointment is scary. You don’t remember very much 
information at all. I don’t take a notebook in, but I 
quite often go in with a list of questions and don’t ask 
half of them, or more than half of them.” 

A behind-the-scenes shot of Falling Through the Cracks: Greg’s Story with Greg’s brother, Chad (centre), playing the role of a 
pitcher. Kevin McGarry (not pictured) of CBC’s Heartland, plays the role of Greg in the 29-minute short � lm. 
PHOTO COURTESY OF: TERI PRICE.

    CALGARYJOURNAL.CA JULY/AUGUST 2018               11



12 JULY/AUGUST 2018            CALGARYJOURNAL.CA

VOICES

“If we’re going to work together as a team, and this 
is the best way to get the best outcomes, then this 
information needs to be shared across [the board].”

2. Learning from failure
“When something happens, there needs to be a 

full investigation, including all of the people who 
were involved, just so they can learn and [make 
sure] it won’t happen again,” says Teri. “The results 
of that should be shared across the industry so that 
other people can learn from it so they don’t make 
the same mistakes.”

“Other industries embrace that fully. I used to 
work in Oil and Gas, and it’s very much part of 
the safety culture. Greg was a private pilot, Dad is 
a private pilot, and he receives emails weekly or 
monthly.”

“It’s weekly on equipment and issues around 
that, and monthly around enforcement and 
accident investigations,” adds David. “As a pilot, 
it’s up to us to learn from that, but we don’t have 
the impediment of not having the information. 
It’s there. In the health system, there isn’t really 
an active production and sharing of [information] 
other than maybe within a small team, but not 
across the system.”

3. Enforcing the need for “the team”
in healthcare to include the patient

“The biggest challenge in a publicly-funded, 
politically-managed system is that most 
organizations have become more nimble and 
flat, and function better at new challenges, at 
innovating and moving things forward,” says 
David. “But in an organization that has that other 
characteristic, where it is publicly-funded, is 
almost a monopoly, and it has the politician at the 
top of the pyramid, now that’s naturally not the 
same.”

“If you’re in the food industry, or if you’re in 
transportation, and you see something that’s 
going wrong, you’re empowered to put your hand 
up and stop, and cause a correction to happen,” 
David explains. “In the healthcare world, the 
internal characteristic and the hierarchy that 
exists is actually culturally-opposed to that, and 
historically opposed to that. It’s hard … for a 
patient to call a doctor by their first name and say 
‘hey, I don’t think we’ve got it right.’”

“We need to close the gaps to make it a true 
team-based care,” says David. “We spend over 40 
per cent of our provincial budget, over $20 billion, 
in the healthcare industry. Yet, we expect a quality 

organization [the HQCA] that’s supposed to be 
doing investigations and recommendations to 
function on less than $10 million a year.” 

“This is actually ridiculous.”

Who is the HQCA?
 The Health Quality Council of Alberta is a team of 35 
people, based in Calgary, who act as a sort of watchdog, 
surveying the quality of healthcare in Alberta and 
sharing that information and data with the Alberta 
government. Their goal? To produce “a variety of 
frameworks that help the system undertake work in a 
more integrated way.”

Andrew Neuner, CEO of the HQCA, said in a telephone 
interview that although the HQCA may be small, they 
hold “pretty signi� cant in� uence on the system overall.”

The purveyors of both the 2013 and 2016 reports 
that used the story of Greg Price to highlight the 
problem with breaks in the continuity of patient care in 
Alberta, the HQCA recognize that although some of the 
recommendations have seen little movement, they are 
still very much valid.

“Work continues to proceed,” says Neuner. “For 
example, we do know work is going in e-referrals. We 
do know that work is going on with the College of 
Physicians and Surgeons. They’re still working through 

(From left to right) Dr. Ewan A�  eck, Dr. Ward Flemons, David Price and Becky Shaw speak to an audience at the Palace Theatre on June 5, 2018 after a screening of Falling Through the Cracks. 
When discussing the importance of increasing a patient’s access to their own information, Dr. A�  eck explains that “information is the currency of care.” PHOTO: ALEC WARKENTIN
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some of the recommendations that were speci� c to 
them.”

Neuner cites the level of complexity for some of the 
recommendations as a reason for their slow movement.

“While, on the surface, [they] may seem pretty 
reasonable, they have a far-reaching ripple e� ect that 
touches a lot of di� erent parts in the health system,” 
Neuner says. “So, that’s part of the reason why things 
don’t happen as quickly as we’d all like.”

Another reason cited by Neuner is that, in the 
health system, there’s “always competing priorities,” so 
attention can’t always be focused on those issues alone.

“I don’t want those to sound like excuses, that’s just 
the reality of a day-to-day large health system,” says 
Neuner. “But, I would also say that it’s one of the reasons 
why our � nal pieces of advice in the follow-up report 
was that the progress be monitored and reported back 
to Alberta Health, and that that reporting be made 
public.”

“It’s very important to us that the public be aware of 
what’s going on, and how progress is being made in 
these areas.”

Neuner notes that due to the size of the projects 
that need to be undertaken, such as in the case of 
implementing a new “clinical information system for 
the province,” it could take multiple years before full 
implementation.

Neuner, too, stresses the 
importance of public engagement 
when it comes to affecting change 
in the healthcare system. He 
explains that the HQCA is aware that 
patients want greater involvement 
in their care, that “they want to 
participate in making decisions 
about that care and they want to 
know that things are moving along 
in a reasonable pace.”

“Nobody wants to � nd out that 
somebody misplaced a referral,” says 
Neuner. “Or [that] somebody’s been 
away and hasn’t addressed it, which 
was the case in the aspect of Greg’s 
case that we did the review on.

Neuner, who has seen Falling 
Through the Cracks “about 10 times,” 
says that although the story of Greg 
Price happened in Alberta, it is not 
uniquely an Albertan experience.

“This happens all across the 
country, and happens internationally,” 
Neuner says. “There are many people 
that will share stories, that will share 
their personal stories, or stories of 
family members or friends that have 
experienced similar things in the 
health system.”

“What the Price family have done 
just an amazing job at is putting it all together in 
a film,” explains Neuner. “I think the story is one 
that really resonates with the public, and I think 
as a result of this being shown is that there will 
be thousands, and tens of thousands, of people 
who will see it, and it will encourage people to 
be active, ask questions, not just take what they 
hear and not be involved in making decisions for 
themselves.”

“In that way, we will move towards a better 
system.”

How the Media Plays a Role
 While the media shares a similar role to the 
HQCA, acting as that of a watchdog, Neuner 
explains that unless there are dedicated reporters 
assigned to covering healthcare, it’s hard to catch 
everything — especially the more positive facets 
of the healthcare system.

“We under-report the good things that happen,” 
says Neuner. “A lot of the good news in the system 
doesn’t make the front page of newspapers. That 
is unfortunate.”

“The other thing is… because the system is so 
complex, you just can’t be on top of it all.”

For David Price, what is underreported by the 
media is the magnitude of the problem.

“If you were to go and look at the statistics 
that are reported relative to the quality of 
performance, and if you put ‘food’ in front instead 
of ‘healthcare,’ or ‘transportation’ in front instead 
of healthcare, it would be an absolute disaster,” 
says David.

“It’s not an Alberta-only, or Canadian-only 
problem. It’s a worldwide problem, and there’s a 
lot more now being told about what’s happening.” 

According to a 2016 report published by 
the Canadian Patient Safety Institute (CPSI), 
one in eight hospitalizations with a harmful 
event in Canada ends in death, with one  in 18 
hospitalizations finding patients experiencing 
harm.

“As a pilot, if an airplane has an issue and crash-
lands, but nobody is killed, it’s front page news 
for more than that one flash around suppertime, 
right? Whereas, we’ve got people dying in 
Alberta… as a result of [errors in health care],” 
says David.

“The only way we’re going to fix it is by dealing 
with it.”

Teri, who has documented her own experiences 
in healthcare following Greg’s death, says she is 
still hopeful and optimistic.

“Reinforcing the need for collaboration will 
cause a shift,” Teri says.

David says the challenge still lies in the political 
side, and notes that one of the major hurdles lies 
in the disconnect between healthcare providers.

“We worked, for the first three years, really 
trying to shine a light on the people who are 
doing fantastic things, and they continue to do 
the best they can, and there’s a lot of great people 
in the system, but it’s not going to get changed 
from the inside out,” David says.

“It’s impossible to be changed from the inside out.”A smiling Greg Price is remembered by his sister Teri as being 
an “innovator” who “loved to brainstorm new ideas” and 
encourage those in his small community of Acme to pursue 
their passions.                                    PHOTO COURTESY OF TERI PRICE 

Greg Price, the inspiration behind the movement.
PHOTO COURTESY OF TERI PRICE



Franjo Stvarnik and Anica Pavić knew each other 
from their small church in Sarajevo, the capital city 
of Bosnia and Herzegovina in former Yugoslavia, but 

they certainly didn’t know each other, at least, not to the 
extent they soon would.

Anica knew Franjo was in school to be an electrical 
engineer. Franjo knew Anica could play the piano, 
attended music school and was blind. They didn’t know 
they would have two children, �ee a war-torn country 
and have a 47-year-and-counting marriage that is every 
bit endearing as it is unique.  

About a year of knowing of each other went by until 
Franjo saw Anica leaving her music high school on May 
16, 1967.

“Where are you going?” he asked.
Anica was headed to her dormitory.
“I can go with you,” he said.
So they began walking and talking. Franjo asked if he 

could see her again tomorrow and she said yes. Soon, that 
tomorrow turned into many days of walking and talking, 
and even sooner the distance between the music school 
and Anica’s dormitory didn’t quite seem long enough.

They started to walk by the Miljacka River that runs 
through the middle of the city. They spoke about religion 
and science and music, but, after 50 years, the details are 
mostly forgotten.

“It was very, very pleasant to be with her,” Franjo says. 
Franjo’s family were more hesitant with the relationship, 

expressing concerns about Anica’s disability. But all of 
them changed their minds when they got to know her.

“They just didn’t know,” Anica says.
“Yeah. They didn’t know,” Franjo echos.
Franjo was amazed at how Anica lived her life without 

sight. She did everything by memory. When they went on 
walks he would try to distract her, but she always knew 
where they were. One day when they were going down 
a set of stairs to get to the river she even started walking 
faster than he could keep up.

He said to me: ‘It is many stairs, wait!,’” Anica recalls, 
laughing. 

“I never pitied her,” Franjo says. “I never had this feeling 
at all.”

But it could seem natural to feel that way knowing her 
story.

Anica was born with �ne vision, but fell ill when she 
was six years old. The sickness caused a high fever, and 
because it went untreated, it a�ected her sight. With only 
a little bit of vision left, she was enrolled in a school for 
children with visual impairment. The teachers thought 
an operation could help her sight, but when she went for 
the operation, the doctors made it worse. She became 
completely blind at 14 years old.

However, Anica never let it get in the way.
“It wasn’t a big problem,” she says, re�ecting on her 

early days without sight.
Anica had learned braille while in the specialized school 

and by the �rst year of high school was back with all the 
other kids. Anica went on to receive a bachelor’s degree in 
music and taught in an elementary school for a number 
of years.

This was a natural progression for Anica, but isn’t as 
common for others with visual impairment. According 
to the National Federation of the Blind, in 2015, only 14.9 
per cent of Americans with a visual disability received a 
bachelor’s degree or higher. This percentage is less than 
half of what the numbers are for the general population. 
In addition, only 42 per cent were employed.

“I never was depressed,” Anica says.

“I could do many things.”
Franjo’s understanding of Anica’s ableness grew over 

time.
“When we got married, I thought I would help her,” 

Franjo says, recalling their early days of marriage.
He would accidentally put something back in the 

wrong place and Anica would have to look all over for it. 
One day, Anica even found the salt in the fridge.  

“Don’t help me!” she would say.
Finally, Franjo retired from trying to help, and other 

than regular taste-testing and making their morning 
co�ee, has learned to stay out of the kitchen.

For Anica, everything has a place. From the kitchen to 
the items in their bedroom. Anica will ask him once what 
colour a piece of clothing is, and after that she will never 
forget, being able to dress herself with proper colour 
coordination. She �oats around the room, grabbing what 
she needs; knowing exactly where it is.

“A lot of time I just don’t notice that she is blind,” Franjo 
says.

Franjo and Anica got married on Dec. 12, 1970, three 
years after they met and 13 days after Franjo got a job 
teaching electrical engineering in a high school. The 
20 years that followed became a blur of happiness and 
simplicity.

