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C algary is a big city, and exciting things 
happen here every day. While our print 
issue contains some of the best content our 

reporters develop, our website, CalgaryJournal.
ca  is the best place to stay up to date on the 
latest stories our team is working on. 

Our website also allows us to publish things 
we simply can’t put into our printed issue, such 
as videos, photo galleries, podcasts and links to 
websites designed specifically for certain stories.

If you’re looking for some more local,community 
centred news, the CalgaryJournal.ca webpage is 
just a click away. Give us a like on Facebook and 
Twitter to stay up to date on our latest coverage!

Design: Ashley Banks 

Cover Photo: Deanna Tucker 

The September/October cover for The Calgary 
Journal was created by Ashley Banks in our 
photo studio using a few pounds of icing 

sugar, random tools and a lot of creative talent. 
The idea was to design an artistic depiction of the 

Calgary skyline out of white powder to  represent 
our main story for this issue, an exploration into 
the use of cocaine in corporate Calgary. 

The skyline, while featuring signature local 
architecture such as the Calgary Tower and the 
Bow Building, is representative of cocaine use 
in places most people don’t consider. Instead of 
profiling a coke head, we talked to a former addict, 
a former dealer, and respected professionals about 
the hidden drug culture in our corporate society.

What do you think of this month’s cover? Tweet 
us @CalgaryJournal or leave a comment on our 
Facebook page and let us know! 

CalgaryJournal.ca 
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A imee Buisson had been having panic attacks 
throughout the day, constantly checking over 
her shoulder. 

She ran into a church after parking her car in early 
May, feeling somewhat safe in the presence of people 
who knew her. She thought going to a church event 
would help bring some peace of mind. 

“I just felt he was close by, I knew it, I knew he was 
going to be there.”

It had been just over six months since Buisson’s ex-
boyfriend started harassing her, after she had broken 
o�  their three-month relationship in November 2015. 
She says she knew there would be repercussions, but 
“I wasn’t prepared for how much manipulation and 
clingy behaviour came out of the situation.”

Buisson had a restraining order in place against her 
ex. He wasn’t allowed to be within 100 metres of her 
anywhere in Alberta, but that wouldn’t be the case at 
this particular event.

Because she and her ex both called the same church 
“home,” the restraining order — which had been in 
place for just over a month at that time — included 
that if Buisson was at an event, he could not be there.

When the event ended, Buisson couldn’t � nd 
someone who knew about her situation that could 
walk her to her car. She started walking out the church 
doors alone, but bumped into a friend who could get 
her to her car safely.

Buisson says her friend continued telling her 
to calm down, and that he wouldn’t show up. But 
Buisson’s gut told her otherwise. As she looked just 
beyond her friend, she saw her ex turn the corner, 
walking towards her. She says she felt the blood drain 
from her face.

“He looked at me as if he was just waiting to see me, 
like he knew I was going to be there. He knew exactly 
what he was doing.” 

She says her ex locked eyes with her, and continued 
staring as he started walking a circle around the 
parking lot her and her friend were standing in. 

“He didn’t � inch once.” 
Buisson says her ex was an alcoholic, and heard he 

had begun abusing street drugs.  
Buisson called 911 but had a less than desirable 

outcome. Meanwhile, “he just kept walking, kept 
looking.” 

“CPS (Calgary Police Services) is asking me all these 
questions on the phone, and about � ve minutes later, 
he came back again … even the o�  cer on the phone 
couldn’t believe that he came back while I was clearly 
on the phone with the police.”

The police o�  cer on the phone suggested Buisson 
get back inside the church until a member of their 
team arrived. But by the time the police had arrived, 

her ex was out of sight. 
“When the police got there, basically they told me 

that since he wasn’t there when they got there, they 
couldn’t do anything.” 

She told the o�  cers she was confused. “Am I 
supposed to let him attack me, and then you’ll do 
something about it?” She said the o�  cer responded 
by saying, “’I don’t really know how to answer that 
question.’”

Buisson found out later that her ex had been at the 
church earlier that day, and asked if he could be there 
for the evening event. He was told he couldn’t be 
there because Buisson would be in attendance.  

Before the restraining order, Buisson’s ex would call 
from a blocked phone number or downloaded apps 
such as WhatsApp or Kik messenger to contact her, 
sometimes leaving 16 voicemails a day. He went as far 
as naming their unborn child, approaching a former 
boyfriend of Buisson’s at his gym, and writing her 
multiple emails a day.   

Even more frightening, someone had broken 
Buisson’s bedroom window twice since she and her 
ex split. After the � rst break-in, Buisson moved for 
safety reasons, without her ex knowing. Although the 
police couldn’t con� rm, she later found out that her 
ex had confessed to a friend that he had broken into a 
home. However, he did not say it was Buisson’s home. 

“He had been in my house before, and the two 

things he had stolen from my house before was 
change, speci� cally toonies, and alcohol. I had caught 
him stealing those before,” Buisson says the same 
items went missing after the break-in. 

While the break-ins remain unsolved, more emails 
poured into Buisson’s inbox from her ex. 

“The CPS o�  cer said it was insane,” Buisson recalls 
after they went through a lengthy email where 
her ex gave Buisson three options: she could get a 
restraining order, limit their contact, or, they could 
could get back together. 

“Where was the choice where he leaves me alone?” 
Buisson asked. “The fact that wasn’t an option for him 
was terrifying to me.”

The police o�  cer that read the email called her ex 
to warn him. If it happened again, they would escalate 
the situation. “Sure enough, less than one week later 
he messaged me.” Buisson continued to work with 
the police, � ling formal reports, and having the police 
call her ex to give him warnings. 

Finally, after receiving 27 emails in one day, Buisson 
knew she had to act. After four months of asking 
him to stop, she � nally went to court and received a 
restraining order without question. That was April 7.

She was told about the option to � le for criminal 
harassment, “but that was a long process, likely eight 
months. I didn’t necessarily want him to go to jail, I 
wanted to move on with my life.” 

Not much restraint in restraining orders
Protective orders create confusion for Calgarians seeking safety from harassment

dtucker@cjournal.caDEANNA TUCKER

jbrak@cjournal.caJODI BRAK

Aimee Buisson is regaining a sense of normalcy after being harassed for months, although emotions 
will hit her suddenly, reminding her of what happened. Healing is a slow process. PHOTO BY DEANNA TUCKER
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Buisson’s story isn’t unfamiliar. Her experience at 

the church is simply one more situation that is added 
to her documented lists of troubling behaviour from 
her ex-boyfriend. Although they only dated for three 
months, the following eight months would be more 
traumatizing than the relationship itself. 

Liz Driessen has worked with HomeFront for over 
a decade — a non-pro� t organization in Calgary 
that helps free families from domestic violence — 
and says protective orders often complicate already 
tumultuous relationships. 

“We know that victims of domestic violence are at a 
higher risk of violence when they leave a relationship,” 
she says. And once someone is told by the authorities 
that they aren’t allowed to see their partner or former 
partner, negative behaviours can often escalate. 

Driessen says HomeFront seldom works with 
restraining orders because they do not apply in the 
case of family violence. 

In fact, Driessen says, she “would never recommend 
to a client to ever go for a restraining order if there’s 
been violence.” Instead, she insists that police need to 
be contacted for other avenues of enforcement.

What most people aren’t aware of is the di� erence 
between a restraining order and an emergency 
protective order (EPO). Essentially, EPOs are mostly 
handled by police o�  cers, who also have the 
authority to start the process of an EPO immediately 
after a situation arises. They are used in family 
violence situations, such as violence between a 
married couple, or an elderly person and his or her 
live-in caregiver. 

Driessen says unlike restraining orders, which 
“are just a piece of paper” for those who do not fear 
or respect the law, EPOs — which are considered a 
criminal matter — have “far more teeth to them” 
because police involvement is much stronger.

Restraining orders (a civil matter) on the other hand 
are most appropriately used between neighbours, or 
even co-workers who cannot come to an agreement, 
or will not agree to sign a peace bond. Unless the 
claimant speci� cally requests a police enforcement 
clause in a restraining order, there is little to nothing a 
police o�  cer can do. 

According to the CPS website, “Police only have 
the powers to deal with criminal matters and not civil 
matters. There is no criminal o� ence for breaching a 
restraining order. This is why emergency protective 
orders were developed.”

However, EPOs aren’t available to people like Aimee 
Buisson for two reasons; � rst, she and her ex do not 
have children, and second, they never lived together. 

These two stipulations exclude people 
experiencing dating violence (a current or former 
romantic relationship where physical, mental, verbal 
and/or sexual abuse is involved) from having an order 
“with more teeth.”

However, as Driessen suggested, there are other 
measures that police can pursue, such as criminal 
harassment charges. 

Criminal harassment, or stalking, is illegal in Alberta. 
The law is included in the Protection Against Family 
Violence Act to protect victims from behaviours like 

excessive or unwanted texts, emails, phone calls or 
visits, threatening behaviours like leaving notes on 
someone’s vehicle windshield, or following someone 
around (according to the Alberta Human Services 
website). 

Although it may take time, � ling for criminal 
harassment may be the next necessary step if a 
restraining order does not stop predatory actions. 

Driessen talks about a recent � le where a victim of 
dating violence with a restraining order experienced 
a breach in the order: “That now becomes a criminal 
harassment/stalking issue,” she says. Although it is a 
breach of the restraining order, “it’s not going to give 
the teeth that we need to deter that behaviour or 
hold someone accountable. It’s now contacting the 
police about harassment.”

When asked if there had ever been a situation 
when it was too late to respond to violence, where 
a restraining order was in place, Driessen simply 
responded, “Yes.”

Aimee Buisson was also concerned about the 
e� ectiveness of a restraining order. “Because it’s a 
domestic or civil case, the police can’t scan across 
the country to see if he had another order in another 
province.”

“A week before I got my order, a woman had been 
murdered by the guy she � led a restraining order 
against, and this is why I wasn’t even sure about 
getting one. There are these � aws in the system I was 
dealing with. They need to � x this, because this is how 
people end up dead,” Buisson says.  

Je�  Halvorsen, manager of research and evaluation 
at the Calgary Women’s Emergency Shelter (CWES), 
says it’s important to realize “we kind of have this 
misconception that abuse ends when the relationship 
ends. And it does not.”

According to police-reported data released in 2015, 
almost one-quarter of intimate partner violence cases 
involved post-breakup violent o� ences between ex-
spouses or former dating partners. The report found 
that victims of dating partner violence account for a 
larger proportion of intimate partner violence (54 per 
cent) than victims of spousal violence (46 per cent).

That is why Halvorsen recommends victims of 
harassment without violence go through the process of 
getting a restraining order. He also says recordkeeping 
is vital to these sensitive situations. Keeping a record of 
text messages, emails, notes, video footage and other 
physical evidence is important. 

“What is a piece of paper going to do, is the big 
concern. But still,” Halvorsen says, “go through the 
process.”

Although he acknowledges stalking is a much 
more di�  cult case to prove, it isn’t impossible thanks 
to criminal harassment laws.

Beyond the importance of a victim knowing the 
justice system sees the abuse, believes it is real, and 
says it isn’t okay, Halvorsen also says it’s important 
for victims “to access a level of justice.” 

With over 12 years experience working with family 
violence, Halvorsen says one of their goals is to help 
men realize they also have a choice in relationships. 
“We believe men have agency. We really believe that 
men are making choices.” 

Unlike Buisson’s case, there are many situations 
where intimate partners want their relationship 
to work out. Or, there may be kids involved in the 
situation. These complicating factors play a large 
role in the e� ectiveness of a protective order, but 
they can also encourage perpetrators to get help.

The CWES has a program open for men resorting to 
violent behaviours, which uses microanalysis to walk 
through dangerous behaviours. The organization 
believes self-correction works best with these men, 
who learn to see they have choice in every aspect of 
their situation. 

“A lot of these guys are quite charming out in 
public, and some of them are very articulate,” says 
Halvorsen, adding a lot of guys have a “fear of 
being left.” 

At the CWES, relationships start with safety and 
progress to intimacy. Instead of using power and 
control to make sure their partner never leaves, 
Halvorsen says these men need to create safety.  

While restraining orders can get in the way of 
families hoping to reconcile, in Buisson’s case she 
“just wanted him to leave me alone.”

Without any desire for reconciliation, Buisson was 
introduced to a domestic violence caseworker to 
handle the volumes of harassment records she had 
been accumulating. At the same time, her ex was 
sent to an addictions residence outside of the city 
where external contact would be taken away for the 
� rst six months.

Liz Driessen says it takes a lot of courage, but 
making the � rst step to getting help is important. 
“Information is so empowering,” she says. 

“CPS takes domestic con� ict/domestic violence 
very seriously,” Driessen says. Even calling just to 
say, “’I don’t know what to do, I don’t know if this is 
abuse, I don’t know if I can qualify’” is a step in the 
right direction.  

As for Buisson, even though her ex’s absence 
provides an immediate sense of relief, it does not 
provide answers for when he is � nished his program, 
nor how she is to cope with the now familiar emotion 
of constant anxiety. 

“My caseworker called me about a week ago 
saying because there was no contact, they are 
closing my � le.”

Buisson’s restraining order is still in e� ect, but the 
case for building proof that he had been breaching 
the order is now closed. If he comes back, and if 
there is contact, Buisson and her caseworker will 
start again.  

“He knew exactly what 
he was doing.”

–Aimee Buisson
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CITY
Knocking down 
sexual taboos... 
one stereotype 
at a time
Calgary adult store on the 
frontier of sexploration

Hair slicked back, suit vest and tie in perfect 
order, the young man behind the counter 
looks more like he should be selling bespoke 

clothing than dildos.
“Yeah, I get that a lot,” chuckles Karl Sandberg. He 

has grown used to customers remarking on his “spi� y” 
appearance when they � rst step into Little Shop of 
Pleasures, a Calgary outlet for sex toys and other adult 
paraphernalia. 

“My � rst thought is always, ‘Well, who else are you 
going to buy a dildo from? Would you prefer if I came in 
here in my ripped jeans and a T-shirt? ‘Cause I can do that 
if you like.’” The comment is second in frequency only to 
Sandberg’s favourite: “‘I bet you get a lot of strange people 
in here, huh?’”

“Of course it’s not a question, it’s an assumption, 
but it’s posed as one because whoever’s asking it is 
looking for validation,” Sandberg explains. “And the 
more I hear it, the more I realize that [our customers] 
are all people who consider themselves to be very 
normal, but also very isolated. 

“It’s not like the shop is inhabited by crazed, 
depraved freaks or anything like that. And our 
customers, they’re just normal people, living normal 
lives, maybe looking for something a little di� erent.”

That curiosity is an itch the Little Shop of 
Pleasures scratches with two locations in Calgary. 
The apparent success of the store and others like 
it, plus a recent in� ux of exhibitions and events like 
Smut Slam coming to our city, suggests Calgarians 
are becoming more comfortable exploring their 
sexuality, and perhaps sexual taboos are diminishing.

Indeed, sexual curiosity is what � rst got Christina 
Nelson into the business. Now a co-owner and 
manager, Nelson � rst started working at the Little 
Shop in 1996, looking to satisfy her sexploratory 
appetites with an employee discount. She hired 
Don Wilheim, whom she had just begun dating at 
the time, as reliable backup in case someone else 
couldn’t come to work. He says, as a musician, he 
was in the job for the tax bene� t it gave him.

“We were really just having a ton of fun,” Nelson 
says of the couple’s whimsical decision to work at a 
sex toy store. But one thing led to another and, as 
they say, the rest is history. After a few short years, 
Nelson was promoted to manager, she and Don 
stayed together, and when the previous owners 
wanted to sell in 2000, the pair couldn’t resist the 
opportunity.

“I was already leery about who would be taking 
over, right? I wanted the new owners to have respect 
for what we do here,” says Nelson.

“We knew if we were going to do it, we had to take 

this very seriously,” seconds Wilheim, the gravity in 
his voice booming like a thunderstorm. The severity 
is a contrast to what most people believe about their 
jobs, he says — that it’s non-stop “product testing” 
and genitalia jokes.

“We’re not selling carburetors here — this is 
people’s sexuality we’re talking about. This is people’s 
intimacy. We’ve got to know our stu� ,” he says.

Over the past 16 years, the couple has seen the 
sex toy industry evolve from a space dominated by 
visual pornography centred solely on male pleasure, 
to one where risque products are packaged in 
discreet, sleek boxes reminiscent of the Apple 
brand; where trans-identifying folks can obtain 
appearance-altering tools safely. A place where 
even a 91-year-old woman can come pick up a pair 
of sexy stockings with her 75-year-old daughter — 
free of judgment. 

But that evolution of mindset has yet to become 
mainstream, Nelson, Wilheim, and Sandberg agree, 
so they often � nd themselves bridging the gap in 
the best way they know how: with plenty of friendly 
advice and encouragement.

“A lot of people, when they come in here, they’re 
shy, they’re worried about people seeing them, 
they’ve got their own judgments about themselves, 
they’re kind of hunched over,” says Wilheim. “And I 
always tell those people, ‘You know what, treasure 
that feeling you’re feeling right now. How many other 
things in your life make you feel so embarrassed, so 
nervous? That make you this excited? That’s because 
it’s important to you! That’s why it makes you feel 
this way.’ 

“So treasure that feeling and the taboo nature of 
it — it’s human nature. The second you tell somebody 
they can’t look behind that screen, they immediately 
want to look. It’s the forbidden fruit, and they know in 
their gut that it’s going to be good.”

mritchie@cjournal.caMICHAELA RITCHIE

For Chris Nelson and Don Wilheim, owners and managers of the Little Shop of Pleasure’s Calgary locations, 
the name of the game has always been love.                                                                                   PHOTO BY MICHAELA RITCHIE

The Little Shop prides itself on being one of the 
most diverse adult toy stores in Western Canada 
 — pictured above, they stock over 100 kinds 
of lubricant alone. Owners Nelson and Wilheim 
say their product variety better positions them 
to be reliable, knowledgable educators to their 
customers.                PHOTO BY MICHAELA RITCHIE
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“We’re just here to reassure people that whatever 

you want to do, it’s actually � ne, as long as it’s between 
consenting adults. Sex is okay, and it’s important, and it’s 
good for you,” he continues. “The health bene� ts from 
orgasms three times a week are shocking. Sex is the glue 
that holds relationships together. It’s the cement that 
goes over the cracks that form from day-to-day life.”

Despite the innate normalcy of liking, craving, and 
exploring sex, Wilheim and Nelson say carnal knowledge 
remains taboo, even in the digital age, because while 
people are so inundated by sexual images in our daily 
lives, we often lack the comfort with our own sexualities 
and bodies to process sexual ideas in a healthy way.

“I often see people coming in with the idea that, ‘I don’t 
need anything from this store,’” says Wilheim, identifying 
customers’ most prevalent misconception, that using 
sex toys somehow diminishes their own adequacy in the 
bedroom. “People think they should know everything 
about [sex] already, and if they do then what could they 
possibly need? And I say ‘Nobody needs anything from 
our store. You do not need a Lamborghini to drive to 
work; a Ford Fiesta will work just � ne. You don’t need a 
Lamborghini — but it sure is fun to drive!’”

Furthermore, says Sandberg, people’s inability to feel 
comfortable with their own sexuality not only hinders 
their own pleasure, but risks shaming others’.

“I have people come in and ask me all the time, ‘Wow, 
what kind of loser owns that?’” recounts Sandberg. “And 
my only thought is, ‘Remember where you are.’ It doesn’t 
make you cool to come in here and point and laugh at 
things. If anything, it just shows your ignorance.”

But Sandberg and his bosses prefer to teach the 
uneducated and calm the nervous in those moments, 
rather than chastise their behaviour. 

“We hope that when you come in here, your 
experience leaves you with something that you didn’t 
know when you came in. I don’t care if you buy anything... 
I’d much rather that you leave happy, and with a piece of 
information that you didn’t have before,” he says.

While the Little Shop of Pleasures embraces openness 
and positivity, hoping their actions can help pave the way 
for a more forward-thinking future generation, Nelson 
acknowledges there is likely to always be some level of 
taboo when it comes to talking freely about sex. 

“I’m glad to see we’re much more open now and 
people feel they can talk about it more, and aren’t so 
ashamed and aren’t such a freak about it,” she says. “But 
there’s always going be a taboo, because the taboo is 
your judgment of it, not mine.”

OUR SEXUAL PSYCHE
According to sex therapist Cheryl McMeeken, who has 
been helping Calgarians reconnect with their intimacy for 
15 years, the harsh stereotypes society puts on sexuality 
are not something to be feared. Rather, they persist 
because the subject matter is deeply personal.

“These are personal items and our personal sex lives 
we’re talking about,” McMeeken says. “So we’re not going 
to necessarily want to ever tell our neighbours what we’re 
getting into. 

“That said, since we’re seeing more of sex — it’s 
becoming more present in media and elsewhere — I 
think we’re getting desensitized to the idea of sex. And 
to be clear, it’s desensitizing in a good way, not a negative 

way. In the past, I believe we’ve been over-sensitized to 
it. But now it’s almost as if we’ve realized, ‘Well everyone 
has one, so why not?’ Even my mother has a vibrator, and 
good for her!”

Nevertheless, says McMeeken, society is certainly on 
the right track to cultivating a healthier understanding of 
our bodies and intimacy.

“You have to think back to the fact that we were 
settled by people that left Europe expressly because they 
wanted to express their religious values and Europe was 
becoming too liberal for them,” she explains. “So really, 
in North America, considering the foundation we have, 
we’ve come a long way. We’ve just got to keep going in a 
forward direction if we’re ever going to catch up from that 
hangover.” But whether sex toys will be the feather that 
tips the scale in regards to that normalization, McMeeken 
is not so sure.

“I don’t necessarily think that sex toys are increasing 
intimacy, I think they’re increasing variety. They might 
bring a sense of adventure into a relationship, but that’s 
not the same as creating intimacy. If you don’t have a 
connection [with your partner] to begin with, a sex toy 
isn’t going to solve anything,” says McMeeken of people 
who misinterpret sex toys as “magic wands” intended to 
solve all of their relationships woes.

“You can’t lose the magic if you don’t have it to begin 
with. Having that magic in the � rst place is the key. Then 
we can talk about using sex toys to perk things up a bit. 
But if there never was a connection established in the � rst 
place, if they really didn’t get each other… then throwing 
a sex toy at it is just a bad idea.”

SEX: THE FINAL FRONTIER
Cameryn Moore, a Montreal-based playwright, actor, 
and self-professed sex activist and educator, shares these 
views. She is the mastermind behind the renowned 
production nerdfucker, and Calgary’s � rst-ever Smut Slam 

event, which opened this year’s Fringe Festival on July 
27. While Moore supports McMeeken’s observation that 
sex, kink, and sexuality are now more freely expressed in 
mainstream society, she also believes we can push the 
envelope further still.

“I agree that events like Smut Slam are a sign that 
taboos are decreasing in some ways. But at the same 
time, there remains a very strong backlash to sexual 
openness, and sexuality generally being discussed,” 
Moore says. “Events like this are just one way of dealing 
with that.”

Moore stresses the informal format of Smut Slam is 
key to delivering this message. The event does not come 
across as a lecture, but rather as a time for storytelling 
and laughter among friends, even in a room full of 
strangers. Moore says folks are more likely to take away 
something meaningful from more casual interactions, 
insisting that to be e� ective, sex education must never 
be boring or judgmental.

“If you have sex, you have a story to tell,” she says. 
“We owe it to ourselves and to each other to be honest 
about our experiences. That’s the only way we’re going 
to get more comfortable talking about it, and get more 
comfortable with each other.”

It is this attitude Don Wilheim believes our society 
must demand if we are ever to move forward.

“A lot of people who come through [our] doors, they’re 
on the edge of sexuality. They’re the Leonardo da Vinci 
of sexuality, the people who push the envelope and 
move society forward in regards to kink and sexuality,” 
Wilheim muses. “In science it’s the people studying 
psychics. In art it’s the people doing pop art. There’s 
always controversy there, and these people are always 
seen as half-crazy and half-geniuses at the same time. 

“So when people come to us who are worried about 
their obsession or their kink, I tell them, ‘Listen, you’re 
not weird. You’re extraordinary!’”

This contraption, the trillium, was inspired by a torture device from the early witch trials: the Pear of Anguish. 
Its modern usage evokes a di� erent response, of course, but Sandberg says the mainstream culture of 
misinformation about kink is still enough to scare away some would-be customers.              PHOTO BY MICHAELA RITCHIE



Despite having one of the strongest economies 
in Canada, for many decades Alberta had 
the lowest minimum wage in the country, 

something the NDP government looks to change by 
making incremental hikes to the minimum wage to 
reach $15 per hour by fall 2018. 

While this may be a welcome change to employees 
earning the current minimum wage of $11.20, many 
employers feel this adjustment could hurt their business, 
or potentially lead to layo� s. 

Inevitably, groups supporting either side of the debate 
come to their own conclusions, citing research that 
indicates strong positive or negative e� ects of wage 
hikes. This debate is not an easy one, and the impacts will 
not be felt immediately. 

On one hand, the case to raise the minimum wage 
has a compelling social bene� t: thousands of Albertans 
struggle, and sometimes fail, to make ends meet on a 
minimum wage salary. 

“For me, as a long-time fair wage advocate, it boils 
down to a moral argument,” says Gil McGowan, president 
of the Alberta Federation of Labour (AFL). “Those of us 
who support a $15 per hour minimum wage make the 
argument that anyone working full time should be able 
to live above the poverty line.”

Matthew Ryan, an employee with a car rental agency 
in Calgary, says that while he was able to live earning 
under $15 an hour, his recent raise to $15.50  has greatly 
improved his sense of � nancial stability.

“It was tough before I got my raise. I had to convince my 

landlord to lower my rent, but 
I was able to make ends meet 
even if it was a little stressful 
sometimes,” he said. “After 
my raise though things have 
been way better, obviously. I 
can buy better food, I’m not 
constantly worried I won’t be 
able to pay my bills. It’s 

not a ton of extra money 
honestly, but it helps.”    

Opponents of the wage 
increase, however, cite 
research showing businesses 
may freeze hiring or lay o�  
employees in response to 
wage pressures created by 
this increase. 

“Right now, Alberta’s 
economy is facing one 
of the worst recessionary 
downturns of a generation. 
And small business owners 
are feeling a lot of pressures, 
just as it is,” says Amber 
Ruddy, Alberta president 
of the Canadian Federation 

of Independent Businesses (CFIB). “About one in three 
small business owners are looking to lay o�  sta�  in the 
next three months. So when you start adding on wage 
pressures and tax costs, small businesses are pinched and 
the wage increase is going to hurt the people it’s trying 
to help.”

Brad Pallister, co-owner of a small � shing equipment 
store in Lacombe, told the CBC, “If you are unable to 
� nd a way to bring in more money, you must decide 
to make cuts instead. This scenario is what small 
businesses fear most.”

Though both sides of the debate support their 
argument with research, McGowan and the AFL 
believe that some employer groups are not being fully 
transparent with their data. 

“Some employer groups have grossly distorted the 
available research,” he says. “For example, they found one 
study based on research from more than 15 years ago 
suggesting there might be a small negative e� ect on the 
employment of teenagers and took that one study and 
this very small negative impact on one group of workers 
and they extrapolated it across the economy.” 

Indeed, lobbying groups often present their data in 
a very selective fashion. For example, the CFIB quotes 
a government brie� ng on its website as indicating 
“signi� cant job loss” could be a “realistic possibility” of 
minimum wage increases. However, within the same 
document researchers gathered much evidence to 
suggest this is an out-dated assumption, stating, “other 
studies have concluded just the opposite and concluded 
there is no signi� cant causal linkage between minimum 
wage increases and employment levels.” 

In fact, the same document suggests there is “a positive 
linkage, theorizing that changes in minimum wage 
policy can promote virtuous cycles of local consumption, 
productivity and employee retention” that could improve 
employment and even stimulate the economy. 

However, the reality is that both possibilities presented 
by research are simply predictions based on available 
data. Ruddy and the CFIB believe the province should 
not be making major economic decisions like raising the 
minimum wage without concrete data. 

“If there is con� icted data and this government claims 
to be evidence based, why are we rolling full steam ahead 
on an aggressive policy experiment if the data is so 
con� icted? We don’t need this kind of experiment right 
now,” she said. 

However, proponents believe that economic models 
developed to predict the e� ect of these kind of wage 
increases in Alberta provide a solid base of evidence to 
support the $15 minimum wage. 

“The idea that a higher minimum wage can actually 
stimulate the economy and create jobs is not a radical 
notion,” McGowan said. “It’s something that’s been 
accepted by mainstream economists for years. It’s not 
going to pull us out of recession by itself, but it will get us 
a bit closer.”

This idea is supported by research undertaken by 
the AFL in partnership with Angella MacEwen, senior 
economist with the Canadian Labour Congress, and with 
the Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago. 

The bank had developed a model to estimate economic 
stimulus provided by wage increases, which MacEwen 
adjusted and applied to the Alberta context. Though only 
a hypothesis, the data presented a strong possibility for a 
stimulative e� ect on the local economy.  

“The results of her research are that a move to a $15 
minimum wage would have the e� ect of boosting the 
Alberta economy by nearly a billion dollars over the 
next three years, driven almost exclusively by increased 
consumer power for low wage workers,” McGowan said. 

Opponents of the minimum wage increases, such 
as the CFIB, maintain that $15 an hour is a somewhat 
arbitrary number, based o�  of evidence from other 
markets, and may not be the best or only option to help 
low wage earners. 

“Its funny that we’re putting this arbitrary $15 wage as 
the goal, because its based on what is happening in the 
U.S., and a lot of the American examples are not getting 
there over such a short period of time,” said Ruddy, Alberta 
president of the CFIB. “As your paycheque goes up, so 
does the percentage of those various taxes that come o�  
of your paycheque. If the government actually wanted to 
let people keep more of their money, they would provide 
a higher base personal exemption, so people can keep all 
of their earnings if they are in a low income situation.”

Regardless, the Alberta government has shown a 
commitment to going through with its promise of raising 
the minimum wage to $15 an hour by 2018. The next 
increase of $1 is scheduled for October, followed by $1.40 
increases in 2017 and 2018.
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Alberta’s minimum wage debate rages on
Province pursues commitment to reaching $15 an hour by 2018

jbrak@cjournal.caJODI BRAK

Alberta’s Minister of Labour, Christina Gray, announced in Edmonton 
June 30, 2016 that the province is mapping out the next steps toward 
a $15 minimum wage by 2018 following several weeks of consultation 
with Albertans.                                                                                 PHOTO BY CHRIS SCHWARTZ
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Colton Crowshoe’s murder remains unsolved
Case refl ects under-reported issue of missing and murdered Aboriginal men and boys

Colton Crowshoe’s grandmother, Valerie 
Crowshoe, has always drawn strength from 
The Bundle. 

Now 66 years old, a respected elder of the 
Piikani Nation, she raised her children by herself, 
struggling through night school without food 
some days to feed her children, and called on The 
Bundle through prayer, offering tobacco as she’d 
been taught all her life by her elders, to see her 
through.

A Bundle is a sacred object or collection of 
objects in Piikani tradition. Bundle carriers have 
responsibilities and duties to perform and they and 
their communities draw strength from The Bundle.

Crowshoe is a residential school survivor. She 
knows she was robbed of a normal childhood. 
It has been especially important to her to do her 
best in raising her children and supporting her 
grandchildren.

Her grandson, Colton, 18, went missing July 4, 

2014, in Calgary’s Abbeydale 
area. He was last seen with a 
friend leaving a house party. 

Colton’s body was 
discovered in a retention 
pond at 16th Avenue and 
Stoney Trail in Calgary on July 
24, 2014, three weeks after he 
went missing.

The Crowshoe family have a 
long history of being Bundle 
carriers, and that tradition 
taught Colton’s grandmother 
to take responsibilities very 
seriously. Valerie Crowshoe 
says she will never give 
up trying to � nd out who 
murdered Colton.

“With Colton this should 
never happen the way they 
ended his life,” she says.

“It was understandable to 
lose our elders, but today 
is di� erent, the tables have 
turned.  

“It’s our young ones that we 
are losing.”

Colton Crowshoe is 
one among hundreds of 
Aboriginal Peoples murdered 
and missing in Canada in the 
past 30 years — murdered 
and missing in numbers 
wildly out of proportion to 
their numbers in the overall 
population. 

Last November, CBC News 
reported Statistics Canada data showing that 
while Aboriginal people make up � ve per cent of 
the Canadian population, they account for 23 per 
cent of homicide victims. The incidence of death by 
homicide is � ve or six times higher for Aboriginal 
people than for non-Aboriginal Canadians.

Public and media concern over disproportionate 
numbers of missing and murdered Aboriginal 
women and girls prompted the Canadian 
government to announce in March a national 
inquiry into missing and murdered indigenous 
women and girls.

Colton’s family, along with scholars and many 
Aboriginal activists and leaders, want the scope of 
that national inquiry extended to include missing 
and murdered men and boys. Advocates of a more 
inclusive inquiry note that Aboriginal men and 
boys are even more likely to go missing or to be 
murdered than are Aboriginal women and girls.

Advocates also express concern about some 
police responses to cases of indigenous persons 

being missing or murdered. The Calgary Police 
Service’s Aboriginal Liaison O�  cer acknowledged 
in an interview that building bridges between CPS 
members and indigenous people is an ongoing 
necessity. A Lakehead University scholar says 
such bridge-building must take into account the 
e� ects of historic and intergenerational trauma in 
Aboriginal communities. 

Colton’s family want the public to know the 
character of his life and to know the impacts of his 
murder and of the continuing failure to identify his 
killer or killers.

Before an interview with Jimmy Crowshoe, 
Colton’s father, and other members of the family, 
the Crowshoes prayed with this journalist for their 
families, for answers and reached out to Creator. 
The smell of sweetgrass and sage � lled the room 
and everyone smudged. Colton’s grandmother 
Valerie spoke in the Blackfoot language and 
prayed. Silence and calm prevailed and the love 
and support the family members had for one 
another could be strongly felt. 

The Crowshoe home was well decorated with 
photos of family, including Colton smiling radiantly. 

Jimmy Crowshoe said he did the best he could to 
raise his three children in a healthy environment.

He said in all the 14 years the family lived in 
Calgary’s Abbeydale district he never imagined 
what lay ahead of him, the day when his son would 
not come home, a parent’s worst nightmare.

Jimmy described his son as an outgoing young 
man, always willing to help out family and friends, 
spreading kindness and showing a caring heart.

He said Colton had graduated from high school 
and was set to continue his education at SAIT. The 
young man was in a relationship. 

Colton, Jimmy said, had only two encounters 
with authorities in his lifetime. 

“He was a good kid. 
“When I see Colton, I see him playing with his 

toys. I used to drive them to school, all three of 
them, every day.”

Colton and his brother played hockey and 
football even though the family was on a tight 
budget.

“I remember the time they scored their � rst 
goals at their hockey tournament,” Colton’s father 
recalled. “My daughter was always there for her 
brothers supporting them.”

Jimmy Crowshoe said he would speak with his 
children about being patient and saving up for 
the things they enjoyed. He said he made sure 
his children knew the Aboriginal culture. They 
attended the Niipomakii (Chickadee Society), a 
cultural camp, which o� ered drumming, dancing 
and camping. 

Jimmy showed Colton’s beaded pouch and 
choker that he made at the camp.

gheavyrunner@cjournal.caGrace Heavy Runner 

To this day, Colton Crowshoe’s killer has yet to be identi� ed. Although 
a loved one can never be replaced, the Crowshoe family hopes Colton’s 
case sheds light on the issue of missing and murdered indigenous men 
and boys in Canada.                                        PHOTO COURTESY OF THE CROWSHOE FAMILY



10 SEPTEMBER-OCTOBER  2016            CALGARYJOURNAL.CA

CITY

“That was the time they had teepees, which was 
really nice, I liked it.” Jimmy remembers Colton 
always told him, “’Dad, smile, keep smiling.’” He will 
never forget Colton’s words.

Jasmine Crowshoe, 24, Colton’s older sister, said 
her memories are of always laughing with her 
brother.

“Colton had a good sense of humour, always 
making me laugh, and those were the good times 
we shared.  

“He loved to bake cakes and I would be the one 
cleaning up afterwards and doing the dishes, but I 
didn’t mind.” 

Jasmine said when Colton went missing, the 
family searched for him. They made and distributed 
� yers and asked everyone they knew who might 
have had contact with Colton if they had seen him.

Jasmine and a cousin encountered two police 
o�  cers and showed them the � yer with information 
about Colton being missing. 

“The two o�  cers didn’t know of his disappearance 
and it was their � rst time hearing of him missing.”

Wyatt Crowshoe, 23, Colton’s brother, said he 
and Colton “did everything together.”

“We loved to skateboard with our friends. We 
learned our culture heritage.”

Eric Tail Feathers, a close childhood friend 
of Colton’s, also especially remembered times 
skateboarding together. 

“Every family allowance after school, we go buy 
shoes or a skateboard, then after go to the skate 
park. Those were good times.

“Colton always made me laugh with his Native 
humour. We understood each other, me, Wyatt, 
Colton and Marcus, all of us together.”

Adam Jones, a political science professor at the 
University of British Columbia (Kelowna campus) 
and an expert in genocide studies, launched an 
online petition with his research assistant Penny 
Handley calling for a gender-inclusive inquiry 

into murdered and missing Aboriginal persons — 
an inquiry, therefore, that would include Colton 
Crowshoe’s and other indigenous men’s and 
boys’ cases and not only the cases of missing and 
murdered indigenous women and girls. 

Jones’ and Handley’s petition highlights Statistics 
Canada data showing that 2,500 Aboriginal people 
were murdered in Canada between 1982 and 
2011, out of 15,000 murders overall. Of the 2,500 
murdered Aboriginal persons, 1,750, or 71 per 
cent, were male, and 745 were female. One was “of 
unknown gender.”