“There was no problem at all before the war,” Franjo 
says.

“It was nice living. Easy living. We both worked, and it 
was peaceful.”

They had their �rst child, Marijana, in 1971 and then 
their second, Danijela, eight years after that. Franjo and 
Anica bounced around apartments in the �rst years of 
marriage until they were �nally able to purchase their 
own. The small two-bedroom apartment wasn’t their 
�rst choice, or second, but it quickly became home. The 
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that isn’t blind
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Anica Stvarnik runs her �ngers across words in Braille that read ‘happy anniversary’ in Bosnian.  The words are on the �rst page of a photobook her daughter, Danijela, gave her and her husband 
Franjo for their anniversary.      PHOTO: AMY SIMPSON
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view of the mountains was blocked by tall, surrounding 
buildings, but it was only a short distance from the school. 
The girls didn’t even have to cross the street.

Their apartment was always full of music. Classical 
compositions � oated through the tape player as they 
sipped their morning co� ee, piano keys twinkled 
melodies as Danijela and Marijana practiced, and often 
the bedroom the girls shared made room for one more 
when Anica went to bed early and Franjo stayed up 
listening to songs through his headphones.

They took family vacations every summer, visiting 
relatives in the other provinces of former Yugoslavia. 
Travel was cheap because of Anica’s visual impairment. 
Anica only paid one fourth of the regular price. Franjo, as 
her ‘guide,’ was free, and the girls were half price. Taking 
the bus or train was so a� ordable that Franjo never even 
learned to drive.

Everything was ordinary, and Anica’s impairment never 
seemed to get in the way. 

“For the most part it was almost as if she did see,” 
Danijela says.

Though she recalls noticing it when she would try to 
hide, and at times felt uncomfortable when kids in her 
class asked why her mom wore glasses. But for the most 
part, everything was normal. Anica cooked and cleaned 
and worked like all the other moms, and all the while she 
stayed incredibly optimistic. 

“She is a role model for me because of that,” Danijela 
says. 

But however pleasant, the years of bliss came to an end 
as ethnic tensions started to rise across Yugoslavia.

Yugoslavia was a federation of six republics brought 
together after World War II. It consisted of Slovenia, 
Croatia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Serbia, Montenegro and 
Macedonia. In 1991, the republics started to declare their 
independence, and a series of ethnically-charged wars 
took place until 2001.

The war was six months in but hadn’t quite hit Sarajevo 
when Danijela turned 13 in October of 1992. On her 
birthday she remembers demonstrations in the streets 
and hearing that school was canceled the next day. She 
celebrated with a friend, but then school was canceled 
inde� nitely and the happiness quickly wore o� . They had 
to spend most of their time hiding inside, and for a child 
that can be tough. 

“As a kid, you don’t understand. You want to play, you 
are bored, you want to go outside,” Danijela says.

Sarajevo, as the capital city of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
fell under siege while forces fought over its control. Shells 
� ew through the city and buildings were bombed. Their 
water and electricity was cut o�  and they had very little 
food.

According to the BBC, 10,000 people were killed in 
Sarajevo during the siege and nowhere was safe. Snipers 
hiding in the surrounding mountains aimed at innocent 
civilians. Even funerals were targeted.

The conditions got really bad. Franjo says he walked 
2 kms every day to � ll their two, 4L jugs up with water 
and had to wait in a long line to get a little bit of bread. 
Occasionally the food lines were bombed.

“We just waited for a time when it would be our 
turn to be killed,” he says.

“People were killed every day.”

Anica Stvarnik holds a photobook containing a picture of her university graduation in Sarajevo where she received a bachelor’s 
degree in music.                   PHOTO: AMY SIMPSON

(CLOCKWISE FROM ABOVE): 
Photographs of Franjo Stvarnik with his daughter Danijela 

during the Christmas season. The pictures are found in a 
photobook Danijela made for Franjo and his wife Anica for 
their anniversary

Marijana Stvarnik practices piano in their small apartment 
in Sarajevo. Music runs in the family. Her mother, Anica, 
received a degree in music and taught children in an elemen-
tary school. Her father, Franjo, was always listening to classical 
scores at home.

Anica Stvarnik walking with her daughter, Marijana. Despite 
Anica’s visual impairment, she still raised her daughters like 
any other mother would.     

                      PHOTOS: AMY SIMPSON
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But in the midst of the chaos, Anica and Franjo’s 

apartment building with the bad view turned out to be 
a miracle in disguise. Both of the buildings they initially 
wanted to live in were some of the � rst destroyed. Franjo 
says their building was the only one untouched, with all 
the windows intact.

“We didn’t see mountains, and then war came, and 
from the mountains they didn’t see us,” Franjo says.

Others were forced to cover their shattered windows 
with plastic material in order to stay warm. The plastic let 
light in, but you couldn’t see outside. Franjo says those 
apartments felt like jail cells.

At the end of November 1992, Anica and Franjo were 
able to send the girls out with the Slovenian convoy. They 
thought it would only be a short time until the war ended, 
but then a few months turned into a few years. Marijana, 
21 at the time, took on the role of mother and father for 
Danijela. The girls lived as refugees in a small town on the 
coast of Slovenia, only being able to communicate with 
their parents through mail, which, because of the war, 
was often very delayed.

“But it is hell there,” they replied.
“But Franjo is there,” she said.
So despite the warnings and concerns expressed by 

everyone along the way, Anica went back into the war 
and stayed with Franjo until he was able to get his papers. 
The two were � nally able to leave Sarajevo later in the 
year. Taking only what they could carry in their hands, 
they left behind the apartment, 2,000 books and their 
cherished piano. They would go back to Sarajevo years 
later to try and get them back, but without success.

Anica and Franjo lived in Slovenia like their daughters 
did for a year while applying to Canada. They were 
eventually accepted and landed in Calgary on June 1, 
1995.There were tears and hugs as the family reunited at 
the airport. 

“We were very happy,” Anica says.
It was as if a weight was lifted.
The government helped them settle into an apartment 

on 14th Street downtown — the same apartment that 
their daughters were living in. Their home was furnished. 
They were given � nancial support and enrolled in 
English classes — Anica’s teacher came directly to their 
apartment.

Anica and Franjo arrived on a Thursday, and on that 

Sunday they walked down the street to First Baptist 
church, only a few blocks away.

 As they walked in they were amazed. The largest 
church they had seen in Yugoslavia had no more than 
60 members — this one had over a thousand. They were 
seated in the second to last row on the main level. The 
place was packed.

“I had never saw such a church,” says Franjo.
“I never imagined it could be.”
Although they didn’t know much English, they both 

recognized the tune of the songs being sung — they 
sang the same hymns in Yugoslavia, just translated into 
di� erent words. For a moment it felt like they were back 
home.

And then it was time for the sermon. The pastor 
opened the bible to Genesis 28 and spoke of the time 
God gave a blessing to a man who had just � ed for his 
life. The coincidence was shocking. They felt it was God 
talking right to them, that he was promising them they 
would be okay.

And they have been.
Franjo spent three years learning English, and then was 

hired right away as a program developer at the Southern 
Alberta Institute of Technology (SAIT). Anica taught piano 
to children in their church. Danijela became a math 
teacher, and Marijana pursued electrical engineering like 
her father.

Their life has returned to one of simplicity and 
happiness. They live in another small apartment, but this 
one has a bit less noise. Their piano is now with Marijana, 
but Anica is okay with that, enjoying the quiet. They 
read a lot. Anica, listening to books on tape in Bosnian or 
books with braille in English. Franjo published a book that 
compiled all of the Bible-believing scientists he found 
through his research and reading. Franjo sings in a men’s 
choir, Anica Skypes family and friends back in former 
Yugoslavia and they speak to their daughters daily. It is a 
simple life, but it is a good one.

When they go on walks, Anica holds onto Franjo’s arm, 
but in many ways, he has become just as dependant on 
her. And for both of them, it all comes down to love.

“We love each other. I loved her. She loved me,” says 
Franjo.

“If there is love, a love will cover all things.”

Franjo and Anica Stvarnik sit at the kitchen table in their small, two bedroom apartment on March 24. The couple has been married 
for 47 years and says it all comes down to one simple factor — love.                                                       PHOTO: AMY SIMPSON

Danijela grew depressed and used her love for 
Bryan Adams to pass the time, writing out song lyrics 
and drawing pictures of Canada, the country he was 
from. Marijana met a boy living in the same building 
who was also a refugee from Sarajevo, and his family 
took the girls under their wing. The two got married 
shortly after.

The girls spent two years in Slovenia while they 
applied to immigrate to other countries. At the time, 
one of the only countries taking in refugees was 
Canada. With her love for Bryan Adams and collection 
of drawings of Canadian provinces, � ags and rivers, 
Danijela made an impression on the lady who worked 
at the Canadian embassy. In 1994, they were accepted 
to come to Calgary.

Just before Marijana and Danijela left for Canada, 
Anica left Sarajevo to see them and say goodbye. The 
distance from Sarajevo to Lucija, the town they were 
living in, is only 653 km apart, roughly a seven-and-a-
half hour drive, but it took � ve days because of delays 
and backtracking. However, she eventually made it. 

The time together was a mix of joy and sadness.
“We didn’t know what was going to happen,” says 

Danijela.
“I wanted her  — well, I wanted my dad to come out 

too, and for both of them to come with us right now. 
But it wasn’t possible at the time.”

The visit was short and before they knew it it was 
time for Anica to leave and go back to Franjo. But 
going back to Franjo meant going back to the war.

“Where are you going,” she was asked by some men 
on her way back.

“To Sarajevo,” said Anica.

Anica Stvarnik holding her daughter, Danijela, as a baby in 
their small apartment in Sarajevo. As Danijela re� ects on 
how she was raised, her mom’s strength of character has 
been a constant role model in her life. 

PHOTO: AMY SIMPSON



A tale of
two Legions
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Royal Canadian Legion Branch No. 264, in Kensington. This four-story structure cost $14 million, and was built and paid for by Truman Homes. PHOTO: ALEC WARKENTIN

Royal Canadian Legion Branch No. 238 in Bowness. Originally built in 1962, the branch is home to 700 members.     PHOTO: ALEC WARKENTIN

They were known as the gathering place. A haven 
where veterans and their families could socialize, 
drink and carouse. 

Members volunteered throughout their communities, 
putting on celebrations for Remembrance Day and 
supporting those returning from wars around the 
world.

Members played sports such as darts, pool and 
shu�  eboard. They held social events, often with live 
music, in single-� oor buildings that very rarely had 
windows. The drinks were cheap, as was the food. 
Hats were removed indoors out of respect for Queen 
Elizabeth II, whose photo still hangs on the wall in 
every branch.

The only real cost was membership, open to those who 
had served their country and their families for a modest 
fee, but as numbers dwindled and more popular, less-
exclusive bars and pubs began to open up, the Legions of 
yesteryear faced a crisis — update or face disappearance.

For two Legion branches in Calgary — No. 238, in 
Bowness, an old-school clubhouse where tradition and 
decor are left very much unchanged, and No. 264, in 
Kensington, a newly-built $14 million four-story property 
designed to attract both members and non-members 
alike — the result is a divide into two camps: The old 
guard lamenting about the inevitable need to update 
and the loss it could cause, and those eager to revitalize 
the face of the Legion by any means necessary.



For 44 years, Dominion Treasurer Mark Barham 
has been a member of Legion branches across 
Canada. Hailing from a family of Second World 

War veterans, Barham’s � rst branch was No. 23 in 
North Bay, Ont. From there, he moved to others in St. 
John, Whitby and Winnipeg before settling in Calgary 
and getting involved at No. 264 in Kensington 10 
years ago.

“I got the o�  cial indoctrination because my father 
was a World War Two vet,” says Barham. “It was kind of 
a family obligation — you join the Legion, and that’s 
just the way things work.”

Upon joining the Kensington branch, Barham 
began to realize that the old building was “well past 
its due date,” and in need of repairs.

“The roof wasn’t good, the plumbing wasn’t good 
… it was like, what are we going to do now?” Barham 
explains. “We were sitting on this huge piece of 
property, so the consequence was that we entered an 
agreement where, in essence, it became a property 
swap.”

The “swap” was a land trade between the Kensington 
Legion and Calgary-based developers Truman Homes 
for the property immediately next to the Legion site. 
The old Legion building would be torn down and 
replaced with a 220-condominium building, and, in 
return, Truman Homes would cover the costs to build 
a new branch on the property next door.

After 18 months of building, the result is a four-
story, $14 million Legion branch unlike any other.

At 36,000 sq. ft., it boasts a full restaurant — the 
1918 Tap & Table, open to the public and with 28-
foot high windows — and a Members Lounge on the 
second � oor, with the third � oor to be leased for o�  ce 
space and the fourth being used for catered events.

“The new Legion is di� erent, and the reason why 
it’s di� erent is that you can no longer solely rely upon 
having a building, a space, solely supported by the 
membership,” says Barham. “Economically, it doesn’t 
work.”

Barham describes 
the new building, 
which opened June 
20, 2017, as a “four-
stream revenue 
o p p o r t u n i t y ” 
comprised of 
the restaurant, 
m e m b e r s h i p , 
leasing and event-
hosting. The old building, which was built in 1956, 
was torn down nearly a year later, on June 4, 2018.

“Legions were [once] gathering places, and by 
them being gathering places, they were [also] social 
centres because that’s where everybody went,” says 
Barham. “You had your doctors, your lawyers, your 
mayors, your veterans. That’s where people went to 
socialize, where people went to go tell lies, and stories 
and just commiserate. Over time, we’ve seen that the 
presence of them being social centres in larger cities 
has diminished.”

“The point being is that: How do we survive going 
into the future? We have to re-invent what we look 
like … we’re asset-rich and cash-� ow poor.”

Barham, who describes the new branch as a “power 
centre,” explains that there is an “absolute need” for 
Legions to re-invigorate, and is unsure of what might 
happen if other Legions choose not to. This includes 
attracting younger members to help supplement the 
rising age of veterans.

He explains that nationally, 75 per cent of Legion 
members are 75 years or older, but the gearing of the 
new Legion building towards a younger audience 
has resulted in both an increase in membership and 
a quadrupling of sales volume in the year since the 
opening.

“We’ve reinvigorated the Legion,” says Barham. “We 
took possession of the building on June 8th, last year. 
From June 8th, through to the end of [2017], we grew 
the membership by 525 members.”

This brings the total number of members to “just 
under 1900” says Barham, who anticipates surpassing 
2000 members by the end of 2018.

“I always use the phraseology that it’s not your 
father or grandfather’s Legion,” explains Barham. “This 
is new. This is your Legion.”

This “new” approach to the Legion also involves a 
relaxing of certain social convention and traditions, 
such as the need remove one’s hat upon entering the 
building out of respect for the Queen, whose photo 
still hangs on a wall.

“You can wear a hat here, doesn’t matter,” says 
Barham. “Upstairs, the tradition is that you take your 
hat o�  because you’re paying respect to the Queen … 
that’s just house rules.”

“At the same time, we let house rules sag for special 
events. A Halloween dance, if you’re going to wear a hat, 
you’re going to wear a hat. Or, for Stampede, wearing a 
cowboy hat. Whatever, that’s � ne.”

Barham explains that while each Legion branch is 
autonomous, there are a set of regulations they live by. 
There is also the pre-conceived notion of what a Legion 
should be and look like, and the reception of Branch No. 
264 hasn’t always positive.

“You will always have the people who will say: ‘Oh, that 
thing’s going to fail. Nothing is going to happen, that’s 
terrible, that’s not a Legion anymore,’” says Barham. “Then, 
you have the other people who say: ‘Huh, how come we 
don’t have windows? How come we don’t have a patio?’”

“We’re eight years away from the hundredth 
anniversary. I mean, that’s a pretty long time to exist … 
that’s what I think makes us unique, and that’s what gives 
us the standing, the ability to say: Yes, I remember when, 
and this is why we’re doing this now.”
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RCL Branch No. 264: 
Kensington
“The Friendly Branch”

Dominion Treasurer Mark Barham.            PHOTO: ALEC WARKENTIN
Demolishers clear the wreckage of the  old Branch 264 Legion  
building.  PHOTO: ALEC WARKENTIN

A photo of Queen Elizabeth II hangs in the entryway to the Kensington Legion.  PHOTO: ALEC WARKENTIN
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Brian Grewcutt, current president of RCL Branch No. 
238, joined the Bowness Legion in 1970, when he 
turned 18, through his father who, like Barham’s, 

was a war veteran. He’s remained involved with the 
same branch, which opened in 1962, ever since.

“All of us kids automatically got a Legion 
membership,” says Grewcutt. “He signed us all up.”

“We had a [di� erent] building they called the 
‘Chicken Coop,’ down by the tracks � rst. I was a little kid 
then. That’s where Mom and Dad � rst joined, and then 
they built this and everyone came here.”

The Bowness branch represents a distinct change 
from the glitz of the new Kensington building. The air 
has a slight lived-in smell. The walls are adorned with 
old photographs of past branch presidents, the former 
Ladies Auxiliary group and, of course, the Queen. Beer 
costs $5 a bottle, and is advertised on old wall hangings 
next to the serving windows that lead to the kitchen. 
Apart from the membership, not much has changed in 
this branch over the decades.

“It was a lot busier,” says Grewcutt. “I guess there was 
more money available. The economy was probably a 
little better, and people were able to come out. They 
didn’t have the fear of the ‘drinking-and-driving’ thing 
so bad in those days.”

“People were still responsible, but they didn’t have 
to worry about some ‘big brother’ sitting around the 
corner waiting for them to get in their cars or anything,” 
says Grewcutt, laughing. By ‘big brother,’ he is referring 
to the police.

“I think that made a big di� erence, too, in our 
attendance, and, because we’re in the middle of the 
community, it’s easy-access to walk over here for a 
lot of people who live in the area,” he explains before 
diving back into thoughts of the old days of the 
Bowness Legion.

“ E v e r y b o d y 
s u p p o r t e d 
everything. We had 
volunteers, like for 
Remembrance Day, 
any activity that we 
did. We’re probably 
proudest of all the 
volunteers. It’s still 
pretty good here. 
It’s not as good as it 
was, but it’s still pretty 
good that way.”

Grewcutt explains 
that although the 
membership numbers 
� uctuate, it tends to 
hover between “700 
and 750,” with old 
members that leave 

being replaced regularly with new ones.
“We’ve probably had closer to 800 a couple times, 

maybe, but it � uctuates pretty fast. People move away, 
people pass away, people get mad and quit,” Grewcutt 
says, again laughing. “That’s not too often though.”

The rise is generally seen during Stampede Week 
every July when the Legion is open to the public, 
and is usually comprised of young people. Grewcutt 
attests this to modestly-priced beer sold at the 
canteen. Another major draw, he explains, are those 
interested in the sports o� ered by the Legion, primarily 
shu�  eboard and pool, but especially darts.

“Dart players love to come here and play because 
we have good players, medium [ones], and bad [ones],” 
Grewcutt says. “Doesn’t matter how good you are, you 
can still join.”

While the Bowness Legion is home to many seniors, 
many of whom have been there since the beginning, 
Grewcutt guesses the average age of members to 
be around the “forties and � fties.” Similarly to the 
Kensington Legion, members are discouraged from 
wearing hats indoors, but the Bowness Legion also 
discourages other things such as the use of bad 
language.

“All you can do is ask people to be respectful of 
who’s around you when you’re talking, and if you’re 
using bad language and they complain? Sorry, we 
gotta say goodbye to you for a week, or two weeks, or 
three months,” Grewcutt says, referring to suspensions 
that can be doled out as a consequence of complaints. 
However, he further explains that such suspensions 
rarely happen.

When asked, Grewcutt explains that he’s only been 
to the Legion in Kensington once, but has seen many 
members transfer from the new branch since it opened 
its doors.

“I’ll bet you there’s been 20 or more that have 
transferred to our branch,” says Grewcutt. “That’s a 
small number for us, but I’m sure they’ve transferred to 
other Legions as well.”

“There’s no sports in there anymore. They’ve got a 
couple of dart boards, I believe. That’s it.”

Furthermore, Grewcutt laments the loss of the old 
Kensington branch.

“They had a huge building, a huge kitchen. It was 
all on one level, and that’s how a Legion should be in 
my mind,” he says. “The restaurant is nice, but did you 
look at the prices on the menu? Senior citizens can’t 
a� ord that. A lot of them were coming here, they didn’t 
transfer here, but a lot of people were coming here just 
to eat cause it was more a� ordable.”

“They really hurt their old membership,” insists 
Grewcutt. “Sure, they’re getting new members of the 
younger people coming in that can a� ord to go to 
that high-class restaurant, and they’ve really shot their 
drink prices up [in the Member’s Lounge] compared to 
other Legions.”

“I don’t know how they’re going to survive, to be 
honest with you.”

Grewcutt stresses that this is his personal opinion, 
and that he might be wrong.

“Maybe this is the thing of the future, maybe this is 
the way to go,” he says. “They seem to think that young 
people are the ones that are gonna keep the Legion 
alive. In a way, you do need the young people to step 
in when I’m too old to do what I’m doing.”

When it comes to the Bowness branch, Grewcutt 
explains that he doesn’t feel pressure to update 
anything, but knows change is inevitable.

“We’re old-school, still,” says Grewcutt. “Our priority 
is our veterans and seniors. If we took away all the 
activities with seniors, if we said no … you can’t have 
these dart leagues and stu� , and if we shot the prices 
up, we’d probably close the doors.”

The Bowness Legion was approached by one 
developer interested in buying the building, but when 
Grewcutt invited them to a meeting with the members 
to pitch their plan, they never showed up.

Another worry, though, for Grewcutt is that new 
veterans — those who served in Afghanistan and Iraq 
— aren’t signing up for the Legion.

“As years go on, there won’t be any veterans, if that 
continues. There won’t be any veterans for us … that’s 
what we do. We raise money, we support veterans,” he 
explains. “That’s all going to go away. There won’t be 
any veterans anymore to keep the Legions going.

“We don’t want to get it to where we’re just another 
bar, another bar in the community.”

A photo of Queen Elizabeth II hangs in the upstairs auditorium of the Bowness Legion.  
PHOTO: ALEC WARKENTIN

Brian Grewcutt, president of Legion Branch 238 in Bowness. 
PHOTO: ALEC WARKENTIN

      CALGARYJOURNAL.CA         JULY/AUGUST  2016                     19

RCL Branch No. 238: 
Bowness
“The Old-School Branch”
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T hey come from all walks of life, donning chain-mail 
and wielding blunted swords and axes.

Medical students and knife-makers, 
army reservists and HVAC contractors, some are 
photographers, others are voice actors, and a few, 
perhaps unsurprisingly, are history majors and 
archaeologists.

They set-up in � elds, sleep in tents and eat period-
accurate foods comprised of meats, cheese and bread 
with two-pronged forks. They make jokes about each 
other, or about other encampments, and talk about the 
historical accuracy of medieval Hollywood � lms (The 
most accurate? A Knight’s Tale; The least? Braveheart), 
all while wearing heavy armour in sweltering June heat.

Amidst banners proclaiming the names of their 
troupes — The Dragon’s Own, The Society for Creative 
Anachronism — these medieval marvels square o�  
against each other in the � eld of battle (in this case, the 
grounds of The Military Museums, formerly the Museum 
of the Regiments, right next to Crowchild Trail SW), 
� ghting and sparring for the sake of glory and gusto.

After all, it is the Summer Skirmish, an annual event
put on by the museum featuring re-enactors from over 
2000 years of warfare and combat.

But who are the people so keen on meeting friends 
and foes alike sword-on-sword?

HISTORY

The Dragon’s Own is one of 14 re-enactment groups that took part in the 2018 Summer Skirmish on June 9 and 10 at The Military Muse-
ums, formerly the Museum of the Regiments, on Crowchild Trail S.W.     PHOTO: ALEC WARKENTIN

HERE THERE BE DRAGONS

Heavy morning rains gave way to sweltering afternoon heat, but that doesn’t stop the Dragon’s Own from putting on an energetic show on June 9, 2018.    PHOTO: ALEC WARKENTIN

Dean Go�  net - “Sir Bertrand du Gueslin”
The Dragon’s Own
“My roommate at the time needed a drive to go do this 
crazy sword-� ghting thing in the park. So, I gave him a 
ride and we parked, and I could hear the clash of swords, 
and so I went over and took a look and I’ve been here 
ever since.”

Go�  net, of The Dragon’s Own, models his armour 
from the year 1350 A.D., around the time of the Hundred 
Years War which took place between the Kingdoms of 
England and France. He is also a knife-maker by trade, 
a career he picked up after joining The Dragon’s Own.