“It is unacceptable,” Jones writes in the petition, 
“to limit an inquiry or investigation of murdered 
and missing Aboriginals to Native women and girls 
alone. Men and boys account for over 70 per cent 
of total Aboriginal murder victims in Canada.” 

Jones’ and Handley’s petition can be accessed 
here: http://www.change.org/p/first-nations-
a n d - g o v e r n m e n t - o f - c a n a d a - f o r - a - g e n d e r -
inclusive-inquiry-into-murdered-and-missing-
aboriginal-canadians

 Activists focusing on missing and murdered 
indigenous persons seek to ensure that police 
forces across the country take crimes against 
indigenous persons as seriously as they do crimes 
against others.

Tanya Johnston, Colton Crowshoe’s aunt, said 
that in the days after her nephew disappeared, “we 
pleaded with CPS (Calgary Police Service), telling 
them, ‘Everyday he called his dad, it was out of 
character for him not to call.’ 

“Police laughed at us,” Johnston said.
A CPS o�  cial said the Colton Crowshoe case is 

under active investigation.
Johnston said one police o�  cer told family 

members immediately after they became 
concerned about the young man’s whereabouts 
that Colton “doesn’t want to be found, he’s 
drinking.”

Johnston said the Crowshoe family contacted 
Calgary media, but were told they would follow CPS 
in determining whether a public appeal was in order.

Johnston said she believes stereotypes and 
discrimination have surrounded Colton’s case from 
the beginning. 

CBC News reported Jan. 11 about an inquest into 
the deaths of seven First Nation students killed over 
several years in Thunder Bay. Among the seven was 
Jethro Anderson, a 15-year-old, who disappeared in 
Thunder Bay in 2000. CBC had reported Nov. 7 that 
police did not begin to investigate until six days after 
he was reported missing.

The CBC report quoted lawyer Julian Falconer, who 
at the inquest cross-examined a Thunder Bay police 
o�  cer about the delay, as saying, “sadly, there’s a 
theme — less than worthy victims.”

Dorra Morris, Jethro Anderson’s aunt, said she 
“called the police every day just to ask if they had any 
leads, and every time I called, the answer was always, 
‘He’s just out there partying like any Native kid.’”

Patty Hajdu, the Member of Parliament for Thunder 
Bay and federal minister for the status of women, said 
outside the inquest that a “swirling storm” of racism 
and discrimination is killing indigenous people in the 
Thunder Bay area. Hajdu ran a homeless shelter in 
Thunder Bay before becoming a Liberal MP. 

Colton Crowshoe’s family members said in 
interviews that they have continued talking 
to Calgary media about negative stereotypes 
through which they believe authorities often view 
Aboriginal people. 

Calgary Police Services said its handling of Colton 
Crowshoe’s case was under investigation by ASIRT 
(Alberta Serious Incident Response Team), the Alberta 
agency that independently investigates possible 
cases of misconduct by police services and agencies. 
One part of the ASIRT review was looking into CPS’ 
interaction with Colton on Canada Day before the 
young man disappeared.

Colton Crowshoe made this beaded medicine pouch and choker while attending the Niipomakii (Chickadee Society), a First Nations cultural camp which 
o� ers drumming, dancing and camping to attendees. Jimmy Crowshoe says history and tradition were important to his son, who strived to uphold his 
heritage in everything he did.                            PHOTO COURTESY OF THE CROWSHOE FAMILY
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Cindy Provost, CPS Aboriginal liaison o�  cer and an 
18-year veteran of the CPS, said in an interview her role 
is to attempt to build positive relationships between 
indigenous people in Calgary and members of the 
Calgary Police Service.

Provost said she believes there should be more than 
one person in her role.

“I think in moving forward it would be bene� cial to 
have an educational team. Unfortunately, I am a single 
Aboriginal liaison o�  cer.”

Provost said an Aboriginal Justice Camp held 
annually is voluntary, not mandatory, for all Calgary 
police o�  cers. The camp was founded in the 1990s on 
Piikani First Nation territory by respected Elder Dr. Reg 
Crowshoe. 

The camp entails a four-day full immersion which 
includes opportunities for o�  cers to participate in 
a pipe ceremony and a sweat ceremony. The focus is 
on improving knowledge and awareness of treaty 
rights and gaps that have existed in the justice system 
between First Nations and indigenous people.

“I never failed to have somebody shed some tears 
on the course,” Provost said. “It’s a safe place and 
opportunity to really explore some of the bias on 
a personal level, and does that transcend to other 
minorities? Absolutely.”

Provost noted there is a long history of distrust 
between indigenous people and government 
authorities in Canada. She said this continues to weigh 
on relations between police and indigenous people.

“In the late 1700s and early 1800s you had the 
Treaties being signed and policies of assimilation, 
colonization and the residential school era, so you have 
that full century of those policies that were in place to 
take care of the ‘Indian problem.’”

Provost said she believes a focus on relations 
between Aboriginal youth and police service members 
is key to overcoming distrust. She listed half a dozen 
other needed measures:

• Aboriginal single mothers or fathers need support 
programs in which elders have a signi� cant role. 
This is especially important for those who are new to 
Calgary.

• Aboriginal elders should be given more than just 
a ceremonial role and should be involved at the 
beginning of the visioning and development of 
support programs for Aboriginal families.

• Traditional Aboriginal ways of con� ict resolution 
should be adopted through appropriate agencies and 
support groups.

• More focus and attention by CPS on meaningful 
Aboriginal cultural celebrations.

• Understanding Aboriginal youth at a grassroots 
level in relation to the legacy from Indian 
residential schools, the legacy of historical trauma, 
overrepresentation in the child welfare system and 
overrepresentation in the criminal justice system.

• Cultural awareness programs for CPS members 
through partnerships with appropriate agencies and 
individuals

Provost said one challenge she has faced is that 
many indigenous people will not go through the 
paperwork to � le a complaint against CPS if they 
believe there has been racism or discrimination. She 
said she has had only one such complaint � led in the 
past 10 years of working with CPS.

Cynthia Wesley-Esquimaux, vice-provost 
(Aboriginal initiatives) at Lakehead University in 
Thunder Bay and a member and resident of the 
Chippewa of Georgina Island First Nation in Lake 
Simcoe, said in an interview that it is vital, in working to 
improve relationships between indigenous persons 
and non-indigenous authorities, to understand the 
impact of historical and intergenerational trauma 
on indigenous people and communities.

Wesley-Esquimaux and Magdalena Smolewski, 
an anthropologist and research director at the 
Ontario Federation of Indigenous Friendship 
Centres, described historical trauma in a 2004 paper 
prepared for the Aboriginal Healing Foundation. 

“Indigenous social and cultural devastation in 
the present,” Wesley-Esquimaux and Smolewski 
wrote, “is the result of unremitting personal and 
collective trauma due to demographic collapse, 
resulting from early in� uenza and smallpox 
epidemics and other infectious diseases, conquest, 
warfare, slavery, colonization, proselytization, 
famine and starvation, the 1892 to the late-1960s 
residential school period and forced assimilation. 
These experiences have left indigenous cultural 
identities reeling with what can be regarded as 
an endemic and complex form of post-traumatic 
stress disorder (PTSD).” 

Wesley-Esquimaux said when she � rst 
encountered historical and intergenerational 
trauma many years ago, she was frightened by it 
because she did not understand it. She said she 
later came to think of it as “the grief of the Nations.”

“There are some lessons that we need to learn about 
trauma populations,” she said, “and now we’re hit with 
this (matter of) missing and murdered Aboriginal 
people and it’s contemporary (trauma), but it is deeply 
mixed with historical trauma which is unresolved.

“What it de� nitely needs, especially talking about 
men and boys, is that there needs to be resources put 
towards the kind of counselling that will make sense 
to men and boys as opposed to women and girls.”

Wesley-Esquimaux said there is misunderstanding 
and miscomprehension among many Aboriginal 
men as to “what men are, and what men’s roles are 
and how they can be.

“A lot of that comes from a history of trauma 
that has never been resolved and never been 
represented properly.”

From left to right, Jasmine, Wyatt, Jimmy, and Colton Crowshoe, pictured together in happier times before Colton’s murder. The 18-year-old was found 
dead in a retention pond on July 24, 2014. He was missing for three weeks before being discovered, causing the Crowshoes unimaginable frustration by 
what they believe was a lack of interest shown by the Calgary Police Service and local media in Colton’s fate.                            PHOTO COURTESY OF THE CROWSHOE FAMILY
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Stoney Nation youth comes alive 
powwow dancing 
Infusing hip-hop moves to traditional dance creates powerful performances

dtucker@cjournal.caDEANNA TUCKER

For one young powwow competitor from 
Morley Alberta, dancing is more than keeping a 
tradition alive; it’s giving him life too. 

“When you hear the music, it feels like it’s your 
heart beating. You can just hear the way it pounds, 
and makes your feet feel the beat. I just want to 
dance.” A shy grin appears as Tyvin Wesley, of Stoney 
First Nation, looked towards downtown Calgary from 
the Calgary Stampede’s Indian Village. 

“You know, without my out� t, I would still go out 
on that dance � oor,” he said July 17. 

Wesley is shy in person. The 17 year old had been 
enjoying a summer of powwow competitions before 
the dreaded school year started again. Like any 
typical teen, Wesley would rather do anything but 
be in school. For the summer, he planned to take 
advantage of opportunities to dance nearly every 
weekend in powwow competitions across Alberta 
and B.C.

What makes young Wesley stand out from a 
majority of competitors is his ability to incorporate 
hip-hop and dubstep moves into his grass style 
performances, while still respecting the traditional 
values of the dance.

“I’m not trying to change it [grass dance], I’m just 
trying to mix it up with my style,” Wesley said. “So, I can 
show them I’m di� erent, but, I’m kind of the same.”

Grass style is a men’s traditional dance, which is 
known for using bold, swinging motions, as well as 
for the dancer’s unique and colourful attire. 

More often than not, Wesley listens to music as he 
prepares behind the stage for powwow competitions. 
Lyrics act as inspiration as Wesley tries new hip-hop 
moves to the beat of a dubstep hit called Bullet Train; 

‘Moving like the speed of sound, feet can’t keep on 
the ground, can’t stay in one place, keep moving like 
a bullet train’. 

“I jam out a lot before I go into a powwow. If the 
moves work to my music, it will work with powwow 
music,” he said.

The self-taught hip-hop dancer started grass 
dancing when he was 10, but didn’t take it very 
seriously until he was 14. “Three years ago I lost my 
grandpa,” Wesley said. “That’s when I really started 
dancing.” 

That’s when he started getting noticed for his 
unique moves too.

He says his grandpa, Bill Wesley, had an in� uence 
on young Wesley’s respect for traditional dancing. 
Although he was much younger when his grandfather 
passed away, he wishes he had asked his grandpa 
more about dancing. 

“I never knew what style he danced actually. He 
never told me, and I never bothered to ask.” 

Annie Wesley, Tyvin’s grandma and sole caregiver, 
said on July 20 that her husband danced traditional 
buckskin. He died of a heart attack, and will be 

honoured on the fourth anniversary of his death, in 
2017, when Annie will take out his buckskin attire for 
the � rst time since he died.

Annie said the death of Wesley’s grandpa is 
especially di�  cult for the teen because he was the 
one who found his grandfather after the heart attack. 
She said the memory can still make young Wesley 
upset.

Wesley has su� ered a lot of loss in his life, including 
his mother’s death in 2009 due to double pneumonia. 
Some might wonder how he � nds enough courage to 
dance, but he said his losses have become inspiration 
too.

“Two days before a powwow, the day before my 
auntie passed … I went for a run that day. Her house 
is at the bottom of this hill, and after this hill is a good 
view of the mountains, if you stay on top of the hill. I 
noticed her house there, and I was just looking at the 
mountains for some reason. The next day, we found 
her in her house.”

His auntie passed away in 2015, stirring a lot of 
emotions in the young man.   

“I think she choked on something, but she was 
dead before we got there I guess. I don’t know; I just 
took that as a sign to try and use that anger and that 
sadness to change it into happiness when I’m on the 
dance � oor.”

Wesley decided to still dance in the powwow 
following his auntie’s death. He said he didn’t realize 

Tyvin Wesley’s performance regalia is designed by his grandmother, Annie Wesley, who began 
beading when she was just 14 and helping her father at the Calgary Stampede’s Indian Village. 

PHOTO BY DEANNA TUCKER

“When you hear the 
music, it feels like it’s 

your heart beating. You 
can just hear the way 
it pounds, and makes 

your feet feel the beat. 
I just want to dance.”

–Tyvin Wesley, powwow dancer
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the � rst grass dance special he was part of was 
traditional, and did not place because of his unique 
dance moves. 

“I was frustrated from my loss, and I did not know 
why I did not get picked during that � rst special.” 
Instead of giving into his anger and frustration, he 
went back out for the second performance. 

“I went all out. I showed those people who I am, 
and that I’m here to dance too. No matter what, I’m 
here to dance.” 

Dancing is like a healing medicine to Wesley. With 
the loss of close family members, the young man said 
dancing “takes away the stress from life.” When he 
dances, the world fades. 

When asked if he had words of encouragement 
for other young people going through rough times, 
Wesley was completely honest: “I don’t know. I haven’t 
found mine.”

And yet the teen continues to see the positive with 
any given situation, and pours all of his negative 
emotions into creating eye-catching performances. 

Wesley recognizes dancing is much more than an 
escape, or even something fun to occupy his time. To 
him, dancing has become the heartbeat of his life. He 
said “the powwow itself is inspiring.” 

Wesley said his grandma Annie is very special to 
him too. “My grandma did everything; she was the 
only one there.” He boasts of Annie, who took home 
� rst place in the woman’s traditional dancing (55 
and older) at the 2016 Calgary Stampede powwow 
competition. 

The designer of all of his performance regalia, 
Wesley proudly talked about the intricately beaded 
headbands Annie creates to cover his eyes. He uses 
the headbands to “cover the crowds and make [him] 
feel like [he’s] dancing alone.” When he covers his 
eyes, Wesley feels like he can dance as uninhibited as 
he does when he is at home. 

‘Regalia’ is the term used to describe the out� ts 

worn by the dancers. These out� ts are tailored to 
be as unique as the individual. It is designed in 
accordance with the style of dance being performed, 
to enhance the viewers understanding. As a grass 
dancer, Wesley’s regalia shows fringes of material, 
portraying grass billowing in the wind.   

Annie spends hours on Wesley’s powwow attire, 
but said it keeps her young. To complete a new out� t 
for Wesley, it will take Annie a full day. 

She started beading when she was just 14, and 
although she wouldn’t say her current age, she did 
say while laughing, “I’m over sixty.” She was working 
on yet another beaded headband for another of her 
grandson’s competitions. 

When Tyvin’s mother passed away, Annie took in 
and raised four of six children. “I’m a single grandma 
raising my grandkids. I try to do my best,” Annie says 
about keeping Tyvin and his siblings involved in 
positive things. 

She is vocal about her love for her grandchildren, 

and said Tyvin is something special. “He really can do 
everything, but he’s a shy guy.”

“Yeah, I used to [get nervous],” Wesley says about 
dancing in front of people. He said now with the 
beaded headbands his grandma makes, he doesn’t 
have those “butter� ies in his stomach” before 
performing. 

Wesley is an athlete on all accounts. Besides 
dancing, he enjoys hockey, lacrosse and basketball, 
the last of which he said “helps with the footwork 
[for dancing] a lot.” He would play football, but his 
grandma thinks it’s too dangerous. If he could play 
the sport he said, “I’d try for running back.”

However, Wesley said he wouldn’t stop dancing if 
he didn’t have to. “I have that urge to dance. I don’t 
know why. Even if there were 10 songs in a row, four 
minutes a song, I would still dance it all.”

The most rewarding aspect of taking part in 
powwows isn’t the chance of winning a prize or a title 
for Wesley. With such a passion for the dance itself, he 
said he simply loves “being able to dance in my full 
regalia.”

Wesley took home � rst place for the boys grass 
dance category at the 2016 Calgary Stampede, and 
chose to participate in the men’s grass dance (18 and 
over) as well. 

He believes wholeheartedly that he can always 
improve, and that challenge keeps him motivated. He 
says after once participating “for fun” in a men’s grass 
special and coming in third place, an inspirational 
dancer approached him and said something Wesley 
will never forget. “You’re good. One day, you’ll be 
great.”

Wesley said that is all the encouragement he needs 
to move forward in life and in dance. “I feel like that 
day is close, but that ‘one day’ is taking a long time. 
I still feel ‘good’; I haven’t reached my potential yet.”

To watch Wesley perform a grass dance, visit www.
thecalgaryjournal.ca

Wesley took home � rst place for the Calgary Stampede Indian Village powwow competition in July 2016 for the boys grass dance category. During this 
competition, Wesley moonwalked before stepping into some fancy footwork. PHOTO BY DEANNA TUCKER

“I just took that as a 
sign to try and use that 
anger and that sadness 

to change it into 
happiness when I’m on 

the dance floor.”

–Tyvin Wesley, powwow dancer
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Any Calgarian worth their cowboy boots has 
heard of the Deane House, the Lougheed 
House, the Prince House, and the Cross House 

— all local historical haunts, each with backstories that 
can make even the most cynical skeptics shiver. 

Rumours are resurfacing that the Deane House 
in Inglewood will once again re-open its popular 
restaurant under new management just in time for 
Halloween, to the delight of local fright-enthusiasts 
and history bu� s alike. 

But as the witching hour approaches, how can 
Calgarians hope to keep themselves entertained in the 
meantime? 

As it turns out, our city is brimming with spooky 
stories — though some are more fabrication than fact. 

One thing’s for sure, from tales of rowdy cowboys of 
the wild, wild west, to deadly � res of otherwordly origin, 
to a bridge that bellows in the night — regardless of 
their veracity, these tales of Calgary’s haunted history  
will surely get in you the Halloween spirit!

SYMON’S VALLEY RANCH
14555 Symons Valley Rd., N.W.
A farmers’ market full of friendly vendors and fresh 
produce. A beautiful former ranch of modern antiquity. 
A hoard of unsuspecting shoppers looking to stock 
their pantries with locally grown goods from the 
Symon’s Valley Ranch Market, oblivious to the tales 
rooted in its cellar.

Although the market has only been in operation since 
2013, the barn which is its home was built in 1968, by 
the Jones family, as a barbecue ranch. Over the years, 
the property was expanded to include three banquet 
halls, the Ranch House Restaurant and Lounge, and an 
RV campground in 1988. But it all took a turn for the 
worst the following year when a � re burned the three 
banquet halls to the ground.

That’s how Dori Davidson-Revill � rst heard of the 
ranch. The director, producer, and editor at ParaShorts, 
a local documentary group which produces short 
� lms demystifying Calgary’s paranormal phenomena, 
� rst came across tales linking Symon’s Valley Ranch to 
another terrifying local legend, the Devil’s Playground. 
Some sources (incorrectly) attributed the ranch as the 
location of the fabled site of a schoolhouse � re that 
caused mysterious casualties in the early 1920s. Though 
it shares no relation to the school in question, in their 
search for answers, Davidson-Revill’s crew discovered 
that the ranch held a haunted history of its own.