“I’m a nerd for the metal, so � guring out the steels 
that they used back then, compared to the things we 
use now, it fascinates me. I can study it.”

“You’re looking at blades that are a thousand years 
old, and some of them are piles of rust, and some of 
them you can sharpen and use today. They’re still 
perfectly � ne.”

Bonnie “The Breaker” Critchley
The Dragon’s Own
“Crap. Dean, how long we been doing this? Sixteen 
years, I think?”

 Critchley, of The Dragon’s Own, models her all-black 
suit of armour from the year 1360, drawing in� uence 
from Edward of Woodstock, also known as the Black 
Prince, active during The Hundred Years War. Critchley, 
who served with the Canadian Armed Forces in 
Afghanistan in 2011, wears up to 90 pounds of armour 
when performing.

“The irony is during my deployment in Afghanistan, 
the stu�  I carried was heavier. Between my frag vest, and 
my tac vest. My modern kit is heavier than my medieval 
kit,” says Critchley. Both frag (short for fragmentary), and 
tac (short for tactical) vests are types of body armour 
worn by modern soldiers in combat. 

“Depending on the crowd, we’ll go from pure martial 
arts to something a little more theatrical. Play it up. We 
all like to hit each other.”

Luke Atkinson & Jaspal Sandhu
Society for Creative Anachronism
Atkinson: “I actually started out with The Dragon’s Own 
back when I was 11. We did everything. I squired under 
Dean [Go�  net], stuck around for a couple of years and 
ended up sort of leaving the entire community behind,” 
says Atkinson.

“I’ve only been involved with the community again 
for about a year-and-a-half, and with the SCA for two 
months. It’s really great. It’s really inclusive, it doesn’t 
matter what colour you are, or gender, or experience 
levels.”

Atkinson models his “lower-born” armour from the 
year 1364, around the time after the Battle of Visby, 
which took place in 1361 on the island of Gotland, now 
part of Sweden.

Sandhu: “I joined the SCA, the Society for Creative 
Anachronism, almost 11 years ago. Honestly, it started 
with a game of [Dungeons & Dragons], and then 
someone told me: ‘Do you know there are people that 
do this for real?’ And I was like, ‘Where!’ and ‘When!’ and 
‘How do I � nd them!’”

“I showed up and it was an event called Tavern, which 
is a monthly event that is drinking, carousing and 
� ghting with swords. And I was like: ‘This sounds like
exactly my kind of people.’”

The Society for Creative Anachronism, which boasts 
150-plus members in Calgary alone, features such
activities as heavy combat involving full armour and
rattan swords — a material comprised of thickly
condensed wood — as well as rapier-fencing and
medieval arts and sciences.

They divide the known world up into various 
kingdoms, with the Kingdom of Avacal being the name 
for the territory of Saskatchewan, Alberta and western 
British Columbia. Inside the “kingdoms” exist smaller 
territories known as “baronies,” with Calgary belonging 
to the Barony of Montengarde founded in 1986.

For Sandhu, a medical student who also trains 
aspiring SCA members, the draw comes from the ability 
to advance his own combat skills.

“Free lessons are probably one of my favourite things 
about the SCA, because I’ve advanced my skill level by 
leaps and bounds, and at six dollars a weekly lesson, 
that’s dirt cheap compared to any other martial art I can 
ever pick up.”

Clockwise from top left: 1)  Dean Go�  net of the Dragon’s Own, 
donning his helmet for the camera. While battling, Dean per-
forms under the name “Sir Bertrand du Gueslin.” 2): Critchley 
shows o�  her period-accurate meal, complete with metal knife 
and two-pronged fork. At the Skirmish, Critchley sleeps in a 
tent and tries to remain in character throughout the duration 
of the two-day fest. 3) Nearly all of the gear used by the Drag-
on’s Own is made in Calgary by Dark Age Creations, a company 
that specializes in medieval weaponry and armour.    
PHOTOS: ALEC WARKENTIN

Re-enactors clash at  
Summer Skirmish



HISTORY

Ontario has a society dedicated to educating 
residents about the history of ethnic minorities 
in that province. Eight other provinces have 

similar groups, focused on heritage conservation. But 
Alberta doesn’t, undermining its e� orts to celebrate the 
province’s cultural and religious diversity.

That society is known as the Multicultural History 
Society of Ontario. Its purpose is to “record and preserve 
the stories on the ethnic and immigrant experience in 
Ontario,” says Dora Nipp, MHSO’s CEO.

Nipp describes the society as “a one-stop-shop” for 
“ethnic and immigration studies” in the province, where 
primary information, such as ethnic newspapers, are 
available to the public. The majority of these materials 
aren’t typically found in the archives of Canada, making 
MHSO a host for untold history and heritage stories of 
minority communities.

Today, as a result of these e� orts, around 160 ethno-
racial communities are represented. With MHSO’s 
archives consisting of documents and photographs 
that are submitted from individuals in these minority 
communities, their stories become more personal.

Nipp says, “Relying on just government documents 
or newspaper sources, which are all secondary sources, 
you don’t get a very clear picture of how people live 
their lives.”

Although the society receives most of its materials 
and funding from private volunteer donor groups, the 
majority of the special heritage projects are funded by 
the provincial government.

In contrast, Alberta is the only province that does 
not have a heritage society. Linda Collier, the current 

president of the 
Historical Society of 
Alberta, acknowledges, 
“The de� nitions of 
‘heritage’ and ‘history’ 
have been muddled for 
years.”

However, the main 
contrast between 
heritage and history is 
that history is generally 
facts, stories and 
timelines, while heritage 
remains to focus more 
on cultural traditions.

“Our society is 
dedicated to the 
historical aspects. 
Having said that, we 
also look at historical 
aspects of any of our multicultural groups, so we do 
cross over. It’s unique. Ontario, BC, all of them have a 
provincial heritage council or whatever the title would 
be, and it’s interesting that Alberta never went that 
route,” said Collier.

The society’s primary focus is their quarterly 
magazine, with its � ve chapters mostly concerned with 
organizing speaker series, bus tours, historic festivals 
and heritage fairs.

These programs are how the society tries to shed light 
on immigrant and refugee stories. But it’s not the same 
as having a society dedicated to the mission of cultural 
heritage.

Collier was formerly part of a team that was tried to 
change that. “Several years ago, maybe eight or 10, we 
tried to form a heritage council in Alberta, but it never 
panned out. It’s di�  cult to get all corners of Alberta 

accounted for in a group 
like that.”

A member from each 
of the five societies 
funded by the Alberta 
Historical Resources 
Foundation, including 
Collier, went to the 
foundation and pitched 
their idea to form a 
sixth organization 
dedicated to heritage 
preservation. They met 
with the AHRF chair at 
the time and the deputy 
minister of culture and 
tourism, but heard back 
within days that the 
answer was no.

Despite this absence, the AHRF website states their 
main objective is to “serve as the Government of Alberta’s 
primary window for heritage preservation funding.”

The AHRF did not respond to the � ve requests for 
comment and the Alberta Culture and Tourism minister 
did not respond to the two requests as well.

Although there isn’t a heritage society in Alberta, 
there are multiple cultural societies who represent the 
minorities in Calgary.

When asked if a heritage society would be bene� cial 
in Alberta, the vice president of the Iranian Cultural 
Society, Ali Javadzadeh said, “I would actually get a 
chance to know more about my neighbours,” and that 
it would be a great opportunity for “everybody to enjoy 
the bene� ts.”

Unlike some cultural societies, the ICS is not funded 
by the government, which leaves them to raise their 
own funds through memberships and tickets. This isn’t 
always enough as the society is left without a permanent 
meeting space.

“I want to say that our most important problem is that 
we don’t have any space. We need to rent a place and 
have, sometimes workshops or something, for every 
event,” he said, adding that government funding would 
allow his group to “get people together more often.”

The Irish Cultural Society of Calgary is a group fortunate 
enough to have support from the city of Calgary and 
the province. “We also get a lot of our funding from 
the Alberta Gaming and Liquor Commission. From a 
funding aspect we get strong support,” said David Price, 
the current president of the ICSC.

Despite the society’s funding, Price would still like to 
see an improvement in a representation of Canada’s 
history and heritage, celebrating all groups and using the 
celebration of Canada 150 as a time to accomplish this.

“Everybody’s story needs to be told,” says Collier.

Less opportunities for minority culture
Alberta is the only province without a heritage society, 
while the historical society has pushed for change

kallan@cjournal.caKAELIEGH ALLAN

crichardson@cjournal.caCASEY RICHARDSON

 The Lougheed House is a key historical site in Calgary.                                                      PHOTO: KAELIEGH ALLAN

Built by Senator James Lougheed and his wife Lady Isabella in 1891.              PHOTO: CASEY RICHARDSON
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“For 
me it’s 
about 
pride. you 
have to step up 
and honour who 
you are and really 
walk the talk...It’s about 
understanding what you 
want to put out into the world 
and how you want that world to 
reflect that back, and that’s how you 
are, that’s how you behave, really how 
you live your life.”
 — Chantal Chagnon, Cree8

about 
pride. you 
have to step up 
and honour who 
you are and really 
walk the talk...It’s about 
understanding what you 
want to put out into the world 
and how you want that world to 
reflect that back, and that’s how you 
are, that’s how you behave, really how 
you live your life.”
 — Chantal Chagnon, Cree8

HEARD.” HEARD.” 
—   —   —   ALANNA 

BLUEBIRD-BLUEBIRD-BLUEBIRD-
O N E S P O T, O N E S P O T, O N E S P O T, 

P E R F O R M I N G P E R F O R M I N G P E R F O R M I N G 
A R T I S TA R T I S TA R T I S T

“It's 
about 

that 
inclusion, 

and at the same 
level where us as 

Indigenous women 
have a lot of experiences 

to share, and those 
experiences can help people...

For me, it's a thought around 
spirit, balance, and humour and 

having a strong voice.” 
— Jennifer Houle-Famakinde,

 Métis Calgary Family Services

INDIGENOUS 
WOMEN
AT THE

FOREFRONT
Six Calgary changemakers defi ne truth and 

reconcilia� on in their work

“For 
me it’s 
about 

“I 
FEEL 
LIKE IN THE 
PAST LIFE I 
WAS A WARRIOR. 

I'M FIGHTING FOR 
OUR PEOPLE IN A 

GOOD WAY, NOT IN 
A WAY OF GETTING 

MAD. I'M DOING 
IT IN A WAY FOR 

OUR PEOPLE TO BE OUR PEOPLE TO BE 

“I’M SEEING IN MY COMMUNITY A 
LOT OF THE WOMEN ARE STEPPING 

UP, AND THIS WAS A PREDICTION 
OF OUR PEOPLE. THEY SAID IF YOU 

HEAL A WOMAN, SHE’LL HEAL 
HERSELF, HER CHILDREN, HER 

SIGNIFICANT OTHERS, AND SHE 
CAN HEAL A WHOLE COMMUNITY.”

— DOREEN SPENCE,
ELDER

What  does being an 
Indigenous woman 

mean to 
you?

awong@cjournal.caANDREA WONG awong@cjournal.ca

to share, and those to share, and those 
experiences can help people...experiences can help people...

For me, it's a thought around For me, it's a thought around 
spirit, balance, and humour and spirit, balance, and humour and 

having a strong voice.” having a strong voice.” 
— Jennifer Houle-Famakinde,— Jennifer Houle-Famakinde,

 Métis Calgary Family Services Métis Calgary Family Services

“Elder Doreen 
said that women 

were going to be 
at the forefront 
leading this 

reconciliation 
initiative. You 

really have to 
put your heart 

in this type of 
work...I’d rather 

have community 
support me and 

have my voice even 
stronger that way. 
I think a lot of 

Indigenous women 
have to do that.”

 — Teneya Gwin, 
Calgary Public 
Library 
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support me and 
have my voice even 

stronger that way. 
I think a lot of 

Indigenous women 
have to do that.”

“I’m very proud of 
my culture. I’m very 

proud of where 
I come from. And 

through cultsure, 
I understand that 

there’s other ways 
to resolve conflict. 

And it’s a profound 
experience for me, as 

an Indigenous woman 
to actually share this 

culture and share these 
practices beyond my 

own.” 
—    C i n d y 

P r o v o s t ,  C a l g a ry 
P ol ic e  Service
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WOMEN

P rotective warrior woman that 
bleeds red” is how artist Alanna 
Bluebird-Onespot would 

describe herself.
“That’s my role as a woman, because 

I feel like I could stand up for any 
woman, even against predators and 
men,” she says. “I’m a protector for 
those women and young girls, because 
I’ve been abused by a predator.”