“I hear things happening here all the time,” Symon’s 
Valley custodian Adrian Robins insists when asked 
about proof of the paranormal. “Sometimes, when I’m 
working downstairs, I hear kids, upstairs playing inside 
the building. Sometimes I’m upstairs and I hear people 
downstairs talking, doors slamming downstairs... 
people chatting and making conversation. 

“But always when I come around, there’s nothing 
there.”

The market operates on the upper level of the 
ranch’s main building. According to Robins, when the 
market � rst opened in 2013, about 15 to 18 vendors 
had set up their booths in the lower forum of the 
building. However, that portion of the market was 

closed, presumably after employees in the candy store 
in the basement started complaining about sealed 
containers of candy popping open all the time, glass 
display jars crashing to the � oor every other week, and 
even water � ooding their booths seemingly out of 
nowhere.

“We would be just sitting at the desk or serving a 
customer and all of a sudden the lids will � y o�  the 
top of the jars and they would smash on the ground,” 
recounts one employee in an interview conducted by 
Davidson-Revill’s team. 

“A lot of times when I’m working in the evening, I 
hear sounds upstairs — really, really odd sounds. I can’t 
even tell you what they sound like. It’s like something 
going across the � oor, rolling across the � oor. I’ll run up 
the stairs to take a look and there’s absolutely nobody 
around,” says another.

“I came to shut o�  the water one night,” says another 
tale from a custodian. “We were having water problems. 
I take a look at the camera [monitor] to see if there was 
anyone else in the vicinity or if there was anyone in the 
building… and there was an orb.”

The space downstairs is still open to the public, 
and available for use as a banquet hall for weddings, 
parties, and corporate functions. 

“It’s pretty eerie down there,” said market employee 
Taylor Stocker. “I wouldn’t be surprised if it was haunted. 
It kind of gives me the creeps. I try to avoid going down 
there already if I can help it.”

Though very little in the building’s history suggests 
any sort of malicious death occurring on the 
premises, Davidson-Revill recounted the tellings of a 
medium from the Calgary Association of Paranormal 
Investigations, who spent time looking into the 
veracity of the tales together with ParaShorts. 

“She moved about the grounds trying to get 
a reading o�  the building,” say Davidson-Revill’s 
investigation notes. “In one area of the market she 
came across a loading entrance in the lower level. 
There she mentioned that she felt that someone at 
some time tried to steal kegs of beer in that location. 
She described [the person] rolling them out the large 

Some of Calgary’s historic haunts, 
not so haunted after all
As Halloween draws near, we shine a light on some of our 
city’s gloomiest ghost stories PHOTO COURTESY OF DORI DAVIDSON-REVILL/PARASHORTS

Symon’s Valley custodian Adrian Robins reports 
his most frequent brushings with the supernatural 
occur right outside this shed.         PHOTO BY MICHAELA RITCHIE
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wooden doors to a group of nefarious looking men 
outside… she felt that the deal may have gone sour.”

It’s the same loading area that Robins says he � nds 
most suspicious of any part of the property. Robins, 
who has been working at the market for the past four 
years, is on site around the clock because he also lives 
on the land. Time and time again, he says the voices he 
hears are most prominent in that area.

“I always hear them in the shed,” he says. “Somebody 
banging on that door, saying ‘Mommy, let me out. 
Mommy, I’m thirsty. Mommy I need something to 
drink.’”

Betty Anne Buchner, another market employee of 
the booth A Little Taste of Country, says although she’s 
skeptical of the whole idea, she supposes the ranch’s 
history as a cowboy’s party paradise does make for 
some intriguing possibilities.

“I have never come across [a ghost] or had any 
experience with it, but you have all those parties 
happening and such, back in the 60s… it’s not like it’s 
out of the realm of possibility that there’s an incident 
and somebody passes [on] and then decides to hang 
around after.”

THE DEVIL’S PLAYGROUND
8112, 8220 9th Ave., S.E.
Located on what used to be the far eastern border of 
Calgary, much of the initial scare-factor of the Devil’s 
Playground used to come from the fact that the place 
was terrifyingly di�  cult to pin down, at least from 
what online chat boards describe. The winding roads 
that lead to the property were hard to navigate, and 
with no noteworthy landmarks nearby, Calgary’s 
ghost-chasers of the last few decades were left to 
spend hours scouring the outskirts of the city for the 
ghost of a schoolhouse that may never have existed in 
the � rst place.

The playground itself and the tale it tells is a 
conundrum of contradicting myths and histories, 
some dating as far back as the late 1800s. Originally 
the site of a schoolhouse in 1915, one story recounts 
that the school mysteriously burned to the ground 
one summer day in the early 1920s with all of its 
schoolchildren still inside. Others say a nun who 

taught at the school was possessed by the devil, and 
torched the place in a demonic rage. Years later, when 
demolition crews came to clear the property of the 
building’s charred remains, they found that none of 
their equipment would work, and they all fell ill shortly 
after their visit to the site. When the City of Calgary 
sent a wrecking ball to � nish the job, the chain broke, 
allegedly killing a worker. 

Many an eyewitness account online recalls hearing 
children’s laughter, seeing spectres stalk the rooms of 
abandoned buildings, and even feeling a sensation 
akin to bursting into � ame once stepping on the 
property.

Each anecdote is equally as bone-chilling as the last, 
and especially so for urban Calgary residents, who 
tend to be most easily gripped by supernatural tales 
of an isolated, rural nature, says Dori Davidson-Revill, 
who together with ParaShorts, has recently made the 
Devil’s Playground the crew’s latest pet project. But 
as Davidson-Revill sees it, much of the playground’s 
mysticism comes from the human tendency to make 
stories our own, our psyche customizing them to play 
o�  of our worst fears. 

“I can’t give too much away from the documentary,” 
Davidson-Revill says. “But pretty much what we found 
here was it was an old school, and someone saw 
something scary on TV and just decided —because 
it was a lesser known informational TV show out of 
the States and there was no Internet so it’s not like 
you could just look this story up online and con� rm 
— they decided to tell all their friends that this story 
happened in Calgary, speci� cally at this ‘scary school’ 
out on the outskirts.

“Don’t get me wrong,” Davidson-Revill continues, “we 
saw some creepy stu�  there. [The property] was just 
derelict. There was evidence of squatters, transients, 
drug use, used condoms, old food, vandalism. People 
were actually building makeshift � re pits inside the 
houses when they stayed, so all of them were huge � re 
hazards. 

“Handprints appeared on our windows and car 
doors. We found a really old Bible just sitting there 
on a chair one of the days, that hadn’t been there 
before. There were a ton of dead animals in the 

place too. People would actually go there and kill 
animals in sacri� ce, cause you know, pagan worships, 
summoning the devil — I guess that’s part of it. But it 
was nothing like what people say it is.”

Davidson-Revill spoke with several members of the 
Ellis family, who have lived and worked on the land for 
generations, in a bid to clarify this sordid history. 

“Audrey Ellis put us in touch with some of the kids 
who went to the Rockland school, none of whom 
actually died there. They all graduated. We also got 
to talk to some of the kids of the one’s who’ve since 
passed away,” Davidson-Revill says. 

In fact, Davidson-Revill adds, even the supposedly 
lethal � re itself is more or less � ctional; a sizable � re 
occurred in recent years, but it was not large enough 
to bring down any of the buildings, and was not set by 
unwelcome visitors from an otherworldly dimension.

“There was a small � re caused by the � re pits that 
people had built there. It was actually caused by a 
séance that someone had tried doing in the school. It 
caused a small � re that was easily put out, and then 
they were chased away by shotgun blasts. So later 
people would come in and they would see the burn 
marks from where the � re was, and their immediate 
thought is, ‘Oh, the school must’ve burnt down.’ But 
that’s not at all what happened — it fell apart on its 
own.

“What happened was, [as the school aged] the 
construction teams from Calgary came in to recycle the 
brick, and much of that was used in the construction 
of Kensington. They took all the bricks . . . so what 
happened was that all that was left was the skeletal 
structure, and it just started falling apart,” Davidson-
Revill explains, divulging information uncovered in the 
city archives the ParaShort team dug up. 

The most well known of Symon’s Valley’s stories tells of a recurring encounter that farmers’ market 
sta�  have experienced in recent years. So it is told, the vendors who used to work in the basement 
banquet hall, at the time an extension of the upstairs farmer’s market, repeatedly found the lids 
popped o�  of candy jars, or knocked o�  of shelves entirely.                   PHOTO BY MICHAELA RITCHIE

Other tales from Symon’s Valley involve tunnels 
and cellars beneath the site that Robins uses for 
maintenance and storage. “It’s creepy,” he says, 
“’cause sometimes when you’re in the courtyard, 
cause there’s a cellar out there, sometimes I hear 
someone is knocking from inside it, looking to 
get out.”                                             PHOTO BY MICHAELA RITCHIE
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The property is now nothing more than an 
empty lot still owned by the Ellis family. However, 
it is believed that the site will soon be consumed 
by the ever-expanding East Hills strip mall being 
built across the road, with musings of a haunted 
movie theatre being erected already bubbling 
up online. Meanwhile, says Davidson-Revill, the 
Devil’s Playground myth, in absence of a home to 
cling to, is now being attributed to the David D. 
Oughton School in Forest Lawn, which closed due 
to contamination in 2006. 

“Interestingly enough,” he says, “Oughton’s 
kids attended the Rockland School at the Devil’s 
Playground, so maybe that’s where the connection 
comes from.”

Meanwhile, Davidson-Revill is positive that 
ParaShort’s investigation was a key factor in the 
Devil’s Playground eventually being torn down.

“Along with all the cheap Halloween stu�  we 
found out there, we found a pit that was about a � ve-
foot drop onto broken glass and rusted metal. That’s 
when we asked ‘How? People have been coming 
here for the last 25 years in the dead of night, and 
no one has been injured or killed.’ So when we took 
all these pictures, and went to interview the city 
about it, we kind of inadvertently tipped them o� . 
Apparently other people had been complaining 
about it as well, and so the city went out and took a 
look at it and just said, ‘No, 

this needs to be torn down.’ So inside two weeks 
they just completely cleared the place out.” 

We’re sure those early-century construction 
workers from the legend are glad to hear it!

ZOO BRIDGE
12th Street S.E. Bridge, Inglewood & St. George’s Island 
Perhaps there is something to be said for the way the 
sound of rushing water is transformed as it sweeps 
beneath a bridge — or maybe, those really are screams 
you’re hearing. Who knows for sure, but there certainly 
have been enough tragic happenings at the 12th Street 
S.E. bridge over the years to rear some ghoulish � gures.

Commonly referred to as the Zoo Bridge, or St. George’s 
Bridge, the structure connects the Calgary Zoo with the 
city’s oldest neighbourhood, and arguably the most 
spook-tacular after dark: Inglewood. If the nearby Deane 
House, Cross House, and Hose and Hound restaurants 
aren’t enough to satisfy your ghosthunting appetite, 
take a jaunt down to the Bow River and hear the hollow 
echo of the bridge’s undercarriage for yourself. Try not to 
think of the several horri� c accidents, and in particular, 
gruesome murder, that took place at the water’s edge.

Police records show that in 1946, six-year-old Donnie 
Goss was playing on St. George’s Island, where the 
zoo security building now stands, when an older man 
promising candy and toys caught his attention. The 
man reportedly lured Donnie to a pathway beneath the 
bridge, where he executed his unspeakable crimes. It is 
believed that the man hid Donnie’s body in some nearby 
bushes, although the boy has never been found. 

Davidson-Revill has heard the tale many times, but 
little Donnie may not be the only probable cause for 
the bellowing beneath the bridge.

“There’s actually a connection between the Zoo 
Bridge and the Hose and Hound,” Davidson-Revill 
explains. Cappy Smart, Calgary’s � re captain from 1898 
to 1933, had a penchant for keeping exotic animals at 
the old Fire Hall #3 that is now the Hose and Hound, 
and helped start the Calgary Zoo as a place to house 
his peculiar pets. Unfortunately, as Davidson-Revill 
describes, while responding to a call that saw one of 
the � re hall’s horse-drawn wagons crossing the Zoo 
Bridge to reach their destination, “the wagon crashed 
on the bridge, and it, along with the horses pulling it, 
fell into the water and drowned.”

More recently, Davidson-Revill has been hearing 
stories of a woman who met her untimely demise 
on the bridge, when she became trapped in her car 
during a major � ood.

“She drowned, and tragically, too, because she was 
on the phone to her mom when it happened, and was 
telling her, ‘The water is rising, I can’t get out.’”

Every now and then, Calgary city police say they 
receive calls drawing them to the bridge and its 
surrounding pathways; people say they hear a little 
boy, a woman, or something else entirely, shrieking in 
terror from beneath that bridge. Then again, it could 
just be the ringing of the rushing waters.

Wandering the path beneath the Zoo Bridge, 
curious passersby can glimpse the area where it 
is believed Donnie Goss was murdered in 1946. 
Though several deaths have occurred on and 
around the bridge, the Goss murder is by far the 
most popular associated with it.    
                                        PHOTOS BY MICHAELA RITCHIE

The property on which the Devil’s Playground rests belongs to the Ellis family, and thus has been 
private since the Rockland School’s closure. But that hasn’t stopped visitors from dropping by over 
the years uninvited. Trespassing became so frequent that Don Ellis even bought a shotgun to deter 
his guests. It is expected Ellis may soon sell the land to be recon� gured as part of the growing East 
Hills strip mall project right across the street.                                                                         PHOTO BY MICHAELA RITCHIE
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Living the high life in 
corporate Calgary

How one executive chose life over a deadly addiction  

dtucker@cjournal.caDEANNA TUCKER

A picture of success in Calgary’s thriving 
downtown, he wore the suit, tie and con� dent 
smile required of a director of business 

development. Colleagues boasted of his professional 
abilities in the boardroom, calling him an “Alpha 
Hunter.”

But Sheldon Bailey was also addicted to cocaine — 
and he wasn’t alone in high-� ying corporate Calgary.

Sitting in a busy co� ee shop July 25, Bailey 
opens a notebook full of names, organizations and 
appointments for di� erent ways he might be able to 
use his experiences with addiction to help others who 
may be struggling. He talks about his tumultuous 
past with a smile and an air of hope, writing arrows 
on a blank page and readjusting his ball cap.

Looking at his life in 2011, it would have been easy 
to overlook Bailey’s worsening addiction. 

He was building his dream house in the luxurious 
southwest community of Aspen Woods with the 
girlfriend he would soon propose to as they were 
beginning to plan for children. As far as the eye could 
see, Bailey’s life was good.

However, there was a big, white powder problem 
he had been keeping secret, something he says many 

struggling professionals don’t know how to deal with, 
or who to talk to about their problem. 

“This is something that will be new to the world, 
but there were times that I would be blasted on 
cocaine at work,” Bailey said. At the start he wasn’t 
using heavily at work, but he says the habit started 
creeping into his o�  ce as his addiction progressed. 
What started as a party drug turned into an obsession 
that nearly ruined his life.

BRIGHT WHITE, BIG CITY
Matt Gillies, a former drug dealer who sold in Ontario, 
Alberta and British Columbia, says drug users can’t 
be easily stereotyped. Although a lot of his buyers 
were partiers, he said July 14, “I’ve sold to pretty well 

everyone. Bankers, lawyers, doctors; it’s everywhere. 
Drugs are everywhere.”

“It’s hush-hush, especially in those towers 
downtown,” Sheldon Bailey said of drug use in 
corporate Calgary.

Sue Newton, co-owner and director of Health 
Upwardly Mobile (HUM), says their clients are often 
from corporate Calgary. The outpatient rehabilitation 
program located in the Mission district, which 
focuses on helping clients create a healthy lifestyle, 
recognizes that addiction is a disease of the brain. 

“What we know now from many, many decades of 
research, is that when somebody has a dependence 
or an addiction, it’s a brain disease,” she said July 21.

“So yes, people choose to use substances, but 
when it crosses over from abuse to dependence, the 
choice is gone.”

Because of how the outpatient program operates, 
clients need to have � nancial resources to pay for 
some of HUM’s services, which is why the organization 
attracts a more professional crowd. The outpatient 
program also works well for those who need to 
continue working while seeking help.

Unfortunately, addiction is often misunderstood, 
creating more obstacles for those who need to talk 
about the disease, especially in a corporate setting. 

“It’s hush-hush, 
especially in those 
towers downtown.”

–Sheldon Bailey, former cocaine user

PHOTO BY DEANNA TUCKER
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“There’s a misconception with the public who 

believes people choose to do this [drugs], but some 
people, when it becomes more compulsive, it’s like 
there’s no o� -switch in their brain,” Newton said.

She adds HUM typically sees “professionals; 
lawyers, executives … that recognize that they have 
an issue.” 

She says drug use in professional settings happens, 
though the type of drugs used may vary based on 
the population. Newton says marijuana is typical 
among youth and trades workers, and prescription 
drugs are most accessible to health professionals 
such as doctors and nurses. 

“Certain populations, like lawyers, use cocaine 
more than any other profession. I think it’s because 
cocaine is a stimulant, so it keeps them up longer.”

Although Sheldon Bailey loves being part of the 
business world, he acknowledges cocaine use in 
Calgary is more prevalent than the community 
chooses to recognize. 

“You’re talking about a group of people that, 
probably, a lot of them are like me. They have 
success, and thrive o�  that; with an ego to boot, and 
money to spend.”

Bailey says social interactions were a large part of 
his role, something that is all too familiar for many 
business people. He says it was a “bit of a brand” for 
him to be the social guy who took people out for 
co� ee, dinner and drinks. While these interactions 
aren’t inherently wrong, he says that part of the 
corporate world, oftentimes unknowingly, provides 
a lifestyle supportive of addiction. 

A SLIPPERY SLOPE OF POWDER
Bailey started drinking around the age 14 or 15, 
and his addiction progressed through the years, 
becoming more serious in 2003 and 2004, a few 
years after moving from the East Coast to Calgary. 
Bailey says there were periods between then and 
early 2016 that things were � ne. “I was normally, at 
one point, a fully functioning businessman.”

Cocaine started as a party drug to use on 
weekends. That turned into Friday, Saturday, and 
Sunday. Soon enough, it “became Thursday, Friday, 

Saturday, Sunday. And obviously if I’m going to an 
o�  ce, there [were] times that I remember, I’d be up 
all night, and I’d have to continue using just to get 
through the day.”

In 2013, Sheldon left his position as a vice-
president of business development to start a talent 
recruitment company. As a headhunter of his own 
thriving business, Bailey was able to work from his 
home o�  ce, which did not help his addiction.

By 2014, Bailey’s � ancé left him. Although she was 
aware that he had substance abuse problems, she 
would later admit she had no idea of the extent of 
it. Although the two have a healthy friendship now, 
the couple went through a tough time, including 
learning they couldn’t have children after four years 
of fertility clinics and donor appointments. 

Already deep in his addiction, he says hearing that 
he wouldn’t be a father added fuel to the � re. “It was 
pretty much constant,” he says about the cocaine 
binges that followed the bad news. He says he was 
using “around the clock, days on end; I would go so 
hard.”