Bluebird-Onespot grew up amidst 
trauma and in an e� ort to connect 
back to her culture, she became 
involved with a seemingly spiritual 
group, which led to more abuse. When 
she returned home, she says art was 
what saved her life from depression 
and helped her move forward.

With an interest in � lm and 
performing arts, her � rst opportunity 
came when she was cast as an extra in 
The Revenant during the winter � lming 
near Canmore. From there, she was 
cast in HBO’s Lewis and Clark and Lost 

Face, where she ironically played the 
role of a warrior taking revenge on the 
men who abused her.

While art has been essential to 
Bluebird-Onespot’s own path of 
healing, she also sees it as a way to 
empower the next generation.

“Now, indigenous people are being 
included in the mainstream and we’re 
coming out more. I feel like I need to 
lead the way for the youth to show 
them that you can do it … You can be 
any kind of artist in a mainstream way, 
but also bringing our culture into it.”

This past year, Bluebird-Onespot 
was cast in “Making Treaty 7”, a theatre 
production that shows the Aboriginal 
Peoples’ perspectives on the history of 
Canada before and after colonialism. 
She also helped write the youth version, 
“We are All Treaty People”, which was 
performed in 50 schools across Calgary.

Bluebird-Onespot’s other artistic 
talents lie in poetry. She has visited 

schools in New Zealand with the Uplift 
Spoken Word Poetry Tour and has 
spoken at Calgary’s annual Indigenous 
youth conference A Youth Explosion, 
where she is also the creative director.

 “I’ve been following in the path of 

As the � rst in her family to graduate 
high school and then university, 
Jennifer Houle-Famakinde set 

o�  to accomplish one goal: to provide 
acceptance and support for Métis 
people at the school level.  

Houle-Famakinde grew up in 
northern Winnipeg, one of the poorest 
neighbourhoods in Canada with 
high rates of crime and gang activity. 
When she moved to Calgary in junior 
high, she was unaware that being 
Aboriginal would make her an outsider 
until she faced constant bullying from 
other students and discrimination 
from teachers. It was her experiences, 
though, that propelled her to work in 
child and youth care counselling.

By the time she was 30, Houle-
Famakinde was established as 
an Indigenous family specialist, 
embellished with several awards and 
nominations and was even featured 
on bus ads. It seemed that Houle-
Famakinde had achieved the high-
point of her career. She felt important, 
she says, but while her job fed her ego, 
it left her spirit dry.

“That’s where the stress all starts 
building up. Here I was, building my 

high horse … I would just feel so 
stuck in the middle of this dichotomy 
of western ways of knowing and 
Indigenous ways of being. Knowing is 
in your brain, and being is your spirit. 
That’s who you are,” she says.

Houle-Famakinde realized she had 
fallen into “using your head more than 
your heart” when an Elder reminded 
her to focus on why she had started in 
this line of work. 

“‘Wherever you go to work with 

ALANNA BLUEBIRD-ONESPOT
Tsuut’ina Nation

JENNIFER HOULE-
FAMAKINDE
Métis Anishinaabe

people’, he said, ‘just remember that 
the families and the children should 
feel the most important people in the 
room, and you, as the helper, the least 
important, because if it wasn’t for those 
families and children, you wouldn’t 
have any role to play.’”

Resigning from her “cushy job,” 
Houle-Famakinde decided to join the 
Metis Calgary Family Services, which 
was founded by her mom, Lori Anne 
Houle, 27 years ago.

As the program development 
manager, Houle-Famakinde works 
with youth programs and provides 
counselling services to those facing 
homelessness and addictions. She 
has served as a support co-ordinator 
for the Indigenous Positive Parenting 
Program, named the � rst young 
Indigenous woman to join the board 
of Alberta Home Visitation Network 
Association, taken university-level 
Indigenous health and social policy 
classes online as well as raising two 
hockey-loving sons. 

In her many roles, though, Houle-
Famakind has stayed on course with 
the goal she had made in her early 20s.

“My passion is really what I started 
the story with, and that is for a young 
Aboriginal person growing up to feel 
okay about who they are, especially in 
the school system, because education 
is so important for our people to be 
successful and to climb out of poverty.

“What I want is for our Aboriginal 
youth to know that no matter where 
you were born, you can do it … all you 
have to do is believe in your own spirit. 
Creator gave you that spirit as a gift and 
because you have the spirit, because 
you woke up and you can breathe, that 
means you can go on. You have that 
opportunity.”

working with youth and just being 
there for [them], so I’m always going 
to be incorporating art and youth 
together, helping them come into this 
world with their own talent.”

Alanna Bluebird-Onespot is a poet and performance artist who uses art to empower youth.     
PHOTO: ANDREA WONG

Jennifer Houle-Famakinde has learned to rely on her heart at Calgary Family Métis Services.    
PHOTO: ANDREA WONG
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CHANTAL CHAGNON
Cree Métis

CINDY PROVOST
Piikani First Nation

For Chantal Chagnon, music and 
storytelling go hand-in-hand. 
Often accompanied by the beat 

of her drum, Chagnon’s optimistic 
voice can be heard singing 
traditional stories or speaking up for 
Indigenous issues.

After escaping an abusive 
relationship and returning to 
Calgary in 2008, Chagnon says she 
reclaimed who she was and became 
re-involved in music. 

Now, Chagnon is a leader who 
stands up for others and has done 
so many times co-ordinating 
social justice causes like Calgary’s 
march for Murdered and Missing 
Indigenous Women or speaking with 
organizations on truth 
and reconciliation.

“I think that's what 
activism is, is that 
ability to stand up for 
what's right, stand up 
for what you believe 
in, but also be able to 
explain why. I think the 
most powerful tool is 
education,” she says.

When Chagnon isn’t 
presenting in public, 
she can be found in 
Calgary classrooms, 
where she helps 
students learn about 
Indigenous culture 
through stories, 
songs and drumming. 
She also works with 
the Calgary Bridges 
Foundation for Youth 
where she engages 
with newcomers and 
seeks to create deeper 
understanding that 
emphasizes respect 
and coming together. 

“I want healing for 
not only my life but also 

I n a time of truth and reconciliation, 
Cindy Provost’s impact as the � rst 
Blackfoot woman in the Calgary 

Police Service has been purposeful, 
informed and compassionate. 

For 20 years, � rst as a constable 
and now as Indigenous strategic 
engagement o�  cer, Provost has 
worked to bridge the relationship 
between police and Indigenous 
communities.

On numerous occasions, Provost 
has met with Indigenous leaders, 
forging a way for police to work 
together with the communities and 
create understanding. During the 
height of the Idle No More movement, 
for instance, Provost was invited by 
organizers to help co-ordinate peaceful 
gatherings.

“The legacy that I'm very proud to 
leave behind so far within the Calgary 
Police Service is to have in� uence with 
that cultural mediator role, because 
that has everything to do with the 
dignity and trust behind respectful 
conversations.”

Provost has also has engaged 
with service sectors such as Alberta 
Health Services, school boards and 
child welfare in response to the issues 
relating to the health and wellness of 
Indigenous people, especially families.

“A lot of these systems have 
operated from 'we'll � x you and we'll 

� x your family' with very little to 
no knowledge of indian residential 
school[s], intergenerational trauma 
and their impacts that are still a part of 
the communities today,” Provost says. 
“If somebody within service delivery 
isn't informed, then how can that be a 
respectful and informed conversation 
that a� ords dignity for the individual 
on the other side receiving help?”

Within the police service, Provost 
acknowledges the story of historical 
distrust and their involvement in Indian 
residential schools. To move forward 
and create change that is sustainable, 
Provost works on designing consistent 
education and training within the 
police service.

Provost knows from her own 
personal experience the challenges 
that Indigenous people face. When she 
came to Calgary to work as a constable, 
it was not a childhood dream of hers 
but a means of survival. 

“In 1997 I was running away and 
� eeing domestic violence and really 
trying to come to terms with not only 
my own healing and recovery, but 
to have an ability to take care of my 
children. And at the end of the day, it 
was always about a� ording them that 
opportunity to have hope and a career 
path moving forward.”

Through the Calgary Police Service, 
Provost says she was able to � nd a 

home away from home and a place 
of camaraderie. Her past keeps her 
grounded, but she also draws from it 
when she is engaging in conversations.

“All that says is we are in this time 
and space together, and I'm going to 
be my authentic self. I don't know if I'm 
going to see the individual again, if I'll 

see the family again, but at this point in 
time, they know that I'm listening, that 
I'm engaged with them, that I have a 
network willing to say, ‘I think I can help 
you’. So it's about bringing all of those 
together and again with the spirit and 
intent of moving forward towards a 
health and recovery plan.”

in 1997 Cindy Provost became the � rst Blackfoot woman to work in the Calgary Police Service.    
      PHOTO: ANDREA WONG

for future generations ... so I aim with 
those goals in mind everyday. When 
I teach, I will teach in a positive way. I 
will teach through compassion and 
love and education, because it's about 
sharing. You need to bring everything 
together in a positive way.

“Whenever I sing, whenever I share, 
it just comes from my spirit, and 
that's why it never stops. But it was 
my point of healing as well, and it 
was to understand we're not alone 
in this. Everybody has very similar 
experiences...Everybody wants to be 
understood and to � nd that sense of 
self, and if I can help in any way, I love 
to.”

Chantal Chagnon shares culture through music and activism.      
PHOTO: ANDREA WONG
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TENEYA GWIN   Cree Métis

W hen Teneya Gwin was called in to �ll the 
new Indigenous design lead position for the 
Calgary Public Library, she found herself as 

the only self-identi�ed Indigenous person amongst 
a sta� of 800. 

Gwin’s position was a response to the White 
Goose Flying Report, which contained a promise for 
Calgary’s libraries to teach non-Indigenous people 
about residential schools and to revitalize Indigenous 
culture within Calgary’s urban setting.

Gwin’s work on strategic planning took an inside-
out approach, starting with hiring procedures to 
recruit Indigenous people.

“I noticed that we need to really change not 
only the output of our programs and services but 
also internally, because we’re not going to be an 
inviting place for Indigenous people if they don’t see 
themselves re�ected in our organization,” Gwin says. 
“I truly believe we’re a stronger community when we 
work together and not in silos.”

Now joined by eight other Indigenous sta�, Gwin 
has been able to implement programs that continue 
to focus on truth and reconciliation.

Gwin’s emphasis on truth included creating 
education and awareness amongst Calgary Public 
Library’s current sta�. These learning experiences saw 

300 employees participating in a Blanket Exercise 
and 50 executive sta� attending culture camps at 
Tsuut’ina Nation. 

Engagement and going into Indigenous 
communities, Gwin says, is another large component 

of her job. Until two years ago, those living on reserves 
had to pay a fee to access library resources that were 
otherwise free to the public.

“My one friend was saying ‘the library is not great, 
they don’t want us there,’ so there’s that perception 
creating barriers,” Gwin says. “I’m still working really 
hard to try and build those relationships with the 
communities in Treaty 7, to know that our services 
are free and we’re trying to make our spaces more 
welcoming”

With the New Central Library opening in November 
2018, Gwin is working on new programs such as a 
placemaking project featuring Indigenous artwork, 
language classes with the Calgary Friendship Centre 
and an an elder’s guidance circle.

Gwin’s entire family has been involved in Indigenous 
initiatives. Her grandfather Dr. Chester Cunningham, 
for example, founded Native Counselling Services 
of Alberta. It was in her blood, she says, to work for 
community and positive change.

“I’m basically working myself out of the job if 
you think about it. Big picture, everyone would be 
thinking about how do we re�ect indigenous culture 
throughout all of our programming and how we 
engage with communities appropriately.” Gwin says. 
“I think reconciliation truly means that we don’t have 
to have these conversations anymore. We can work in 
harmony and live in harmony.”

DOREEN SPENCE   Cree Nation

P rocuring a list of all that Doreen Spence has 
overcome and cultivated in her 80 years of life is 
a challenging feat to say the least. 

Spence witnessed �rst-hand the racism and hatred 
towards her people, children from her reserve taken to 
residential schools, and Indigenous patients su�ering 
in hospitals. In response, Spence has pursued the 
health and wellness of communities throughout her 
career and beyond.