He tried to get clean on his own near the end of 
2014. He went to meetings, church and the gym, 
trying to live a healthy lifestyle. He then moved from 
his Aspen Woods home to a downtown executive 
suite condo he had been previously renting out. On 
Nov. 21, 2014, Bailey says, “I woke up in a new bed on 
my 40th birthday.”

Bailey stayed sober for nearly a month. He didn’t 
have a 12-step program, and didn’t know where to 
even look for one now that he was living downtown. 
“I just decided to go out the door one day. I couldn’t 
handle it anymore.”

He says he was what people call “dry-drunk” or 
“dry-drugging” it. 

“I was white-knuckling it. I was sober, but I wasn’t 
happy.” He then relapsed.

For the next year, Bailey was “living the high life.” 
Admittedly, parts of it were fun, but by the end of 
it, Bailey says it was just plain bad. Typically a very 
social, active person, Bailey didn’t care to see anyone. 
“[I was] spending all my time in my apartment, going 
to the liquor store, calling my drug dealer.”

Bailey’s drug dependency progressed even further 
to selling cocaine, just to have the drug around all 
the time. He says he was selling to every type of 
person. 

“People who had money to spend; let’s put it that 
way,” he said.

Matt Gillies, whose drug of choice to use and sell 
was MDMA, says Bailey’s path is all too familiar. He 
describes a classic scenario: a salesman would use 
coke to help with his business, but things change 
after personal con� ict arises. “You go a little hard 
one week, you found it wasn’t that bad so you kept 
going.” 

However, it’s di�  cult to see addiction coming. “It 
can easily spiral out of control, even for somebody 
who knows what they’re doing … It can be a slippery 
slope.” 

Matt Gillies, former drug dealer in Ontario, 
Alberta, and British Columbia, credits God and 
his strong church community for helping him 
get out of selling and using drugs. Having sold 
to lawyers, bankers and waitresses alike, Gillies 
says it’s impossible to pro� le a cocaine user

PHOTO BY DEANNA TUCKER

SCIENCE OF A COCAINE HIGH
Dr. Raju Hajela, president and medical director of Health Upwardly 

Mobile (HUM), said in an email July 26 that “cocaine is a stimulant 

drug that is a dopamine re-uptake inhibitor, so it speeds up the 

nervous system and people feel more energized.” 

Teen Challenge, a residential drug and alcohol addictions 

program found throughout Canada, reported online that cocaine, 

to a lesser degree than dopamine, also traps serotonin, which 

increases levels of con� dence, and norepinephrine, which gives 

energy. The combination creates cocaine’s unique high.

The website also says that after time, the brain becomes 

accustomed to these elevated levels of dopamine and that it 

actually manufactures additional receptors for the chemical, in 

e� ect, re-wiring the brain.

Another aspect that people often overlook is the combination 

of a stimulant with a depressant like alcohol, e� ectively starting 

a dangerous cycle of use. Sue Newton, director and co-owner of 

HUM, says that typically people will drink alcohol and then use 

cocaine to pick them up. She says it isn’t uncommon for people 

to be introduced to cocaine after drinking. “It continues this 

way,” Newton says, “drinking, cocaine, drinking, cocaine.” 
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Gillies was only 22 when he stopped selling, but 

says it’s been a long journey getting back to living 
a healthy lifestyle. After being arrested and charged 
with possession of narcotics in 2013, he moved from 
Ontario to live with his parents, chaplains for the Billy 
Graham Evangelistic Association of Canada in Alberta. 

Unfortunately, he says, “I didn’t learn my lesson.” 
He had his dealer from Ontario send him MDMA 

in the mail. The drugs were tightly packaged and 
sealed twice, wrapped in T-shirts and stu� ed into an 
envelope. The progression was quick, and within two 
months he was selling 2,000 hits (doses) a week. 

Well on his way to becoming a tra�  cker, Gillies says 
he would have started by moving kilos of MDMA from 
British Columbia to Alberta at � rst but, “that would 
have gone to cocaine really easy. Coke I could move 
easier than [MDMA]. Easily.”

FANTASY OF A LINE
Gillies says cocaine does more than keep the user 
awake. He � rst tried coke in high school where he was 
suspended after being caught using on school grounds. 

“If I were to say one thing about what coke does to 
you, it turns you into a Superman, a superhero. You’re 
amped up, you’ve got tons of energy,” he says. But 
mostly, “you feel like a boss.”

Gillies says he didn’t sell drugs for the money, although 
it did help pay for his fees after being accepted into the 
University of Guelph for biological and pharmaceutical 
chemistry. “I used to walk into the bar with four to six 
thousand dollars in my wallet,” he says.

However for Gillies, selling was more about “the 
adrenaline rush, the girls, the power.” 

Recovered cocaine addict Sheldon Bailey says “I was 
so in love with the fantasy of the line; just the process 
of crushing it up, the motion,” he says of his fascination 
with the drug, mimicking the motion of snorting a line 
of cocaine.

Newton says cocaine, “like any other drug, distorts 
your reality. When you’re on cocaine, life is very di� erent 
than what it really is.” The more someone uses, the more 
distorted life seems, making it very di�  cult to accept 
reality. “That becomes a challenge, because a lot of 
people then feel their life is so boring.”

The initial promises of cocaine use can quickly become 
a downward cycle, where Newton says, “unfortunately 
what we see with people is they don’t get help.” She says 
denial plays a large part, or the problem is minimized 
“until the evidence shows that obviously you don’t have 
this under control.” 

“It’s a slippery slope, and we end up getting people 
that have lost everything; they’ve [been] � red, they’ve 
lost their marriage.”

HIGH COST OF USING
Cocaine dependency comes at a high cost. Bailey says 
at his worst, he would spend around $1,200 for half an 
ounce, which would last him just a couple of days.

“I would go four or � ve days around the clock … 
and my body would pass me out. I would normally 
not remember going to sleep. I’d wake up, and I’d have 
enough quantity kicking around that I could start again.” 
Bailey says he did this for a full year between December 
2014 and December 2015. 

Gillies said for those who want that high, “money 
comes, and money goes … coke heads, they go through 
it. And, you know, $1,800 a night? When it’s gone, it’s 
gone.” 

The cost of using goes further than the money spent 
on staying high. Because the drug is typically used in 
binges, withdrawals can be confusing for the user.

Newton says withdrawals are typically opposite to 
the energizing e� ects of the drug. Since cocaine is a 
stimulant, withdrawals commonly include lethargy and 
sleeping for days. “It’s a drug that you would use maybe 
for two or three days and then you just basically crash 
and burn because you’ve been up for a while.”

The withdrawals, however, didn’t slow down Bailey. In 
fact, the progression of his addiction would get so dark 
that he ended up in jail after paranoia turned into a state 
of psychosis.

Calgary police were called to his condo building after 
Bailey approached property managers about a problem 

with water damage repairs he felt were taking too long. 
Bailey, in a state of psychosis at the time, didn’t believe 
the o�  cers were real.

The situation progressed, the police o�  cers gave 
Bailey ample opportunity to return to his apartment to 
rest, but Bailey responded by throwing a pen at one of 
the o�  cers. 

“Well, if you’re not going to arrest me, I might as well 
do a line,” Bailey said. “I used to have this little container 
that had cocaine in it. I dumped it out on the counter 
of the building, and then they arrested me. I spent the 
night in jail.”

Bailey had multiple paranoid experiences, not an 
uncommon side e� ect of cocaine abuse. 

According to Healthy Canadians (a federal government 
website), muscle twitches, violent behaviour and 
irritability are a few of the many short and long-term 
e� ects of cocaine use, along with paranoia.   

Matt Gillies wasn’t unfamiliar with psychotic episodes 
either. His court hearing date in Ontario was quickly 
approaching after he had moved to Alberta and began 
selling in 2013. He knew he needed to � nd his composure 
just to make it through court since he was still abusing 
multiple drugs, including MDMA and ketamine. Stress-
induced psychosis would leave him pacing for 16 to 18 
hours a day, literally pulling out his hair.

He says he cried out to God to save him. “I knew He 
was the only one who could.” 

Now, Gillies has been working on a life free from 
drugs, learning from his past about who he is, and what 
makes him tick. 

Dr. Raju Hajela of HUM, and co-author of Addiction is 
Addiction (along with Sue Newton and Paige Abbott), 
said in an email July 26 that drug use becomes a vicious 
cycle of chasing relief, and becomes more problematic 
as the basics of life are neglected during the chase. He 
says addiction worsens over time, and people become a 
distorted shadow of their true selves. 

“If I were to say one 
thing about what coke 

does to you, it turns 
you into a Superman, 

a superhero ... you feel 
like a boss.”

–Matt Gillies, former drug dealer

                                                       PHOTO BY JODI BRAK
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He says there can be physical complications as 
well. Depending on the method of using cocaine, 
the nose and lungs are at risk of damage, while 
those who inject are at risk of infections. 

“The worst of it is a condition called bacterial 
endocarditis, which is a potentially deadly 
infection of the heart muscle,” said Dr. Hajela. 
“Hence, treatment and recovery require a lot of 
time, patience and (re)-learning the basics of self-
care and dealing with life on life’s terms.” 

NORMAL VERSUS HEALTHY
One of the biggest challenges in the corporate 
world is to change people’s focus from considering 
what is normal to what is healthy.

“I can drink and use drugs when I’m happy, I 
can do it when I’m sad, I can do it because I’m 
celebrating, I can do it because I’m bored,” Sheldon 
Bailey says about using. “But, are they the reasons 
[for using]? No, because healthy people don’t do 
that.” 

Bailey began his recovery Dec. 23, 2015, after 
realizing he needed support and direction. In 
transition from one rehabilitation program to 
another, Bailey relapsed, but says, “relapse just so 
happens to be part of my recovery.”

Earlier this year, on Feb. 6, Bailey re-started his 
journey towards sobriety. After withdrawing alone 
in a hotel room for eight days, Bailey was accepted 
into 1835 House, where he has maintained his 
sobriety. More importantly, Bailey is regaining a 
sense of who he is and what it really means to live 
a healthy life.

Sue Newton, from HUM, says addiction is 
challenging when someone is in an environment 
where “everyone’s doing it.” She says it’s typical to 
start comparing with others, but unfortunately, 
comparison can minimize the issue, or keep 
someone with addiction in denial.

Because it is so normalized in society to use 
alcohol and drugs to cope or celebrate, Newton 
says if people were more concerned about what is 
healthy rather than what is normal, our community 
would benefit.

“If I’m healthy, I’m not going to think doing heroin 
is a good idea.”

Instead of looking at what are normal behaviours, 
Newton says HUM has a different approach. “For us, 

we really focus on having people be healthier, and 
live life in balance.”

Saying whether something is normal or not can 
be tricky as far as Newton’s experience has shown 
her. Their program chooses not to focus on what 
is deemed right, wrong, good or bad by societal 
norms. 

“We really focus here on what is healthy versus 
unhealthy. When you look at it like, ‘It’s not healthy 
for me to be using cocaine three times a week’” the 
perspective can really shift for anyone struggling 
with any addiction.

Newton says defining a recreational user from 
someone who has a real problem is difficult. “If 
you’re having problems defining what is recreation 
as opposed to what is addiction, it’s because we 
don’t really know what [the difference] is.” 

However, she adds, “it’s not necessarily about 
how often they use, but it’s if they can’t do without 
it.” The inability to stop using is an indicator that 
someone may have a substance abuse problem 
and should seek help.

“If somebody can’t stop — and it’s a brain disease 
— they need help and treatment. It’s not something 
they can do on their own.” 

To help people understand, Newton compares 
the disease of addiction with diabetes. “You can’t 
control whether your pancreas produces insulin or 
not, but once you know you have diabetes, there 
is a lot you can do to manage it.” She says it’s the 
same thing when somebody has an addiction.

EDUCATING CORPORATE CALGARY 
Amy Harris, who works for The Calgary John 
Howard Society, created and implemented Taking 
Back Control in 2014, a drug education program 
aimed to reach youth over a 12-week period. 
Although the program targeted youth in high-risk 
schools and group homes, Harris says it’s important 
for everyone to recognize “one time in your life, you 
will know someone that is affected by drugs.” 

“It’s here, and, it’s not going anywhere,” she says 
of drug use.

Although the multimedia program had been active 
for three years, the program lost its funding despite 
having 373 youth participate in the � nal year. 

“There’s not many prevention programs,” Harris 
says about drug education in Calgary. The program, 
which built a reputation of trust with students 
over the three-month long classes, identified 
several popular and trending drugs amongst youth 
through a study of the students.

“What we found throughout our three years 
is that one of the most popular drugs is cocaine.” 
Other trending drugs are prescription pills, Lean 
(cough syrup with codeine), DXM (ingredient found 
in cough syrup) and magic mushrooms.  

A spokesperson with the Calgary Police 
Services says they have multiple curriculum-
based programs and resources available for the 
Calgary Board of Education and Calgary Catholic 
High Schools, in conjunction with Alberta Health 
Services. However, there is nothing specifically 
targeting the corporate world. 

“It’s not just kids 
anymore, it’s people, 

it’s the suits doing 
it too. And where is 

their education?”

–Sue Newton, director of
Health Upwardly Mobile

Sheldon Bailey has been on his journey to recovery since December 23, 2015, and sober since Feb. 
6. Currently at the 1835 House, a rehabilitation residence in Calgary, Bailey is ready to start giving 
back to the community by joining an organization where he can use his experience of addiction to 
educate and support others who may be struggling.                                                         PHOTO BY DEANNA TUCKER



Alberta Health Services provides resources 
online for workplace substance abuse, as well 
as educational tools for employers who are 
working towards a drug-free environment, open 
to supporting staff who may have an addiction.

Newton admits education “does happen, 
but it is hit and miss.” Although HUM provides 
workplace education if a company is interested, 
she says mental health and addiction are still 
taboo subjects. 

“People don’t like talking about this,” she says. 
Bailey says his co-workers must have wondered 

what was going on while he was still a business 
development director in a corporate office. “My 
behaviour at times was so erratic and so off-
centered, that people would have to wonder 
what the hell was going on.”

He also believes there is an opportunity to 
educate professionals about different treatment 
and support facilities. 

He says he is aware of a couple of other 
corporate people in his current program who 
received treatment because they were able to tell 
the company they worked for. 

Although he doesn’t blame anybody for the lack 
of awareness in the corporate world, he believes 
“the community could benefit from being more 
educated about help available, especially in the 
business world.

“In the corporate world, how does a person 
come forward within an organization and say, ‘I 
need help’?” 

Newton agrees, and says “it’s not just kids 
anymore, it’s people, it’s the suits doing it too. And 
where is their education?”

One of the biggest misconceptions about 
addiction is that it is based on a choice. Bailey 
says, “the attitude for most people is, ‘Why can’t 
you [just stop]?’” For many people, they don’t fall 

into a spiral of addiction by having a glass of wine 
with dinner.

Because addiction is rarely regarded as a disease, 
Bailey says more awareness will help to minimize 
the shame that is deeply connected to the struggle 
to quit. 

“There’s no shame or guilt that comes with 
getting [a disease like] cancer, but there is shame 
or guilt that comes with being a drug addict 
because people think we have control over it.” 

Newton says Calgarians would benefit if they let 
go of the fallacy that drug use is itself the problem. 
“Absolutely, it’s a problem,” but more importantly 
the focus should be on “what is driving that 
behaviour.

“We’re so focused on the drug use being the 
problem, and saying, ‘Okay, if you just stopped, 
everything would be fine.’ There’s a reason people 
are doing it all the time.” 

Bailey says knowing that someone cares is one of 
the most important ways people can support family, 
friends, or co-workers who may be struggling with 
addiction. 

“Just check in,” he says, hearing from somebody 
means the world, especially when they simply say, 
“’I’m here. I care.’”

His mother did all she could to help Bailey, 
but friends did not ask questions, and that was 
something he had to learn to let go of so he wasn’t 
resentful. 

“I’ve got something I have a lot of knowledge of, 
I’ve done 25 years of research in the area, and I’m 
passionate about it,” Bailey says about turning his 
experience with addiction into something positive 
that could help others.

“I’ve always been passionate about helping other 
people. Now I’m just figuring out how I can take my 
experiences and help other people.” Bailey says he 
is always available to support people, including 
messaging him on Facebook.  

Not long ago, Bailey was neck deep in addiction. 
And now the 41-year-old is walking through his 
life’s redemption. He looks at his paper, draws 
another arrow and pauses for a moment. 

“I chose life over death, and that’s not a cliché.”

CITY
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S tudio Bell, the new home of the National Music 
Centre (NMC), is a project many years in the 
making — almost 18 to be exact. Its completion 

in July marks what could be a de� ning moment in 
Calgary’s relationship with music, and showcases a 
commitment to fostering the best and brightest in 
western Canadian musical talent. 

From the architecture, subtle curves reminiscent of 
the rolling plains and towering heights like the peaks 
of the Rocky Mountains, to the historic collection of 
instruments and representations of Canada’s musical 
past, the building and what lies within it stands as a 
testament to decades of great Canadian songwriters, 
performers and industry builders. 

It’s more than just a big, shiny building with 
extravagant architecture. It’s more than a museum, 
and it has excited many � gures in the local music 
community about the future of music in Calgary, and 
how this new project may put the city more � rmly at 
the centre of the Canadian music scene. 

“The investment is here, that building signi� es a 
commitment. It shows that our money is where our 
mouth is. It shows that we’re legitimate and that we 
have credibility in the music community,” says Dan 

Owen, owner and founder of OCL Studios in Calgary. 
“And we have a tremendous pool of musicians here 
in the city. Certainly, combined with everything else 
Calgary has to o� er musically, it’s going to show that 
Calgary is credible, that we can do it, and that you 
don’t have to go elsewhere.”

The symbolic power of a nationally recognized 
centre built right in Calgary — in the heart of the East 
Village, at 9th avenue and 4th Street S.E. — for the 
creation of music and the preservation of Canadian 
music history is not lost on local musicians. 

“Having a national heritage building in our town 
really sends the message that we give a shit about 
music here in Calgary. How much was that building 
in the end? $191 million? That’s a lot of money that 
says we’re pretty serious about music in Calgary,” 
says Matt Olah, marketing director of the Calgary 
Folk Festival and frontman of local prairie-rock band 
Cowpuncher. “We almost spent as much on a music 
centre as we would spend on an overpass in some 
miserable suburb, and this is actually going to grow 
Calgary culturally and could lead to people putting 
roots down in the city.”

Olah also believes the NMC could help broaden the 
city’s identity beyond the oil-driven prairie rodeo-
town stereotype. Calgary has struggled for many 
years to break free from the white collar, cowtown 
image, and projects like the NMC could help de� ne 
the city as a hot spot on the Prairies for art, culture 
and music. 

“Calgary is a brand new city, we’re just over 100 
years old, and we’re still young enough that we 
can develop our own identity,” Olah said. “We can 
carve out our identity as a city that cares about the 
creative pursuits of the people within it, and having 
a National Music Centre 
shows that we have 
more than o�  ces and 
oil companies here.”  

While some believe 
the city’s live music 
scene is one of the 
busiest in Western 
Canada, Calgary often 
goes unrecognized 
by large promoters, 
producers and others 
in the industry who 
act as catalysts to help 
grow musicians’ careers. 
Because of this, many 
artists � nd it necessary 
to move to bigger 
markets at a certain 
point in their career.