“I always had the knowledge within me that I was a 
part of this planet to break every method stereotype 
of Aboriginal women,” Spence says. “When I walk 
into a room, people should know I'm not the typical 
Aboriginal woman that they stereotype, and that was 
always in the forefront of my mind coming through 
all that I've survived.”

After an extensive nursing career and work with the United Nations, Doreen Spence continues to foster wellness in the community.      
            PHOTO: ANDREA WONG

As a child growing up in Saddle Lake Cree Nation, 
Spence was told she would never attain anything 
beyond grade three, but she completed her studies 
through correspondence, and by the time she was 17, 
she was the teacher running the schoolhouse on her 
reserve. 

During one summer where Spence worked as a 
ward aid treating Indigenous people for  tuberculosis, 
she realized the chaos her people were living in. 
After �lling out an application as an “immigrant” to 
qualify for nursing school, she was accepted into the 
program. 

On her �rst day of class, the instructor told her she 
wasn’t supposed to be there, that she didn’t belong, 
but two years later, she graduated at the top of her 
class and was the �rst Indigenous woman to earn a 

practical nursing certi�cate.
“When I re�ect back, I think of not the di�culties 

of getting through things,” Spence says. “It was the 
feeling of empowerment after you made it happen 
and how you de�ed all of these people wanting you 
to fail.”

Aside from her 40-year career as a nurse, Spence 
has led several wellness initiatives. She founded 
and directed the Plains Indian Cultural Survival 
School as well as the Canadian Indigenous Women's 
Resource Institute, which provides support and raises 
awareness for Indigenous issues. 

Spence also spent two decades with the United 
Nations to create the Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples, which became a centerpiece 
for the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s Calls 
to Action. In 2005, Spence was even nominated for a 
Nobel Peace Prize. 

“To create a healthier community it takes like-
minded people to work together and to collaborate 
with the most important ingredients — love, respect, 
honesty, truthfulness and the integrity is so critical,” 
she says.

Since retiring, Spence still considers herself “one of 
the busiest old women on the planet”.  

As an Elder, she runs a sweat lodge where she holds 
one-on-one meetings with community members 
and provides traditional ways of healing. She also 
volunteers regularly at Calgary’s universities building 
community relations.

It is her culture, Spence says, that has brought her 
this far. 

“With our young people, my advice to them is don't 
ever lose sight of the teachings, those values, the 
essence of who we are as Indigenous people. Once 
you know all of that, you exude that. There's nothing 
more you need. We know where we've come from, we 
know our purpose.”

Teneya Gwin brings indigenous perspectives to Calgary’s public 
libaries.            PHOTO: ANDREA WONG



THE REAL SIDE OF RODEO
THREE TIME CALGARY STAMPEDE AND 2016 NFR CHAMPION KNOWS WHAT IT TAKES

Zeke Thurston at the Innisfail Rodeo, June 2018.    PHOTO: CASEY RICHARDSON
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Z eke Thurston was raised in Big Valley, Alberta, and 
has been competing in rodeos since childhood.

 Thurston is the three-time Calgary Stampede 
saddle bronc riding champion and the 2016 National 
Finals Rodeo (NFR) champion who grew up breathing 
the cowboy lifestyle. 

But, with the challenges of competing and going 
to almost a 100 rodeos a year, he would like to see 
better recognition for the competitors as professional 
athletes.

“Oh shoot, I can’t even remember my �rst rodeo,” 
says Thurston. “I was probably three years old and 
sheep riding or something.”

The young cowboy had always planned to participate 
in rodeos, much like his dad and grandfathers before 
him.

“My mom’s dad, my grandpa Walt who was here 
today, he competed in one of the very �rst Calgary 
Stampedes,” says Thurston on May 29 when the family 
gathered to brand calves. The walls of his father’s home 
are adorned with rodeo memorabilia, and pictures of 
the three generations of Thurstons at the competitions.

“My other grandad, he competed in high school 
rodeos, and [rode] broncs and roped. I guess you could 
say rodeos [have] been in our family since pretty much 
the beginning.”

The big moment for Thurston came after placing 
second in his �rst steer riding competition, where he 
competed with loaned equipment since he had none 
of his own.

“They paid me, and I was tickled pink,” says Thurston. 
“From then on I was going to be a rodeo cowboy.” 

“I got on my �rst bronc when I was 13 or so… [I’ve] 
been eating, sleeping and breathing bronc riding ever 
since.”

Thurston originally wanted to compete in bull 
riding, but he found a bigger drive towards saddle 
bronc competition, much like his father who quali�ed 
six times for the NFR. He’s been dreaming about 

competing at the NFR since he was �ve.
“It was a lot of sacri�ces made that, you know, your 

everyday kids don’t make. You put a lot of e�ort into it, 
it’s just like playing minor hockey or anything, a lot of 
time and e�ort goes into it, and practice... It’s a brick-
by-brick process.”

The mental game is the biggest part of the sport for 
Thurston since the physical challenges come down to 
muscle memory in the eight-second long ride.

“Sport psychology is a huge deal. Just talking to 
yourself or having the right mindset and being able 
to talk yourself into doing something you can or 
even just believing in yourself enough to do things 
that most people think you can’t do.”

His pre-ride ritual completely focuses on setting 
himself and his equipment up, loosening the 
muscles up to be ready to ride.

 “You’re going to war, that’s what it’s like when you 
nod your head, but you’re trying to ride a bucking 
horse that outweighs you by 2,000 pounds and you 
got to have the right mindset to go into it.”

Thurston is no stranger to injuries. He has broken 
his femur, ankle, ribs and jaw, lost some teeth and 
had a few concussions along the way.

But the injuries don’t faze him.
“It might set you back for a little while, or might 

be a little gun shy for a day or two, but you get back 
at it.”

Competition season lasts almost the entire year, 
with a bit of time o� in October and November 
before the Canadian Finals and the NFR.

crichardson@cjournal.caCASEY RICHARDSON

RIDER ON THE RISE

Thurston riding on the Sundance Kid at the Innisfail Rodeo on June 15. PHOTO: CASEY RICHARDSON

Thurston setting up for the saddle bronc competition.     PHOTO: CASEY RICHARDSON

Saddle bronc champion Zeke Thurston wants to see more recognition for rodeo competition 



Thurston laughs. “[You’ll] compete against one of your 
best friends, but at the same time you’re cheering for 
him and just as happy for him to win it as you, yourself 
did.”

However, there still is a large controversy surrounding 
the humane treatment of animals at rodeos.

“There’s a lot of misconceptions that come with 
rodeo, the way they treat their animals — and, they are 
rock stars, you know — they’re animal athletes. They 
go back generations and generations, no di� erent 
than the jumping horse or barrel horse industry.” 

The saddle broncos Thurston competes on have a 
small � ank strap made out of soft sheepskin placed 
around their waist, which is a ticklish spot for the horse. 
The horse thinks that it’s a spot where they can kick it 
o� , so in response, they buck.

“But I’ve seen the � ank fall o�  of the horse, in the 
bucking shoot before she’s left and she’ll buck just as 
hard or harder without the � ank, and there’ll be 90 
points on her. That just goes to show right there that 
it is nothing, and they don’t put the � ank straps on if 
they’re wet, if the sheepskin [is a ] little bit wet, because 
they treat those animals so well.”

Thurston wishes more people could see how well 
ranchers raise the rodeo animals.

“They take a lot of pride in it, and they bred them 
to be superstars and they are. I have a lot of respect 
for those animals, to see them up close, and see how 
hard they buck, and how high they can jump and how 
athletic they are is really amazing.”

Thurston plans on competing for as long as he can, 
but only if he’s still a strong contender.

“I know I’ve chosen a life that you’re not going to be 
able to do forever, there’s obviously the end of the road 
... but while I’m out here, I’m here to win. I’m going to 
do everything I can to try and win.”

RODEO

“All your time and dedication goes into it, like your 
professional athletes. I think a lot of people kind of 
don’t realize that, they think you’re a sideshow or 
you’re just doing it on the weekend and that’s not the 
case for me anyway. This is what I do and how I provide 
for my family.”

Family comes � rst for Thurston. Alongside competing 
for his income, he runs a ranch with his wife that hosts 
a 100 head of cattle, while also helping out with his 
father’s ranch, which has around 200.  

The balance isn’t easy since competing is the main 
focus and reaching the Finals takes precedence.

“It can be kinda hard on families that way, but [you] 
try to do things special for them whenever you can to 
make it work.”

His family is often out cheering at every rodeo, where 
his siblings are competitors as well. His wife won’t be at 
too many because they are expecting their � rst child 
shortly.

“I’m gonna have a baby here in a couple six to eight 
weeks or so, and I bet that’ll make leaving home little 
harder.”

“You’re trying to ride a bucking 
horse that outweighs you by 2,000 

pounds and you got to have the 
right mindset to go into it.”

–Zeke Thurston

Still, the tight-knit rodeo community is like another 
big family. Comradery is a large part of the culture and 
makes rodeo one of the best sports in Thurston’s eyes.

“You meet people that you’ll have for the rest of your 
life, and friends that you’ll have in your life forever,” 

Riding at his family ranch near Big Valley on May 29, where the family gathered to brand cattle.   PHOTO: CASEY RICHARDSON

Bringing up cattle from the land, Thurston (right) is followed by his dog, Vegas.       PHOTO: CASEY RICHARDSON

    CALGARYJOURNAL.CA         JULY/AUGUST  2018 29



RODEO REALISM
The lifestyle behind rodeo competitors and stock raisers 

crichardson@cjournal.caCASEY RICHARDSON

It’s June 15, and the Friday night rodeo is about to begin. 
A heavy downpour has turned the outdoor corral into 
slippery mud, but the competitors aren’t disheartened. 
The fans that attend the Innisfail Pro Rodeo at the 

Daines Ranch are high-spirited and ready for action — 
small town rodeos are the place to be to get up close to 
the battle between beasts and men and women.

Seven professional and three novice events are lined 
up for this evening, including trick riders and stock from 
the Calgary Stampede and Outlaw Buckers Rodeo Corp.

Dana Daines Smith is a part of the Daines family and for 
her, their rodeo is a pinnacle event. 

“The rodeo started 58 years ago with the Daines family 
of seven brothers. So they worked hard together to build 
the arena and then my uncle Jack started being the 
rodeo producer, and he did it up until 54 years [running] 

and then my cousins and I started working on it with our 
uncle,” Smith said.

Competition at the rodeo is high, because if a 
competitor doesn’t place, he or she doesn’t get paid.  

“They put in all this time and e�ort, and money going 
down the road, and the only way they take a cheque 
home is if they win.”

Zeke Thurston is one of the competitors this weekend, 
participating in team roping and saddle bronc riding. He 
takes his time getting the bucking horse ready before 
competition. A large component of his points will come 
from how hard the horse bucks.

“Things are unpredictable or out of your control like 
weather, [or] the draw,” says Smith. “Luck of the draw is a 
big thing in rodeo, so what horse you get, what steers you 
get [and] what calves you rope.”

The announcers’ note how long Thurston is taking to 
prepare his horse. “That’s how a champion does it,” they 
say over the loudspeaker.

Thurston has eight seconds to ride Kesler Championship 
Rodeo’s 253 Sundance Kid, the horse that will either buck 
him o� for no score or take him to the top. The show isn’t 
just to see the cowboys compete, but the stock as well.

The thick sludge isn’t stopping this horse from bucking 
either, and right out of the gate after Thurston nods his 
head, Sundance Kid is kicking wildly.

Thurston’s experience from countless competitions, 
including three Calgary Stampede championships 
and the 2016 National Finals Rodeo (NFR) title are truly 
showing in the mucky conditions.

He �nishes with an 87.5, a score that holds throughout 
the entire weekend competition and ultimately lands 
him the victory

After competing, Thurston is back on the road for 
his next rodeo in Reno, Nevada. Most competitors this 
weekend will be making their way to other cities as well, 
generally competing in two or three events every week.

“I think the realism is, it’s a lot of work, it’s not easy going 

PHOTO:  CASEY RICHARDSONA bullrider flies off on at the Innisfail rodeo on Saturday, June 16.    
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down the road. It’s not easy picking up your family and 
moving to a di� erent location, or being away from your 
family,” said Smith.

Making it more di�  cult for competitors to travel every 
weekend is that the pay cheque only comes with a win.

“I’d say for me to go to just about a hundred rodeos 
a year, entry fees, fuel and equipment included, it cost 
me $55,000 probably. Somewhere around $50-$60,000, 
ballpark, but that is going to almost a hundred rodeos,” 
said Thurston.

 A cost that’s well worth it to rodeo competitors, even if 
they do receive a no score after riding. 

Cylas Bigchild is a bull rider that was part of the Saturday 
competition in Innisfail. Every rider was bucked o�  in his 
round, making the stock the winning competitors.

 “You don’t feel down about it, because if you do you 
drag that to the next rodeo and then you repeat that so 
you just shake it o�  and think positive about it and go on 
to the next one,” said Bigchild.

Saturday featured better conditions for riding, but the 
bull riders weren’t holding on.

“I was getting mentally prepared before I got on, 
but after that gate opened, my mind went blank,” said 
Bigchild. “You can’t really explain how or what it feels like 
to get on a bull, but it gets your blood pumping de� nitely.”

Bigchild is one of the competitors who are staying 
around Saturday night, celebrating with other riders and 
friends during the rodeo dance.

“But it depends, if you have nothing else booked for the 
weekend then you’ll stick around and have a good time. If 
not, they’re on the road driving all night to the next one, it 
depends on the weekend.”

 For him, rodeo is the only lifestyle. It’s his job, his life 
and the work he wants to be doing. Although outsiders 
may not understand it, the community built around 
rodeo culture is one to be a part of.  

“Well they just think we’re all crazy dumb guys getting 
on and we just do it for shits and giggles, but during 
the week we actually work out like any other athlete 
would and you’ve got to prepare yourself mentally and 
physically before you get on,” said Bigchild. “That’s what 
most people don’t understand about us, it’s hard work 
and you’re really going for it with all our injuries.”

“I’d like to see rodeo recognized for the professional 

sport that it is. There’s a lot of time and e� ort put into it 
through sponsorship, through committees, through the 
rodeo athletes, both the cowboys/cowgirls, but also the 
stock and the animals,” said Smith.

Smith wants to make sure “there’s top conditions for 
them to perform their best” when competitors come to 
the Daines Ranch.

There are four rodeo performances throughout the 
weekend, including a sheep riding competition for kids 
as young as three.  

Rodeo fan Fonda Devro’s niece, Darren Nelson, is a � rst-
time sheep rider and got to compete today on her fourth 
birthday.

“We probably go to � ve rodeos here in central Alberta. 
The whole family goes, grandma and grandpa are here, 
mom and dad, and all the kids. It’s just a fun day to hang 

out with the whole family,” said Devro.
 Devro competed herself in sheep riding when she was 

little, and although her family is from the city, they always 
� nd time to go to the smaller rodeos every year.

“The nice thing with rodeo is because it is such a family 
sport, that there is always new generations coming up 
in the rodeo. You get to see a lot of that component too,” 
said Smith.  

Barb Hogeland and Sandy Baumgargt have been 
coming to this event for 34 years, and the Innisfail rodeo 
is the big hometown event for them.

“Its home, and it’s fabulous. You sit on the hill and look 
at the view, it’s amazing,” Hogeland said while sitting on 
the large hill that overlooks the corral and the sunset for 
the evening performances.

“[It] is our heritage, a way of life. A typical ranch 

LEFT: Barrel racing on Friday night takes a muddy turn at the Innisfail rodeo on June 15.
RIGHT: Darren Nelson proudly holds her sheep riding trophy on Saturday, June 16.
BOTTOM: The rodeo team takes over when a bull rider hits the ground. PHOTOS:  CASEY RICHARDSON
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When Chung Mah’s father opened Wei’s Western Wear
Store 60 years ago, he saw an opportunity to reach 

an untapped market. 
Wei Mah landed in Red Deer as a cobbler, and the rural 

farming town gave him the chance to create his own 
store. 

“He thought that when he was repairing them that a lot 
of them didn’t look too great,” said Mah. “So he thought 
that there could be better value out there, and started 
with some boots.”

Taking over from his father, Mah now sells piles of 
di� erent jeans, shirts and a number of cowboy boots.
Their second location holds more tack options. 

The family has been dressing the rural community and 
cowboys competitors for decades. Their main business is 
still from the rural and agricultural community, and local 
regulars are big supporters.

The store will also sponsor rodeo competitors. “We’ll 
do them, [when] we think that they’re kind of worthy and 
they’ll represent us well.”

But Mah noticed everyone was very brand loyal in what 
they wore. 

“Everybody’s got their own preferences. Whether its � t, 
style, or what not, so it’s like cars, whether you’re a Ford 
person or a Chevrolet person, whatever you think is right 
for you or looks good on you, or is reliable.”

The competitors he sees come in stick to what makes 
them feel comfortable and con� dent. Mah said he 
believes if you feel good, then you’ll perform better.

“Then you’ll feel more con� dent and that’s the same for 
everybody. They like the � t and the way they’re looking, 

maybe the con� dent seeps into them.” 
You can check out Wei’s store in at 5115 50th Ave. in 

Red Deer, or at www.weiswesternwear.com.

• CASEY RICHARDSON
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rodeo is the real cowboy way of life,” said Baumgargt.
Most of the cowboys, like Thurston and Bigchild, 

trained at home on the ranch growing up. Their skills 
are used in competition and to work the ranches.

“They think it’s a show, city people, they do not 
exactly realize that it is a way of life. The city people 
think it’s cruel for the most part. Cruelty to animals all 
the time. It’s a di� erent perspective,” said Baumgargt.

But for Brad Johnson and his group of friends that 
have been attending the Innisfail rodeo for 10 years, 
they know the animals are very well looked after.

“When the young grandkids help out, the animals 
realize what they have on their back, and recognize 
the lightness, the importance and the care of the child,” 
said Johnson.

Just as the riders train for competition, the bucking 
stock spend many years learning the proper technique 
and form.

“The bucking stock compete less than three minutes 
in their year of rodeo,” Johnson explained.

Whether it’s heavy rain or sunshine out in the small 
towns, the comradery of the competitors, and the 
closeness of the action, you’re not going to see this 
side of a rodeo at the Stampede.

“It’s a hell of a time and it’s a good way to make a 
living, but there’s very few of us so they say we’re a 
dying breed but that makes me feel a lot more special 
when they say that,” said Bigchild.

Long line of boot options at Wei’s Western Wear Store       PHOTO: CASEY RICHARDSON

Brad Johnson (second left) and his friends are ready for the Innisfail rodeo on June 16.     PHOTO: CASEY RICHARDSON

The cowboy market 

UPCOMING ALBERTA RODEOS
Coronation: July 6-7    
Benalto: July 6-8   
Calgary: July 6-15      
Teepee Creek: July 13-15         
Oyen: July 18          
Edmonton: July 20-22 
Pollockville: July 28          
Bowden: July 28          
Medicine Hat: July 26-28 
Bonnyville: July 27-28 
Bruce: July 29 
High Prairie: July 31-August 1 
Strathmore: August 3-6          
Grimshaw: August 4-5          
La Crete: August 7-8          
Jasper: August 8-11 
Pincher Creek: August 17-19 
Okotoks: August 24-26      

 www.rodeocanada.com/rodeo_
schedule.html

Western wear store in Red Deer dresses the competitors
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T he Alberta farming industry is trying to interest more 
young people in pursuing a career in agriculture as 
the average age of farmers continues to rise. While 

some of the younger generation have started to head 
back to the farm, challenges with trade regulations 
and labour issues are also putting Alberta’s agriculture 
industry at risk.  

“We’ve been hit with so many things in the past couple 
years with the minimum wage going up, with WCB 

(Workers Compensation Board of Alberta), the labour 
laws changing ... and the carbon tax, just so many things 
have been dumped on us and there’s a lot of people 
saying they’re having hard time making a go of it,” said 
Conny Kappler, the executive director for the Alberta 
Farm Fresh Producers Association (AFFPA).

AFFPA works with farmers as an advocate for the farm-
direct industry — which focuses on connecting farmers 
to selling directly to the public — and Kappler has noticed 
the drop in memberships and young farmers.

“Sometimes, I want to say there’s not enough people 

who want to do this work, because it is hard work, and we 
can’t always pay the highest wages...otherwise the food 
prices will go up. Then there’s push back on that because 
people will go to the big box stores for their food instead 
of local.” 

Oneil Carlier, the minister of agriculture and forestry, 
spoke on the rising-age issue. “This isn’t new, this has 
been going on for probably for decades, maybe even 
generations, not just in Alberta but around the world,” he 
said in an interview with The Journal. 

The average age overall for farmers across Canada is 55, 

A shifting agricultural landscape  
Trade tari� negotiations with the U.S. are concerning for Alberta producers

crichardson@cjournal.caCASEY RICHARDSON

Branding day at the Thurston Farm in Big Valley on May 29, roles in the process are done in a hierachy and a long-standing tradition.                    PHOTO: CASEY RICHARDSON
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with only nine per cent of the farming community being 
under the age of 35 according to Statistics Canada. 

The 2016 census for the cattle industry con� rmed 
that more than half of the beef cattle farm operators are 
55 and older, predominately male, and sole operators. 
However, a small base of younger operators and women 
are starting to account for a larger share of producers 
than previously.

“What we have [are] some points of sunshine on that 
horizon ... [what] we’ve seen from the Canadian census in 
2016 is actually an increase in young farmers returning to 
the farm, which we haven’t seen in 40 years,” said Carlier. 

Among many organizations advocating for farmers, 
the Alberta Beef Producers (ABP) works on behalf of over 
18,000 beef and cattle producers. 

Their executive director, Rich Smith, spoke on seeing 
an increase in younger cattle farmers and he thinks it will 
impact the average age the next time the census is done.

“We are seeing more younger producers coming into 
our industry which is really good news for us, because 
some of the older people are selling their herds and not 
buying more cattle,” he said. 

The ABP focuses on the area of policy, working with 
the province to make sure what “the government does 
helps our industry and it doesn’t create problems for our 
industry,” explained Smith.

“[We’re] trying to make sure producers can keep access 
to the water and land resources of the province and 
the legislation policies, [so] what the government does 
doesn’t hurt our competitiveness,” said Smith. “We’re part 
of a global industry, so we need to be competitive.” 

The big changes are with larger farms taking over 
medium- and small-sized ones. Kappler lives in Rolling 
Hills and has noticed the drop.

“This is just a personal observation, is that you know 
they’ll be the farm-direct industry and then there’ll be big 

agriculture. It’s almost like that medium-size is shrinking.” 
According to StatsCan, while there were 280,043 farms 

in 1991, by 2011, that number had declined to 205,730. 
Along with this, the average farm area increased from 
598 to 778 acres.

But alongside these growing farms, there is a need for 
workers and families to take over the large responsibilities.

“Well, we’re not going to get enough from the rural 
population, so it’s gotta come from the cities. I think there 
is kids from the city getting into agriculture, but there 
needs to more of that education at the high school level,” 
Kappler said.

Considering agriculture is Alberta’s second largest 
industry, Kappler asserts farming should be taught 
throughout schools. 

“We have written a resolution to Alberta Education 
regarding getting more agriculture programming in 
schools, because that’s what feeds people. It’s pretty darn 
important,” said Kappler.

Smith spoke on ABP’s 2018 strategic plan, highlighting 
their interest in increasing the level of knowledge of 
agriculture for young consumers and students.

“We’re looking at revising our education programs in 
terms of working to try and get more engaged with the 
curriculum in the schools so that students in our schools 
gain a better understanding of agriculture and really 
learn more about where their food comes from.”

Carlier said that the programs in place are bene� cial 
and give kids the chance to study everything from animal 
husbandry to crop rotation, but more can be done. 

“We’ve had the opportunity now with the minister 
of education to do round-tables with the industry to 
see what more we can do. As we write the curriculum, I 
would absolutely like to see more agriculture education 
incorporation.”  

Knowledge of Alberta’s agricultural industry is crucial 
for consumers and the public to be aware of as well. 
Smith stated that both are important when addressing 
farming issues.

“We also need public support for our ability to continue 
using the land, using the water of the province, and also 
using our knowledge and technology to produce beef 
e�  ciently,” said Smith.

Given the drop in cattle population from 2003-2006, 
Smith would like to see the opportunity to increase in the 
number of cows in Alberta, along with the support to be 
able to achieve that. 

“Our production is still strong, and we’d like to see 
some more cows in Alberta... we haven’t seen that yet but 
we’re still hopeful that will happen.”

But the high dependence on export markets in the 
beef industry means that “any trade disruptions are of 
great concern to our producers.”