However, the new 
resources available 
within the National 
Music Centre provide, 

from recording studios and instrument technicians 
to music historians and publicists provide a powerful 
new toolbox to artists that quite literally isn’t available 
anywhere else in the world. 

“One of our main studios houses a Trident 
recording console from england, there is two left in 
the whole world and we have the only one that still 
works. It is state of the analog art, and we are unique 
in the whole world that three of our recording studios 
are pure analog, but we also have all the bells and 
whistles of the digital world, and our entire collection 
of instruments is available to artists recording here.” 
says Elizabeth Reade, senior development o�  cer at 
the NMC.

In addition to housing some of the most powerful in 
both analog and digital recording technologies, each 
music space in the NMC, including the performance 
hall and the concert stage in the King Eddy Hotel, are 
wired together to allow on-the-spot live recording of 
both audio and video using state of the art recording 
consoles. They even have a space set up to allow 
artists to collaborate with other musicians around the 
world, with Reade saying that artists recording at the 
NMC could patch in a guitar player from Russia if they 
really wanted.

Brett McCrady, a Calgary based songwriter and 
recipient of the Prophets of Music Emerging Artist 
Scholarship, is quite impressed by the quality and 
attention to detail in the NMC recording spaces.

“I really wanted to just stay in that studio and listen to 
that analog sound for hours! I think that was the biggest 
thing for me, just going into the studios and seeing 
that Trident console and the other analog stations,” he 
said. “The way that they are trying to wire everything in 
together is so exciting, we are living in the future!” 
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A monument to music and those who make it
Local musicians and studio owners comment on the impact of the NMC 

jbrak@cjournal.caJODI BRAK

Studio Bell, new home of the National Music Centre, 
stands proudly at 9th Avenue and 4th Street S.E.                                       
PHOTO BY JODI BRAK 

Matt Olah of the prairie-rock group Cowpuncher, seen here on stage at Wine-
Ohs, hopes the NMC may help Calgary establish an identity more closely tied 
to arts and culture.                                       
                           PHOTO BY JODI BRAK 
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Owen, the studio owner, and others within the local 

music scene, hope the NMC will both draw bigger 
players to the city, and give local musicians at a pivotal 
point in their career access to more resources and 
networking opportunities, allowing them to remain in 
Calgary while still advancing their career. 

“Calgary may never be Nashville, but hopefully we 
will become a place people want to go. The NMC … 
it has a buzz surrounding it that people throughout 
Canada and hopefully North America will come to 
recognize,” Owen said. “When you say ‘The NMC,’ they 
will know what you’re talking about. I want to hear 
artists say, ‘Oh yeah, let’s go do this record in Calgary so 
we can go use Elton John’s piano at the NMC.’” 

While there are high hopes that this project will help 
push Calgary and the musicians who call it home to a 
more prominent position in the Canadian music scene, 
Devin Purdy, guitarist for the progressive stoner rock 
band Chron Goblin, suggests the project could also 
work wonders for fostering an appreciation of and 
respect for music in the youth who will be the next 
generation of Calgarian singer-songwriters. 

“I think Calgary is at a point right now where our 
music scene is thriving and I don’t think it’s ever been 
stronger. To have a nationally recognized centre to 
celebrate the musical and cultural heritage of the past, 
present and future in one spot is fantastic,” he said. “I 
feel like if the National Music Centre is really able to 
embrace a role as a hub for youth, then you get them 
in when they’re young, and they realize all the amazing 
things that have to do with playing music, or being 
part of the music scene or industry in general.”

Purdy believes the NMC will provide a safe space 
for youth to participate in music and learn the 
ropes of things such as performing, recording and 
writing music. He also suggests that the experience 
of learning from people deeply knowledgeable 
in several aspects of the music industry will show 
youth the career possibilities of music in a more 
realistic light.  

“I think once you are able to get them from that sort of 
young level, that as those participants grow older they’re 
just going to have more respect and more passion for 
music within Calgary. And they will develop respect for an 
organization and a place that allowed them to come and 
kind of form a community there,” he said. “The impression 
that pairing a youth up with an experienced and maybe 
well-known artist will have … I think that’s a life-lasting 
impression. If they were able to do some mentoring with 
some youth, what a fantastic thing to have in our city and 
to be a part of.”

And, in fact, the NMC began its youth 
programming before their doors even opened 
to the public, hosting weekly after-school music 
clubs on Thursday evenings. These programs offer 
youth a chance to learn the basics of writing and 
performing music, as well as the opportunity to 
share their music in a safe place with like-minded 
people. It’s more than a guitar and singing lesson 
because participants are encouraged to learn from 
the NMC’s exhibits and fully utilize all the tools at 
their disposal within this massive new monument 
to Canadian music. 

“I’m all for giving the youth an opportunity to have a 
safe place to go to be themselves, and I think it’s really 
cool with all of the amenities they have there,” Purdy said. 
“They can come in and not just learn about how to play 
guitar. They can learn a thing about mixing, producing, 
running lights and sound, running the stage, they can see 
all in this one building that there are so many di� erent 
facets of the music industry and I think that helps build 
respect and a more realistic view of what it’s like to work 
in music.” 

In addition to these youth programs, the NMC has 
partnered with the Boys and Girls Club of Canada to o� er 
youth programming in the future, and also houses a 
new all-ages concert venue. This is something that Purdy 
believes is sorely lacking within Calgary’s music scene 
after the closure of several all-ages venues in recent years, 
including The New Black, which shut its doors in 2013. The 
concert hall at the NMC being open for patrons of all ages 
provides not only a prominent stage for young musicians 
to play, but also a measure of stability in that it likely won’t 
disappear like many all-ages venues in Calgary. 

From the ground up, the NMC is symbolic of Calgary’s 
recent commitments to fostering the growth of music 
and arts at a local level: to invest in something that will 
help the city � ourish as a cultural hub and dispel the age-
old stereotype of white cowboy hats, 9-to-5 o�  ce drones 
and dreary suburbs. 

With the amazing talent that calls Calgary home, the 
dedicated music fans who hit the clubs week after week 
to see their favourite and next-favourite artists, and now 
with a nationally recognized centre to bolster the musical 
reputation of the city, the next generation of Calgary 
performers will hopefully have all the tools they need to 
make their musical dreams become realities. 

“I don’t think we want to have musicians in Calgary feel 
like they can’t make a go at it here and feel forced to move 
to Vancouver or Toronto,” Olah said. “They should be able 
to say, ‘I’m from Calgary, I want to make music, and have 
all the resources for that here,’ which I think the NMC will 
help with.”

Devin Purdy, guitarist for the  local group Chron Goblin, seen here on 
stage at the Palomino, is hopeful the NMC will embrace a mentorship role 
for young musicians, providing a safe space to learn from professionals.                                                                         
               PHOTO BY JODI BRAK

One feature of the NMC exciting  the local music community is its  all-ages 
concert venue, which is a rare commodity in Calgary. Without a thriving 
all-ages venue, many young musicians struggle to get stage experience.                    
          PHOTO BY JODI BRAK

“We almost spent as much on a 
music centre as we would spend 

on an overpass in some miserable 
suburb, and this is actually going 

to grow Calgary culturally and 
could lead to people putting roots 

down in the city.”

–Matt Olah, vocalist of Cowpuncher
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An eight-month review of Calgary’s Year of Music 
From the JUNO’s to the NMC, Sled Island and Folk Fest, Calgary brings the noise

jbrak@cjournal.caJODI BRAK

The City of Calgary began 2016 with a bold 
proclamation: this would be the “year of 
music” in the Stampede city. 

“Calgary is home to a vibrant music scene. 
Each year our city produces hundreds of festivals, 
events, concerts, shows and performances in 
venues ranging from elegant concert halls to local 
parks to vintage clubs filled with character,” the 
proclamation declared. “This year we celebrate the 
extraordinary talents of musicians who make their 
living here, the burgeoning music economy and 
all those whose efforts contribute to the musical 
vitality of our community.”

With a bustling live music scene, a multitude of 
recording studios and some of the best musical 
talent in Western Canada, specifiying 2016 as the 
year of music in Calgary seemed a little out of place 
at first. 

However, as 2016 has played out it is undeniable 
that it has been an exceptionally busy year for 
Calgary music. 

In April the city played host to many of the 
most popular musical artists in Canada as the 
JUNO Awards swept across the city and JUNOfest 
performances filled clubs for a full week while 
eager fans got their fix of Canadian talent. 

It was during JUNO week that the city was really 
able to showcase its vision for the Music Mile, a 
stretch of venues and music clubs running from 

Inglewood down 9th Avenue towards the East 
Village. JUNOfest packed nearly every club in 
Calgary with artists and fans, showing off a hyper-
condensed version of the seven-nights-a-week live 
music scene running year-round in the city.

“I love how it’s like consistent man, Calgary gives 
a shit about music,” says Danny Vacon, frontman 
of local legends The Dudes. “They’re just gonna 
come and be here no matter what to support the 
music happening here. It’s because they live with 
purpose, Calgary wants fun, that’s how I see it.” 

Brock Geiger, The Dudes’ bassist, agrees, saying 
that the foundation 
for an internationally-
renowned music scene 
is already in place in 
Calgary. 

“Its not like we need 
to be filling a gap or 
anything because 
there’s so much sweet 
shit happening all 
the time here,” Geiger 
says. “And then we 
have like a nice mega-
celebration of it all with 
things like Folk Fest or 
Sled Island that show 
how big we can go.”

Even without the 
Year of Music moniker, 

Calgary’s music festivals are a draw for fans across 
Canada and even the world. With Sled Island 
putting on its biggest offering yet and the Calgary 
Folk Music Festival bringing in 69 artists from 14 
different countries and thousands of music fans 
from across the world, it’s hard to deny the city 
has a reputation for drawing some of the best and 
brightest in Canadian music. 

“Well, there has to be a culture in your life in order 
for you not to be a robot,” says Matt Olah, marketing 
director for Folk Fest. “As much as Calgary is a very 
hard working, probably overworking town, you still 
gotta go out and see shows and have joy in your 
life, and that is what the Calgary Folk Fest does. We 
try and bring your favourite artist and your next-
favourite artist down to party with you.” 

Events like Folk Fest, Sled Island, BluesFest, 
Reggaefest, and Chasing Summer are shining 
examples of the potential dwelling within the 
Calgary music scene, where fans welcome local, 
national and international acts alike. 

“I think Folk Fest, our Folk Fest, is an international 
festival and really speaks to the effort we put into 
music here,” says Calgarian singer-songwriter 
Michael Bernard Fitzgerald. “It’s well done, well 
curated, it’s a real pleasure to be a part of. And I 
think our city is young, there is some really cool art 
here, and it’s amazing to be able to bring people to 
the city like this and showcase some of Calgary’s 
musical delegates.” 

While it may not happen overnight, Calgary 
has shown a commitment throughout 2016 to 
establishing an identity more closely tied to music. 
And what better way to prove the seriousness of 
that commitment than the opening of the National 
Music Centre right here in Calgary?

In the short time it has been open, the $191-million 
NMC has already showcased a commitment to 
fostering the growth of local musical talent.  

Calgary psych-folk artists The Ashley Hundred were the � rst to receive the 
Prophets of Music scholarship in August. The program o� ers support and 
mentorship to local artists.                                                                         PHOTO BY JODI BRAK

Danny Vacon and Brock Geiger of The Dudes holding down the hometown crowd at the 37th Calgary 
Folk Fest. The pair believe Calgary’s consistently busy live music scene is evidence that Calgarians 
really care about music.                                                PHOTO BY JODI BRAK                                               



“For me, I think that’s what we are all about. 
Cultivating heritage and protecting the history of 
music in Canada while also pushing forward the next 
generation however we can,” says Elizabeth Reade, a 
senior development o�  cer with the NMC.  

They give this push in various ways, including youth 
music programs and partnering with groups such as 
RadioYYC, a 24/7 online radio station streaming 100 
per cent Calgary music, and The Prophets of Music, a 
group that o� ers scholarships and support to Alberta 
musicians.

The Prophets of Music was formed in early 2015 to 
commemorate the tragic murders of Joshua Hunter 
and Zackariah Rathwell, two talented musicians and 
band members of the Calgarian group Zackariah and 
the Prophets.

“I just want young musicians to have the 
opportunities I didn’t necessarily have and that’s a 
really beautiful thing to come from such a tragedy,” 
said Jory Kinjo, a mentor with the program. 

In August, the Prophets of Music announced the � rst 
three participants in their Emerging Artist Scholarship 
Program. Calgarian psychedelic folk group The Ashley 
Hundred, up-and-coming songwriter Brett McCrady 
and Rend, alt-rockers from Edmonton, were named 
the � rst recipients. Over the course of the next year 
they will work with mentors from across Canada at 
the NMC and OCL Studios in Calgary, improving their 
skills in various aspects of the music industry while 
making important connections to help move their 
careers forward. 

“It’s almost like cultivating the next group to 
come up through music, to discover what they 
can do with music,” says Dan Owen, owner of 
OCL Studios and partner of the Prophets’ society. 
“Its kind of cool to see this resurgence of interest 
in music with young people, and to be able to 
help push them along and provide them with the 
support they need.”

Throughout 2016 Calgary has shown an 
appreciation of music and a commitment to 
fostering and preserving the legacy of Canadian 
music. The NMC Itself houses tributes to Canadian 
artists from across musical genres, from the hair 
metal of Triumph to electronic acts like Deadmau5. 

In an ideal world, the hype created by the JUNOs, 
the numerous music festivals hosted in the city 
each year, the newly minted NMC and programs 
like The Prophets of Music will draw major players 
in the Canadian music scene to Calgary like moths 
to a flame. And, according to those in the know, 
that is already starting.   

“Even [music producer] Howard Redekopp was 
saying that from where he is based in Vancouver, 
he is suddenly feeling this shift, like there’s a 
magnetism or an anchor that is drawing musicians 
east to Calgary,” says Colleen Hood, communications 
manager for the Prophets of Music. “He even joked 
that they were thinking of moving to Calgary.”

It may not happen tomorrow, it may not even 
happen next year, but Calgary is making all 
the right moves to become a go-to spot on the 
Prairies for the musically inclined. Not bad for 
eight months work.
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Kathleen Edwards, considered one of the most talented songwriters in Canada, played the main stage at 
the 37th Calgary Folk Fest. Hailed as one of the best music festivals in Canada, Folk Fest draws thousands 
to Calgary each year to enjoy four days of music.                                                                                      PHOTO BY JODI BRAK

Local favorite Michael Bernard Fitzgerald believes the fans are as important as artists in making 
music happen, as without their support events like Folk Fest would be impossible.       PHOTO BY JODI BRAK
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High performance Rodeo celebrated 30 years of Calgary music with the Calgary 
Songs Project, where several local artists, including The Forbidden Dimension, 
pictured here, covered iconic songs that have come out Calgary.    PHOTO BY JODI BRAK

Dan Owen, owner of OCL Studios and a longtime partnerof The 
Prophets of Music, was proud to announce the � rst recipients of 
their Emerging Artist Scholarship, saying he is excited to be able 
to push the next generation forward.                            PHOTO BY JODII BRAK                                           

One of the biggest music events of 2016, the JUNO Awards sent Calgary into a 
musical frenzy, bringing huge names in Canadian music including The Weeknd and 
Bryan Adams.                                                                                                                    PHOTO BY JODI BRAK

The Calgary music community showed their support for those 
a� ected by the Fort McMurray wild� res by holding a series of 
bene� t concerts. Seen here is Bad Animal playing a set at the 
Palomino where ticket proceds were donated to the Red Cross.    
             PHOTO BY JODI BRAK

The 10th edition of Sled Island packed venues across Calgary with 
music, including Vancouver punk-rockers Brass.  Sled Island celebrates 
the best in alternative music and art, embracing controversial themes 
and  inclusive programming.                 PHOTO BY JODI BRAK              

Alberta country artist Drew Gregory plays the SoundTown stage on Canada Day, a 
new initiative to bring local music to Stephen Avenue in downtown Calgary.          
                      PHOTO BY JODI BRAK
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In the absence of words, 
selfi es are helping
make sense of illness

MICHAELA RITCHIE        mritchie@cjournal.ca

The � rst time I tried art therapy, I was eight years old, 
had a rap sheet of behavioural issues about a mile 
long, severe anxiety, and was being tormented by 

my peers on a daily basis.
Once every few weeks, my mother would take me to 

a psychologist to talk about it — a woman I remember 
feeling extraordinarily out of touch with. She would ask 
questions that I wouldn’t see the signi� cance of for many 
years to come. Then she asked me to draw a picture based 
on what we had just talked about. I was never very good 
with a crayon. Perhaps that’s why I failed so completely 
at expressing those early emotions in vivid technicolour 
images. I stopped going to those appointments as 
abruptly as I had started, and nothing ever changed.

A couple of years ago, I read an article about a victim 
of domestic abuse who, in a bid to free herself from her 
toxic relationship, started taking one sel� e every day of 
the year, documenting her highly visible injuries, as well 
as her physical and emotional recovery since leaving her 
attacker. That year of grisly photos stood as a reminder of 
what she had survived. 

I remember thinking, “I wonder what someone like her 
would put to the paper if their therapist asked them to 
draw a picture of their abuse?” Thanks to those sel� es, I 
suppose she wouldn’t have to. 

Similar survivor sel� es have become more prominent 
in recent years. In 2014, Vice reported on the rising 
popularity of “hospital sel� es” on Instagram — photos 
tagged such things as #dialysis, #chemo, and #amputee, 
denoting the hardships the patients struggled with. The 
trend, Vice explained, was opening up a larger discussion 
of how people cope with trauma by re-imagining and 
re-examining the image of themselves within their new 
reality.

So when, in June of this year, a co-worker and friend 
of mine, Brittany Dorozio, posted a photo to Instagram 
with the hashtag #paintmydepression, I couldn’t help 
but draw similarities between those sel� es that illustrated 
physical abuse, disability, and disease to one that called 
to attention a mental illness that I myself have lived with 
for years. I was skeptical, but simply had to know what if 
anything there was to “sel� e art therapy”, and what made 
it work so well for my friend when I had been rejecting its 
legitimacy so vehemently.

“My therapist and I spent a lot of time characterizing 
my depression, giving it a separate voice and face from 
my own,” Dorozio wrote in the caption for her photo. “I 
don’t talk about it a lot. I don’t want people to see this face 
and voice that isn’t my own. I end up keeping this thing 
inside me. I make myself lonely. I sti� e myself. But this is 
not my end. This is another step in my � ght.”

April Dyrda, a Master’s graduate from the University 
of Calgary, was completing her practicum under the 
supervision of registered psychologists at Mount 
Royal University’s Wellness Services, when she � rst 
conceptualized the sel� e portrait with Dorozio.

“It started more generally as art therapy,” Dyrda said of 
the process, “because Brittany is into theatre and those 
forms of expression, and so I found art therapy was a 
really good � t for her to express herself.”