The calf gets up quickly after branding, soon after running to its mother.     PHOTO: CASEY RICHARDSON

The younger members of the family join in on branding.       PHOTO: CASEY RICHARDSON
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According to the ABP, Canada exports 45 per cent of 

the beef it produces, while 84 to 86 per cent of Alberta 
beef production leaves the province. Although a large 
amount of Alberta beef is sold in Canada, access to foreign 
markets is a real critical issue.

“When we start seeing issues with the United States, 
[and] our biggest market is the United States... that 
certainly concerns producers,” said executive director 
Smith.

The new discussions around trade tari� s between 
Canada and the United States are the biggest concern for 
the minister as well.

“The federal government has my support and my 
wishes to do the best they can as a federal issue. We’ve 
heard some concerns now with the United States with 
some things that I would characterize as not particularly 
logical. I have the opportunity to talk with the American 
politicians who are involved in the agriculture industry 
and they know and we know how important for instance 
NAFTA (North American Free Trade Agreement)  is to 
agriculture,” Carlier said. 

With President Donald Trump’s focus on increasing 
Americans’ prosperity by imposing the tari� s, the 
dissatisfaction comes from the 270 per cent increase 
placed on U.S. dairy products coming into Canada. While 
that number is high, it’s been put in place to look after 
Canada’s dairy industry.  

Carlier remains “somewhat optimistic” that negotiations 
will focus on bene� ting the farmers.  

“I want to know and make sure that we have the Alberta 
perspective that agriculture is important, obviously to the 
economy of this province, and the economy due to the 
culture of who we are, and that we continue negotiations 
and that we stay � rm.”   

The best bet for Alberta farming for the moment 
is to continue supporting local food and agriculture, 
which includes the Local Food Sector Act, which the 
legislature passed May 30.

“I think that we’re really proud of that piece of 

legislation that our government passed. I think it 
really shows the real commitment that we have, not 
just for agriculture and the province, but for local 
foods as well,” said Carlier.

“Companies can source local produce, in their 
restaurants and their stores. There’s more and more 

of that happening. Especially some of the craft 
breweries — they’re local, using local stu�  as much as 
they can. You know, local grains, that kind of thing. It’s 
just keeping the money circulating around within the 
communities,” said Kappler, executive director for the 
Alberta Farm Fresh Producers Association (AFFPA).

A busy day at the Thurston farm.     PHOTOS: CASEY RICHARDSON

Bringing up the cattle in from the pasture takes co-ordination and teamwork to keep the cows together.                   PHOTO:  CASEY RICHARDSON
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Astral Swans’ frontman Matthew Swann is no 
stranger to introspection or self-analysis.

After completing an undergraduate degree in 
Buddhist studies at the University of Calgary, Swann 
went on to pursue a Master’s in continental philosophy 
before dropping out in 2007.

Around the same time, he began performing with 
Calgary punk band Hot Little Rocket, and ultimately 
started his own solo project, Extra Happy Ghost!!!, 
before ending that to play under his current moniker 
in 2012.

With the newly-formed Astral Swans, Swann released 
his acclaimed �rst album All My Favourite Singers are 
Willie Nelson in 2015, touring extensively across Canada 
with JUNO award-winning musician Dan Mangan, who 
also helped produce the record.

He’s been a mainstay at the Sled Island Music & Arts 
Festival, which takes place in the last week of June 
every summer in downtown Calgary, playing there for 
�ve consecutive years. With his new record, Swann is 
even performing a handful of dates in Japan for the 
very �rst time.

Throughout this proli�c run, however, Swann has 
struggled with his own mental health. A prominent 
issue that, according to the CMHA, a�ects one in �ve 
Canadians every year. 

Strange Prison, Swann’s latest record released May 18, 
is an analysis of some of these struggles.

“I was diagnosed with [Obsessive Compulsive 
Disorder] and bouts of recurrent depression for longer 
than I care to state, really,” says Swann. “[Strange Prison] 
is really a description of obsessive, intrusive thoughts, 
and the process of feeling completely locked in 
yourself.”

Swann explains that the intent with this new album 
is to create a sonic representation of these ideas.

“I’ve always dealt with my own views of mental 
health and mental illness in a lot of my songs,” says 
Swann. “But I was pretty covert… with this record, 
I decided, you know what? F--k it. I’m just going to 
be upfront. Times are changing around that sort of 
conversation, and it feels like… important to share 
those experiences just for the normalization of mental 
illness.”

Amidst his peers in the Calgary music scene, Swann 
also notes a kinship between himself and other 
“outsider artists” such as Daniel Johnston and Syd 
Barrett, founding member of Pink Floyd, 
two artists who also struggled with 
mental illness. The latter, doubly, because 
of both Barrett and Swann’s shared 
experimentation with LSD.

“I have a background in psychedelic use, 
and exploring that as a creative tool and 
a philosophical tool,” says Swann. “[With 
Barrett], chances are, it wasn’t taking acid 
that brought about his mental illness, it 
probably just exacerbated something 
that pre-existed.”

Swann describes Strange Prison as a 
very empathetic record, a commentary on 
the challenges of being a human being.

“Life is f--king crazy, and oftentimes 
just sh--ty and full of terror, and fear, and 
death, and bigotry, and violence, and I 
feel like I don’t have any fundamental 
solutions to those types of things in any 
linear way,” explains Swann.

“A lot of the biggest problems are that 
we do have so much stigma [around 
mental health], and there isn’t an 
adequate normalization of the �uctuating 
states of well-being that normal human 
beings have.”

With nine years having passed since the end of Hot 
Little Rocket, and the release of his �rst record as Extra 
Happy Ghost!!!, Swann notes that, even now, a career 
as a musician is both hard and expensive, full of under-
appreciation, competition and rejection. He also 
describes it as a compulsion.   

“This is my great love,” says Swann. “I just really 
want to try and make beautiful sh-t. Beautiful records, 
beautiful music, that moves me in the way that I am 
moved by the things I hear, that in�uence me and 
inspire me to write.”

Swann notes a parallel between himself and other “outsider artists” such as 
Daniel Johnston and Syd Barrett.    PHOTO: ALEC WARKENTIN
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between mental health & music
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Matthew Swann (left) at the album release show for Strange Prison at Broken City in Calgary on May 17.     PHOTO: ALEC WARKENTIN 
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In a society where youth is desired and 
orientated as prime, the transition to 
old age is a grim thought better left 

unsaid. Tshe Third ACTion Film Festival 
begs to di� er.

The � rst of its kind in Calgary, the 
festival’s mandate is about “creating 
a positive culture shift around aging, 
accepting it, seeing the possibilities in 
it, that it’s not all downhill and decay,” 
said executive director Mitzi Murray.

The idea came while Murray, 52, was 
working in the senior housing industry 
and also dealing with dementia in her 
family. She noticed negativity being 
exhibited not only towards older adults 
but also by the individuals themselves.

“I just realized that nobody wants to 
get old. Nobody wants to think about 
getting older, and if you don’t think 
about it, you can’t dream about it. And 
if you can’t dream, you can’t plan.”

To prepare others for their third act, 
a term which refers to the last three 
decades of life, Murray decided the 
best way to educate was to entertain.

The festival closed out Seniors’ Week 
on June 9 and featured topical series of 
over 30 � lms ranging from light-hearted 
shorts to longer documentaries. The 
series We’re not going to take it, for 
instance, revolved around agism and 

challenged society’s perceptions of 
older adults. 

One of the shorts that encapsulated 
this idea was Youth. The dystopian 
narrative depicts a man and his wife 
of 50 years, who undergoes a widely 
popular procedure that trades her 
body for a much younger one.

Director Brett Marty said the � lm 
is meant to make people think about 
North America’s “youth-obsessed 

culture” and re� ect on what adds up to 
a meaningful life. 

“The big takeaway from the � lm is 
we don’t have enough respect for our 
elders ... just to challenge people’s 
idea of what role elderly people play 
in society and how we often seem in 
our own minds to strip older people of 
relevance.”

Another � lm in the series, Older Than 

What?, poses a similar question as it 
documents the life stories of 12 LBTQ 
elders who humorously discuss the 
joys and trials that 
come with aging.  

“I think that many 
seniors to some 
extent, if not fully, 
know they still have 
things to give and lots 
of possibilities,” said 
Murray. “They’re still 
vibrant human beings, 
but they may feel 
hampered by society’s 
expectations.”

In addition to 
� lms, the festival also 
featured several guest 
speakers, including 
Canadian author and three-time 
Governor General’s Award nominee 
Sharon Butala. 

Butala, 78, said coming to terms with 
old age can be “an extremely di�  cult 
psychological and spiritual adaptation,” 
especially when thoughts centre 
around loss. But, when seniors are able 
to turn to the present and realize they 
are still capable, they not only enjoy life 
more but also contribute to society in 
positive way.

“Now is when your courage and your 
character has to start kicking in for real,” 

said Butala.
Being conscious of the value 

seniors also combats discrimination, 

which often comes in the form of 
dismissiveness, making older adults 
seemly invisible. 

“Programs like the Third ACTion Film 
Festival can bring awareness to the 
public generally of this bad habit of not 
seeing older people and never thinking 
of them as intelligent and worthy 
human beings,” Butala said.

“Eventually people will become more 
aware of the need to recognize in a 
senior citizen who may not look that 
great and may even have a physical 
debility, but is another human being 
capable of making a contribution.”

awong@cjournal.caANDREA WONG

“Youth” is a sci-�  short that explores  ageing in a world of perpetual youth.      PHOTO: BRETT MARTY

Q & A, left to right, session with Sharon Butala, Steen Starr and 
Mitzi Murray at the Glenbow Museum on June 9.      

PHOTO: ANDREA WONG

“Now is when your 
courage and your 

chacter has to 
start kicking in 

for real.”
–Sharon Butala

Your best years are before you 
Third ACTion Film Festical a celebration of ageing
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TOP: • Kathleen Kotchon, a Calgary yoga instructor who teaches 
weekly Cats & Yoga classes on Sunday 
mornings, giggles as a cat playfully interupts her lesson
MIDDLE: Kotchon and one of the café’s cats both seem to be in a 
child’s pose
BOTTOM: A cat stands atop Amelia Martin’s (front) yoga mat as she 
and Manley (rear) are in the downward dog pose. 

            PHOTOS: SARAH KIRK

E ver taken a yoga class where kittens crawl 
over your mat to play with your sweater hood-
ie strings? No? Well on Thursday and Sunday 

mornings, you can do just that.
Tia Weiler, owner of the Regal Cat Café that 

opened last June in Kensington, started a very pop-
ular string of weekly Cat & Yoga classes. According 
to Weiler, customers of the café had been asking her 
about having yoga classes with the cats since Weiler 
opened the store.

“We do the simple Hatha yoga, so the instructors 
know there are going to be all these di� erent levels of 
experience so they o� er a gentler, more open-to-the-
public kind of experience. I think it’s getting people 
to try out yoga for the � rst time, which is fun.”

Weiler says the inclusive environment of the Cats 
& Yoga classes have encouraged cat lovers to relax 
and have fun.

It’s like you’re getting exercise but, you’re playing 
with kitties.”The popularity of these yoga classes 
have helped draw attention to Weiler’s business as 
well as helping more cats � nd homes.

“The yoga itself has really brought a lot of aware-
ness to this, ‘cause we were featured on the front 
page of the Metro and CBC and all the radio stations 
were talking about us,” says Weiler.

“It’s helping more people in to just come meet 
some kitties.”

Weiler started her business in order to spend time 
helping cats and she recognized the demand for cat 
cafés in North America.

“My husband said I could not � ll the house full of 
cats, so I had to think of alternative routes in order 
to � nd a way to just support them and � nd all these 

kitties new families to be with,” says Weiler. 
Weiler explains how a love of felines and an episode 

of The Amazing Race inspired her dreams of helping 
cats � nd new homes: 

“A couple years ago contestants had to go to Thai-
land and go to a cat café and I was just so amused by 
the idea. I couldn’t stop thinking about it and realized 
that they’re becoming popular in North America and 
there wasn’t one in Calgary yet.” 

Weiler hopes that more Calgarians learn about the 
Cats & Yoga classes and encourages everyone to sign 
up. About 10 people can participate per class.

“It’s a fun morning or an evening to go out and it’s just 
an excuse to go have fun with the kitties in a totally dif-
ferent way.”

It’s a purr-fect day for yoga
skirk@cjournal.caSARAH KIRK 
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