When Dyrda’s practicum came to an end, she and 
Dorozio continued to correspond digitally, to maintain 
her progress. That’s when the idea of Dorozio combining 
her love of portraiture with art therapy came about. 
Instead of using colour and canvas to make art, Brittany, 
who, as an avid cosplayer, has plenty of experience with 
staged photography and body art, would in� ltrate the 
image herself. It was a chance to ease her anxiety through 
art therapy, she says, while also taking a moment to 
appreciate herself more fully by becoming a part of the 
art itself.

“Art therapy, especially, allows people to really create 
some distance between themselves and their problems,” 
says Dyrda. “I think a lot of times, when you’re struggling 
with mental illness, it can be easy to feel like we are the 
problem and get consumed by that. So if we’re able to 
kind of express ourselves through art or another means, it 
allows us to get whatever is inside out on paper, and see it 
as something separate from yourself.”

THE HEALING ARTS
This was very much the case for Tayari Skey when she 
began art therapy in 2010. Having just escaped a cycle 
of sexual assault and manipulation by a trusted family 
friend, Skey recalls being “really messed up from it, as 
you might expect.” Though she immediately started 
consulting counsellors at her school, and was open with 
her family about the abuse, Skey remembers feeling that 
the usual “talk therapy” was simply not enough.

“I felt like I could’ve gone and talked with my friends 
and they would’ve been as much help as the counsellor 
talking was. But then when I went to art therapy, it was 
like, you don’t just talk at someone and have them nod 
and say, ‘Uh huh, that must have been hard.’  They actually 
look at your art with you, and they listen to you in two 
di� erent ways almost — through your voice, and through 
your painting.”

Having di�  culty expressing herself and her experiences 
with verbal clarity, Skey says allowing her emotions to 
take on a physical form through art was crucial in her 
recovery.

“It helped me � nd myself again, at that time. It helped 
me � gure out, if I was feeling damaged, why I was feeling 
that way, and how I was going to � x that. Even if the 
feelings weren’t in words, they were in ink, and in a way 
that forced you to confront them. You know how people 
say ‘Once you write it down, it’s real?’ Well it was almost 
like, once you painted it, it was real,” she says.

Art therapy is at its most e� ective when what is 
revealed on paper, or on a screen, has as little to do with 
the patient’s active train of thought as possible, tapping 
directly into the heart of their problems. So doesn’t a 
sel� e — a deliberate, planned out photograph — clash 
with some of those values in its attempt to become the 
next art therapy medium? The increasing popularity of 
sel� es has already gained widespread criticism without 
throwing serious mental health issues, and the wellbeing 
of patients, into the mix.

Lianne Moseley created the Expelled Poison Collab 
series, in conjunction with New Mexico artist Anahy 
Nuñez (left, @glassjawbabe), and Calgary artist 
Lauren Rule (centre, @ldr.mua) “to help each of the 
artists invited to help release some of the negativity 
or hurt in our lives through our art. Everyone’s 
� ghting their own demons... talk to someone, don’t 
be afraid to reach out.”         PHOTO COURTESY OF LIANNE MOSELEY

Mirror, Mirror

Brittany Dorozio conceptualized this sel� e with 
her art therapist April Dyrda to help Dorozio 
dissociate her “old inhabitant depression” from 
herself by giving it a physical form of its own.                            
                   PHOTO COURTESY OF BRITTANY DOROZIO
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As Calgary psychologist and art therapist Rachela 
Buonincontri explains, because of the vain and narcissistic 
connotations associated with our understanding of 
the sel� e, controversy surrounding the use of sel� es in 
therapy has to be expected.

However, she says, although the word “sel� e” has only 
been in colloquial use for a few years, the concept of the 
self-portrait dates back to the Victorian era. Forms of 
phototherapy, a mode of art therapy that makes use of 
photography for patients to document their experiences 
and emotions for better re� ection later, have likewise 
been in practice since approximately the 1950s. 

“We have Facebook and Instagram now, and there’s 
lots of opportunities now for people to take photos 
and to share them,” says Buonincontri. “So there is this 
renewal and re-examination of how we use photos in 
our every day life and share them with others. That can 
make it feel like this type of therapy is new, when really, 
it’s not exactly.”

SELFIES AS ART THERAPY
Dyrda explains that the process of detaching ourselves 
from mental illnesses or other ailments by expressing 
them creatively, though hardly novel on its own, takes on 
a new shape with the sel� e. Instead of externalizing our 
various pains by committing them to canvas or clay, or 
even representing them abstractly with the symbolism 
found in photographs, by making ourselves a part of the 
art, part of sel� e therapy becomes about reconciling with 
our selves, rather than just escaping from our illness.

“It allows people to develop a di� erent relationship 
with their mental illness,” she explains. “We can have a 
positive relationship with our mental illnesses that we 
live with, it doesn’t always have to be negative. Re� ecting 
on it through you, through a sel� e, I think it changes the 
relationship between those two things in the frame, for 
sure. I don’t know if it’s necessarily a form of escapism, 
because you aren’t running away from it or hiding it 
or ignoring it. You’re still interacting with it, you’re still 
engaging with it.”

Buonincontri seconds this notion, pointing out that, 
while it may seem like a super� cial � x to such dense 
illnesses like anxiety, depression, body dysmorphia 
or anorexia nervosa, the power a single image has in 
changing one’s perceptions is often underestimated. 

“I do know people who can’t even take sel� es 
because they have some huge issues around body 
image or they’ve gone through cancer treatment and 
so their body has changed and it’s hard to actually 
look at themselves, so of course the photos can have a 
powerful e� ect on us, and how we see ourselves,” she 
says, while cautioning that the feelings sel� e therapy 
can bring to the surface should not be trivialized. 

“Art and images both can bring up really intense 
feelings,” Buonincontri continues. “I remember once this 
client was trying to lie to me about certain things that 
were happening in her life, and then it all came through 
in the art that she did, and she said, ‘Rachela I was trying 
to lie to you, but the art doesn’t lie.’

“Art doesn’t lie, and the sel� es certainly don’t lie. 
They tell us the truth about who we are and what we’re 
wanting to express in this moment, and so as long as 
we can honour that truth, there’s healing in that truth 
in that moment.”

MINDFUL OF OUR MIRRORS
However, sometimes along the path of reinvention, 
truth takes many di� erent forms. The beauty of the 
sel� e comes from our ability to use it as a mirror, 
suggests Calgary makeup artist and body painter 
Lianne Moseley. 

Moseley, who � rst fell in love with body art as a teenager 
while using it as to build a pathway out of heartbreak, 
has utilized her skills to compose several intricate sel� e-
portraits, all with their own unique inspirations and 
designs. Though sel� es and sel� e art continue to be 
criticized for their exhibitionism, Moseley maintains that 
the meaning of these sel� es, for her at least, is not “found 
as much in the portrayal as it is in the re� ection that 
happens when you’re creating a piece like this. 

“For me, I’ve always looked at makeup as a way to 
transform myself into something di� erent for that 
moment,” she says of her choice to blend body art and 
self-documentation in a single therapeutic practice. 
“I think a lot of people who su� er from depression 
and anxiety have those strong feelings of wanting to 
be somebody else or be somewhere else. Obviously 
there are harsher feelings that come along with that, 
but on the daily level, the stress those feelings put on 
you, I think you end up just always wishing you could 
transport yourself somewhere else. So being able to 
change myself, even if its just my physical form, in some 
way, it’s a way to feel di� erent, to feel beautiful again.”

Critics of using sel� es in art therapy appear most 
concerned that the practice does nothing to actually 
help patients, but instead encourages them to be 
vain and narcissistic with such a heavy emphasis on 
appearances. 

This is not the true intention of therapeutic sel� es, says 
Moseley. These images, which can be elaborately artistic 
like hers, or as simple as a cellphone snapshot, as in the 
case of the “hospital sel� e” or “domestic abuse sel� e”, are 
not taken for the enjoyment or approval of others.

“Honestly, I think it just comes down to our society’s 
biggest problem is, we worry too much about what 
other people think. Who cares how many sel� es a 
person takes? Who cares what they use them for? If this 
is what you need to do to make you feel good, to make 
it through your day, who cares?” Moseley challenges.

For Moseley, the images that she has created in 
response to her own anxieties will stand as reminders 
of the pains that were temporary, and vibrant portrayals 
of that anguish that, without sel� es, would remain 
the same. When all the paint is washed o�  and the 
memories of her struggles fade, these pictures remain 
as trophies.

“It’s almost like a right of passage,” she says, re� ecting 
on the thoughts that brought her art to fruition. 
“Sometimes you have to battle a few dragons before 
you can get on with your life.”

Calgary makeup artist Lianne Moseley believes the transformative quality of her art, and her sel� es, have an unparalleled impact on how she views herself on 
a day-to-day basis, and in the long run, the struggles she has faced. “I’ve always seen makeup as a way to transform myself into something di� erent for that 
moment... in some way, it’s a way to feel di� erent, to feel beautiful again,” says Moseley.                                                    PHOTOS COURTESY OF LIANNE MOSELEY



The sun was shining in a typical Alberta blue sky, 
littered with � u� y white clouds that appeared 
to be taken out of The Simpsons cartoon. While 

driving through southern Alberta, farm � elds looked 
like block art with varying shades of deep green, bright 
yellow and of course, light-brown wheat. 

And it was hot. 
Ryan Flitton jumped out of his big white truck in 

his work boots, Wranglers, and a blue T-shirt at Twin 
Valley Farms’ headquarters near Champion to start 
the harvest season, gearing up to work despite the 
temperature reaching 28 C. 

Flitton remembers helping out at the farm when 
he was younger, though he admits he also spent a lot 
time playing sports. “Farming has changed a lot, even 
since I grew up,” he says.

After high school, Flitton moved from the farm to 
Calgary to get his degree in commerce at the University 
of Calgary while playing hockey.

After graduating from university, Flitton stayed 
in Calgary and began working for multinational 
packaged foods company Dare Foods. Starting in sales, 
he eventually moved into an account management 
position before he and his wife decided to start a 
family where Flitton grew up.

“My wife’s a city girl, and she said she would jump in, 
give it a chance,” he said of their move back to the farm 
in 2010, where Flitton traded his business suit for jeans 
to work full-time as a farmer. The couple now has three 
boys, � ve, seven, and nine years old.

Although it was only July 28, Ryan says the fourth 
generation of family farmers needed to get started 
early this year because there was a lack of rain at the 
time, producing a less than desirable crop in some 

areas. They planned to start harvesting one section 
of � eld peas before moving on to two nearby half-
sections.

“And then,” he says of crops which are performing 
better, “we’ll have to wait before going out again.”

A section is 640 acres, or, one square mile. Flitton 
says with all three combines in the � eld, it will take 
them two full days to harvest just one section. In 
total, Flitton says Twin Valley Farms owns roughly 
13,000 acres of crops to harvest, including � eld peas, 
faba beans, barley wheat and Canadian Prairie Spring 
wheat, which is mostly used for animal feed.

In order to harvest e�  ciently, Flitton, his three 
siblings, their spouses and the farm’s hired sta�  need 
to be available for long days. Even with advancing 
changes in technology, harvest season requires all-
hands-on-deck.    

On July 28, Flitton, his brother Noel and their sta�  
drove three combines from the main farm to the 
� eld of peas ready for harvesting. Before setting up 

the header — which cuts and pulls the crop into the 
combine —the men performed safety checks on each 
machine.

Once the farmers were ready, the combine drivers 
attached the combine to a 40-foot header (which is 
designed to follow the contour along the ground), 
lifted the wheels from the header, and after nearly 
an hour after arriving at the � elds, harvesting was 
underway. 

In the � eld, the driver levels out the header and sets 
up the yield monitor and GPS tracker to label the � eld 
they are currently harvesting. Although the computer-
generated measurements aren’t perfect, Flitton says 
they are typically a good indicator of the crop.

Flitton explains how the combine works, which he 
controls from a joystick and touch-screen computer. 
Knives on the header cut the crops before pulling them 
into the piece of machinery. A moving canvas brings 
the crops to the middle of the header, which is then 
pulled into the combine by a chain with beater-bars 
and through the rotor (a massive cylinder that spins on 
an angle). Concaves, which are grates found outside 
the rotor, pop the peas out from their pods. 

Typically, Flitton says a grain cart comes up beside 
the combine while the combine continues to harvest 
so there is no stopping during the process. This time 
around however, Flitton and his team realize there are 
too many green peas, which is a red � ag.

If � eld peas are green, they have too much moisture, 
which will rot everything in the elevators where they 
will be stored. Instead, farmers look for pale yellow 
peas when they harvest. Flitton says, “16 per cent 
moisture is the requirement” for peas to be sold to 
Vulcan’s elevators. 

One of Flitton’s full-time sta� , Isaak Klassen, takes 
a random sample from the harvested peas, and 
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Alberta farming continues to evolve
Champion-area operation shows hard work is the one constant

dtucker@cjournal.caDEANNA TUCKER

“Everybody thinks 
there’s these big 
corporate farms 

moving in, but farmers 
have had to get bigger 

to survive.”

–Ryan Flitton, Twin Valley Farms

A fi eld of faba beans is part of 2,600 acres the Flitton family irrigates with pivots at their operation near Champion called Twin Valley Farms. The water is pumped directly from the Twin Valley reservoir, which 
roughly doubles the per acre production of dry land, as noted on the family farmʼs website.                 PHOTO BY DEANNA TUCKER
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says although this group is still within the moisture 
requirements, they should stop to prevent more green 
peas from entering the crop.

Harvesting stops for the day, but Flitton will return in 
a week to check again. 

As far as crops go, he says unfortunately, this year is 
one of their worst due to a lack of rain in the spring 
after farmers � nished seeding early due to the warmer 
weather. While rain seemed to fall every day in Calgary 
in July and August, the Calgary Herald reported April 
13 that spring rainfall in the area between Calgary 
and Lethbridge, and as far east as Medicine Hat, had 
received 40 per cent less precipitation over a two-
month period compared to last year. 

“Compared to the pea crops that we normally get, 
this is as close [to a bad crop] as we’ve come for a 
while,” he says.

Flitton looked at the yield monitoring system in his 
combine, which is also equipped with air conditioning 
and radio equipment, and said they were seeing about 
21 to 24 bushels an acre. He said a good crop would 
typically yield 60 to 80 bushels per acre. 

Harvesting takes a long time, even if the conditions 
to harvest are perfect. “If we could go steady, no 
weather interruptions or anything, it could take just 
under two months,” Flitton says.

Once harvested, the � eld peas will head to the 
Vulcan elevators to be sold around the world, although 
Flitton says � eld peas are especially popular in India, 
which is where his peas will likely end up.

The three combines Twin Valley Farms owns were 
a year old when they bought them last year. He says 
each machine cost $420,000, although the total worth 
of farm equipment at Twin Valley is much more.

“On this farm, we’ve probably got $4½-$5 million, 
tied up in machinery.” But Flitton says it’s worth it if a 
farmer has enough crop to farm and sell.

“The equipment is so expensive now, that you need 
a lot of acres to run this machine over, to make it 
e�  cient, and to pay for it.”

Twin Valley Farms became a corporate farm for tax 
purposes, but Flitton says it is still a family operation.

“Everybody thinks there’s these big corporate farms 
moving in, but farmers have had to get bigger to 
survive.” Flitton says corporate farms aren’t necessarily 
taking out small farmers, but rather, small farms need 
to become bigger, especially since some families are 
noticing their kids don’t want to continue in the same 
agricultural tradition as their parents.

According to Twin Valley Farms’ website, the Flitton 
family settled in Alberta in 1906, purchasing their 
� rst 640 acres of bare land. Over the years, the farm 
has grown and changed, although some aspects, like 
harvest meals, remain the same.

“There’s four families basically working together. 
We shut down at about � ve o’clock. We do supper a 
bit earlier just because the day’s long. So, it’s kind of a 
nice break,” Flitton says. Typically, meals are prepared 
before they head out for the day so the family can stop 
to eat in the � eld where they are harvesting, and then 
get back to work.

Flitton has used his business background to market 
and sell crops. 

“It’s a little bit of a game,” says Flitton, who watches 
the market for price swings. They try to market 
specialty crops — like canola — for the following year 
if the price is right.

Flitton says farming is like any other business, 
and that it evolves based on economies of scale. In 
comparison to the business aspect of farming, he says 
harvesting is the easy stu� .

“Our big challenge is trying to educate people” 
about safety issues and chemicals or pesticides that 
are used. One way of educating people is by inviting 
Grades 1 and 2 students from Calgary to the farm for 
lessons in how to sift wheat, milk a cow, and of course, 
take a ride in the combine.

After a family friend brought her daughter to the 
farm, she was convinced other children would also 
learn from the experience. As a teacher, she was able to 
get her school to support the initiative so now children 
have been visiting Twin Valley Farms. 

Flitton says the kids have a great time and call him 
“Farmer Ryan,” but surprisingly the parents also walk 
away with a better understanding of a 21st century 
farming operation. 

For the parents, it’s good to understand how much it 
takes for a farm to be approved for operation, and learn 
the process of spraying crops. He says even though 
farmers don’t all milk cows the same way, “it’s good for 
[the children] to see it isn’t a jug that just shows up in 
the grocery store.” 

Flitton explains how their farm desiccates the crops 
about one week before harvesting to kill weeds. Over 
an entire acre, they will use approximately one litre of 
glyphosate diluted with water. 

Prior to having the ability to spray weeds, farmers 
would have to work and till the soil. “We would be 
going over the crops a lot more, and whenever you 
turn the soil, you basically lose moisture, and break up 

the organic matter that Mother Nature has put into 
the dirt.” And by breaking up the organic matter, crops 
yield much less. 

Back on July 28, Flitton and his team continued 
moving peas from the combines into the grain tractor 
before they head back to the main farm and continue 
working. 

In a matter of months, these crops will be moved 
from the � eld, into an elevator, on to trains, into stores 
and eventually into our homes. Although harvesting 
is an ever-changing process, it still requires long days 
and hard workers. And that isn’t something we can 
take for granted when we sit down for breakfast, lunch 
and dinner.

Ryan Urch, Twin Valley Farms employee, gathers a random sample July 28 from the � eld peas 
harvested. The unfavourable results of the sample halted the harvesting process for the day. 

PHOTO BY DEANNA TUCKER

The combine is equipped with a touch-screen 
yield monitor and GPS system, as well as a 
joystick Ryan Flitton uses to guide the massive 
piece of machinery.                   PHOTO BY DEANNA TUCKER
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Friendly rivalries and fl ying paint 
Paintball grows as a sport while promoting an inclusive community atmosphere

jbrak@cjournal.ca JODI BRAK

While many view paintball as little more 
than a game, a fun way to spend a 
birthday or a bachelor party, to many in 

Alberta it is much more. It is a competitive sport, a 
community, a way of life. 

It’s a community with a subtle balance between 
� erce competition and loyal friendship. There are a 
number of competitive leagues and tournaments in 
Alberta for all ages and skill levels. 

Players get into paintball for many reasons, but a 
common reason for sticking with the sport involves 
being brought into the fold of an extremely tight-
knit community.  

“Just the family of it, the community, how tight 
everyone was and how generous everyone was, it 
really made me want to keep going with the sport,” says 
Adrian Bader, a member of local Team Vengeance and 
the Calgary / B.C. hybrid Team Toxic. “Just the fact that 
you could show up to the � eld to play and even if your 
gear doesn’t work there is 20 random strangers who 
have never met you before but they’ll let you use their 
$1,000 equipment so you don’t miss out. Everyone is 
just so good to each other on and o�  the � eld.”

This is a sentiment echoed by many in the community: 
an implied sense of trust and a willingness to help 
other players get the most out of the sport regardless 
of whether they might eventually be competing on 
the � eld. 

“On the � eld, its an all out � ght. After the game, 
everyone is giving props for a great shot or move,” 
says Matt Frost, a player from Camrose. “How many 
other sports can say that their players actively 
help out their opponents with tools, advice, and 
equipment? Where else do you see anyone pass a 
$1,000 piece of equipment to a complete stranger, 
and say, ‘Here, have fun? ’ You come play paintball, 
you’re part of the family.”

Though some might be unaware of the long-
standing competitive paintball community in Alberta, 
the CPPL (Canadian Professional Paintball League) has 
been hosting events across Canada for 26 years. Events 
are held throughout the year in Calgary, Edmonton 
and Bragg Creek with hundreds of players from 
dozens of teams competing for cash, equipment and 
bragging rights in divisions ranging from the hardened 
professionals to � rst-time competitors. 

Teams from British Columbia and Saskatchewan 
regularly travel to Alberta to compete in these 
events, with the huge distance between other major 
competitions in Ontario or the United States making 
Alberta the hot-spot on the Prairies for the sport. 

“The CPPL has been going for 26 years, it’s still 
growing and there is no sign of decline,” Bader said. “We 
are kind of secluded from the rest of Canada, especially 
Ontario events, but Alberta itself is going strong. It’s our 
own little community within the larger community.”

Whether a young � rst-timer or a hardened 
competitor looking to get serious, the paintball 
community in Alberta o� ers something for everyone, 
and welcomes players of all stripes.  

“The tight-knit community within competition 
paintball is way di� erent from any sport I’ve been 
a part of,”  says Adam Turnbull, a long-time player 
in the Calgary area. “From young to old there’s a 
part of paintball for you, regardless of your athletic 
conditioning. It just brings people together, and leaves 
them with huge smiles.”

One of the most unique facets of the sport, according 
to long-time player Mike York of the Central Alberta 
team Tainted, is the diversity 
and inclusivity of players both 
on and o�  the � eld. 

“Paintball is amazing because 
it is one of the only sports 
where young and old of any 
gender can compete against 
each other on the same � eld,” 
he says. “There isn’t a need to 
separate players by arbitrary 
means; all that matters is skill 
and a willingness to compete.” 

There are no men’s and 
women’s leagues in paintball, 
and no division between old 
and young. All that separates 
players is their skill on the � eld, 
and veterans of the community 
work hard to make it an 
inclusive sport and encourage 
new players to get involved. 

“I just want to grow the sport as much as I can as 
far as the younger generation goes. As a vet who 
has been playing for a while, you’re not going to do 
anything to discourage them, you want them to have 
a good memory and to walk away with respect for the 
community,” Bader said. “When you give someone who 
has never played serious paintball the chance to see 
what it is like at higher levels, you see their eyes light 
up and that can make a whole world of di� erence for 
them, even get them into the sport more seriously.”

Regardless of skill level, anyone looking to get 
involved in paintball will � nd a welcoming community 
of players excited to see a new face on the � eld. 

Members of Calgary’s Team Vengeance come in for a � st bump before a match at the CPPL Warburton 
Classic tournament, held at Bragg Creek Paintball July 24.  Win or lose, shows of sportsmanship are an 
important part of maintaining a tight-knit community.                 PHOTO BY KRYSTAL SHUHYTA / FLY FREE PHOTOGRAPHY

Adrian Bader (kneeling, left) has been playing competitively for almost 
ten years and loves the sense of community between players.                                     
                  PHOTO BY KRYSTAL SHUHYTA / FLY FREE PHOTOGRAPHY   



Mountaineers overcome century-old gear to 
summit Bugaboo Spire
Canadian team recreates gruelling 1916 climb of B.C. peak

jbrak@cjournal.caJODI BRAK

One hundred years ago, a group of pioneering 
Canadian climbers scrambled up the steep 
inclines of the Bugaboo Spire in B.C.’s Purcell 

Mountains, muscles on � re, thoughts likely racing 
to � gure out which handhold to grab next, a strand 
of hemp rope the only thing stopping them from 
tumbling down to certain death. 

This was the reality of mountain climbing a century 
ago, a challenge that Conrad Kain, one of the most 
revered mountaineers in Canadian history, set out 
to face as the � rst person in the world to reach the 
summit of the Bugaboo Spire in 1916.

Kain and his crew were breaking new ground. There 
were no suggested routes to make the ascent easier, 
no guides, and no way to contact the outside world 
for help if something went wrong. Yet Kain and the 
climbers who joined him persevered, becoming the 
� rst to summit not only the Bugaboo Spire, but dozens 
of mountains throughout the Rockies, cementing the 
climbers’ place in Canadian mountaineering history. 

Recently, four modern climbers — willfully casting 

aside 100 years of constantly improving climbing 
techniques and equipment — recreated Kain’s 
original ascent of the Bugaboo Spire. 

This was the challenge that a group of climbers and 
� lmmakers led by Bryan Thompson set out to face in 
July. Trading their weatherproof jackets for scratchy 
wool shirts, swapping their safe, � exible ropes for 
hemp strands that may end up breaking their ribs 
if they lose their footing, and discarding their well-
tested climbing shoes for hobnail boots, footwear 
with steel soles and studs pounded into the bottom 
for a better grip.

“Whenever I read about the exploits of the early 
pioneers of mountaineering, I � nd myself wishing I 
had been around in the days when men and women 
were exploring peaks that didn’t even appear on a 
map, using equipment which, by most standards, 
was totally inferior to what we have today,” Thompson 
said before the climb. “I’m inspired by their spirit of 
adventure and their fortitude. A few years ago, I 
thought: ‘Wouldn’t it be cool to climb the way they 
did?’ Then I realized that 2016 would be the 100th 
anniversary of the � rst ascent of the Bugaboo 
Spire, which was the most challenging climb ever 

attempted in Canada until the 1940s.” 
A climb of this nature, using vintage and replica 

equipment in place of much safer and more reliable 
modern equipment, had never been undertaken 
before in North America. This meant Thompson 
needed to assemble a team of veteran thrill seekers 
who weren’t daunted by the upcoming challenge.

“Kain and his party achieved that remarkable climb 
not even knowing for sure if they would � nd a way 
down o�  the mountain!” 

“I started telling fellow climbers about my idea to 
recreate the climb in the same manner as it was done 
in 1916 … and many thought I was nuts,” Thompson 
said. “I managed to � nd a few like-minded people, 
however, folks with the same spirit of adventure, who 
were willing and strong enough climbers to give it 
a try, and do a re-creation of the � rst ascent of the 
climb to see if modern mountaineers have the same 
strength and fortitude as mountaineers 100 years ago.”

The team, including climbers Natalia Danalachi, 
Rob LeBlanc and Gary Reiss, and � lmmakers Greg 
Gransden, David Ray and Ivan Petrov, set out from 
Calgary on July 8 for the Bugaboo Provincial Park 
northwest of Invermere, B.C.
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The 1916 re-enactment team retraces the � rst ascent route that Conrad Kain, Albert MacCarthy, Bess MacCarthy and John Vincent followed 100 years ago. 
From left to right: Garry Reiss, Natalia Danalachi, Rob LeBlanc, and Bryan Thompson.                                                                                                               PHOTO BY IVAN PETROV
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The adventure was not without its di�  culties. 

Challenges presented by the vintage gear, and the 
climbers’ lack of experience with it, soon became 
obvious. Without waterproof tents, clothes or 
blankets, rain during the night became a miserable 
a� air. The metal soles of their hobnail boots, which 
weigh � ve pounds each – over twice as much as a 
pair of modern climbing shoes – quickly became a 
hindrance on the slippery rock faces.

“I was a bit of a tyrant with the group when it came 
to bringing things that weren’t from 1916,” Thompson 
said after the climb. “I remember in the parking lot at 
the start of the hike when Natalia started to put on 
bug spray and I had to say ‘Hey, what are you doing? 
They didn’t have bug spray in 1916!’ I’m surprised 
nobody threw me o�  the side of the mountain . . . 
really.”

In addition, the vintage safety equipment the 
team used proved to be slightly lacking in the safety 
department. For example, the old mountaineering 
axes they carried left something to be desired. 

“I could bend my axe with my hands,” Thompson 
said, “and this is something I had to use to anchor 
myself into the mountain!” 

“Actually, one of our re-enactment climbers, Rob 
LeBlanc, took a fall on the steep snow slope at the 
base of the mountain and went sliding for around 100 
feet,” said Petrov, the expedition’s photographer. “He 
actually had his old mountaineering axe with him, 
but it broke in two.”

“Well I had my moment of excitement, that’s for 
sure,” LeBlanc said with a chuckle.

LeBlanc explained that, ironically enough, the 
snow slope at the base of the mountain, called the 
“Bugaboo Snowpatch Col”, has actually become one 
of the most di�  cult features of the Bugaboo Spire 
in modern times. While in Conrad Kain’s day it was a 
simple walk up a shallow, snow packed incline, global 
warming has melted the feature into a steep icy slope 
with an incline of about 55 degrees.

To overcome obstacles of this kind, climbers kick 
out footholds in the snow to make a staircase, using 
their mountaineering axes to support themselves. 
While doing this, LeBlanc found out � rst-hand the 
limitations of century old equipment.  

“I had my old mountaineering axe, this old 
fashioned alpenstock. This particular alpenstock 
I have is 100 years old. I got it from Switzerland 
with the original wooden shaft. And as I was doing 
this the 100-year-old alpenstock broke in half, just 
snapped on me,” LeBlanc said. “So now I’m � ying 
down the Bugaboo Snowpatch Col, I’m sliding down 
and picking up speed, I’m heading for the bottom 
where there are crevasses and giant boulder piles. So 
I actually stabbed the broken shaft directly into the 
hill, and that stopped me. 

“That was my excitement of the day owing to the 
failure of my 100-year-old piece of equipment.”

To complicate things even further, restrictions 
imposed by the Bugaboo Spire’s location, in the 
Bugaboo Provincial Park, prevented the team from 
using some of the resources Kain had at his disposal in 
1916, which would have made the ordeal slightly easier. 

“What was kind of interesting was they had to 
do certain things di� erently, they couldn’t do them 
like they would in 1916. They couldn’t bring pack 
horses to carry their gear like they would in 1916, 
so we basically had a bunch of human pack horses 
carrying our equipment,” said Gransden, the principal 
� lmmaker documenting the climb. “Conrad Kain 
wouldn’t even have done that 100 years ago, he 
would have thought it was insane to not have pack 
horses carrying their equipment.” 

Perhaps the biggest hit on their morale was their 
inability to make a � re for warmth or cooking, due to 
the restrictions on open � res in provincial parks.   

“And you know Conrad Kain would have been able 
to build a � re anywhere he wanted in 1916, and cook 
over that open � re … which makes a huge di� erence 
when you are sitting in the rain in a wool sweater,” 
Gransden said. “Since they couldn’t have an open � re 
they had to use a 100-year-old kerosene camp stove 
which didn’t work very well, and when it did work 
it gave a kind of kerosene � avour to the food which 
made it inedible.

“As the days went on and they climbed the 
mountain they were discovering how incredibly hard 
it was to do these things in 1916 equipment. I guess 
what was most interesting to watch was this tension 
between what they were trying to do and what they 
were able to do.”

However, despite the challenges presented to 
them, on July 14 Rob LeBlanc and Natalia Danalachi 
stood atop the Bugaboo Spire out� tted in gear that 
had not been used by mountaineers in decades. They 
had completed the same ascent as Kain and his team 
did in 1916. And it’s quite possible they were the 
second party in history to climb the Spire with this 
type of equipment. 

“After the 1916 climb Conrad Kain did on the 
mountain, it was quite a few years before anyone else 
climbed the Bugaboo Spire, almost until the 1940s 
when modern climbing equipment started to be 
introduced,” Petrov said. “So we joke that it’s possible 
we could have been the second party ever to use 
hobnail boots to reach that summit.” 

Gransden, a � lmmaker and television writer, hopes 
to use this historic re-enactment to showcase the 
incredible feats undertaken by those who braved 
the Rocky Mountains before they were mapped out, 
when it was a blank slate of rocks, forests, rivers and 
lakes just waiting to be scouted by those with the 

The pure pleasure of being one with the mountain is an experience that transcends time and is the 
essence of what Bryan Thompson and many other mountaineers live for.                         PHOTO BY IVAN PETROV

Four replica pairs of Tricouni boots used in 1916 
were custom made in New Zealand for the 2016 
expedition.              
                                                  PHOTO BY IVAN PETROV
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courage and fortitude to climb thousands of metres of 
rock with little more than hobnail boots and hemp rope. 

The documentary, � ttingly titled “Hobnails & Hemp”, 
was � lmed and is being produced by Gransden and 
fellow � lmmaker David Ray, as well as photographer 
Ivan Petrov. The trio documented Thompson and the 
rest of the team as they tackled the Bugaboo Spire, in 
addition to providing insight into climbers who came 
before them, the feats they accomplished and the risks 
they took every time they scaled a mountain. 

“I feel it’s important to share the story because it’s 
the kind of story that would otherwise be well known 
in a very small community of climbers, but beyond that 
the general public wouldn’t seek out this kind of story,” 
Petrov said. 

Without these brave adventurers blazing a trail 
through some of the most intimidating peaks in North 
America, mountaineering in Canada would not be the 

same. They established 
routes for safe ascents, 
set up camps that are 
used by climbers to 
this day and pioneered 
techniques and 
equipment that would 
become the basis of 
modern climbing. 

“I hope it might 
make other Canadians who are not necessarily climbers 
get more appreciation for what Conrad Kain did and 
the signi� cance that moment had, not to just Canadian 
mountaineering history, but to Canadian history in 
general,” Gransden said. “What they were doing was 
exploring Canada, uncovering places nobody had been.” 

“It’s how the West was conquered,” LeBlanc says. “It 
was one thing to build a railway, but once the railway 
was [completed] now how do we bring people out to 
the West? Well I’ll tell you, the allure of the mountains 
was always the secret of the west.” 

The mini-documentary is still in production but has 
been entered into the Ban�  Mountain Film Festival, 
as well as the Vancouver International Film Festival. A 
collection of still photos from the expedition, taken by 
Petrov, will also be featured at the Whyte Gallery in Ban�  
throughout October and November. 

“We felt it was an interesting and important 
story to share with other Canadians. And who 
knows, it might inspire some people to climb some 
mountains,” Gransden said of the documentary.

This recreation of a historic climb using vintage 
gear is the � rst of its kind in North America, though 
Thompson says that after the success of this � rst 
expedition he may be interested in taking some 
of the lessons learned and attempting recreations 
of other historic climbs with a bit more experience 
under his belt. 

“We all came away with this incredible sense of 
how tough people were back then, the fortitude 
and spirit of adventure they had. They had no 
idea how they were going to get down off this 
mountain, but they went up anyway. That spirit 
leaves me in awe,” Thompson said. “We’re just a 
bunch of recreational climbers from southern 
Ontario who decided to try this out, and in doing 
this, I think we realized that people 100 years ago 
were way tougher than we are.”

While nothing is set in stone, Thompson has his 
eye on the 100th anniversary of the first ascent 
of Mount Logan, the tallest mountain in Canada, 
in 2025. However, he says that adventure would 
make the Bugaboo Spire climb seem like a casual 
Sunday stroll.  

One of the objectives of the expedition was to eat what Conrad Kain’s party 
would have been eating in 1916. Bryan Thompson is seen here peeking out of 
the tent to keep an eye on the 100-year-old kerosene stove and a pot of highly 
anticipated goat stew.                                                                                          PHOTO BY IVAN PETROV

Garry Reiss (left) belays Bryan Thompson (right) using a replica hemp rope 
tied directly around the waist during their descent from the Bugaboo Spire. 
                                                 PHOTO BY IVAN PETROV

Rob LeBlanc admires the view from the face of the Bugaboo Spire while 
preparing for a section of technical rock climbing.
                                                 PHOTO BY IVAN PETROV
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Escapism reaches a new level
Adventurous new gaming trend locks away the hearts and imaginations of Calgarians

For some, the idea of locking yourself away in a room 
speci� cally designed to hold you prisoner would 
be nothing short of absolute insanity. But for many 

Calgarians, it’s simply the latest a� ordable thrill.
“There is such a high after you get out of the room, 

whether you solved all the puzzles or not. It’s that feeling 
of, ‘We did it!’” says Kay Jarand, fresh o�  of successfully 
vanquishing a series of mythological beasts in The 
Locked Room’s “Lair of the Minotaur”, her � ve-person 
team escaping with just 12 minutes to spare.

Adil Hooda, a manager and co-creator at The Locked 
Room, Calgary’s premiere escape room facility, explains 
that the objective of these rooms is less about escaping 
from them physically, and more about escaping to them.

“Augmented reality gaming is becoming so popular 
these days,” he says. “People are way more on the mobile 
gaming now — putting themselves into the game — 
than the console gaming. They want to get out, and 
we wanted to give people something fun to go do 
that’s a little more interactive than going to the movies. 
Something you have to work together on, but that isn’t 
too strenuous.”

In recent years, Hooda and his colleague Kyle Fitzgerald 
have brought no shortage of bizarre trends to Calgary 
— for example, a zombie obstacle-course race, and a 
reboot of the ugly Christmas sweater trend. These guys 
know their way around creative directivity of a crowd. So 
when a friend approached the duo about bringing the 
escape room craze to Alberta, it seemed only a natural 
� t for them to be the � rst to bring this slice of live-action 
adventure gaming to Calgary.

“We thought why not build a facility centered around 
puzzles and puzzle gaming? And we were all gamers 
ourselves, so it was a blast for us to build and � gure out 
along the way,” says Hooda.

Real Escape Game (REG), a Japanese company, is 
widely credited as the originator of the escapist novelty 
rooms, the idea encapsulating over 2,800 dedicated 
venues worldwide by 2015, according to an article by 
MarketWatch. In a 2009 interview with The Japan Times, 
REG executive Takao Kato described his vision for escape 
rooms, which in their early days amounted to no more 
than pre-planned clues scattered around downtown 
Tokyo bars, as being deeply rooted in childhood fantasy.

“I wondered why interesting things didn’t happen in 
my life, like they did in books,” Kato said. “I thought I could 
create my own adventure, a story, and then invite people 
to be a part of it.”

“I think that’s a really big part of why this stu�  is 
becoming more popular,” says Kayla Bigras, the manager 
of Exit Calgary downtown. “We’re all just big kids at heart, 
trying to get away from the troubles of our daily lives. 

“The main people we get in are in their mid-20s to late-
30s, the 90s kids, the people 
who all grew up on Mario 
or Sonic,” Bigras continues. 
“Growing up being a part 
of an adventure series like 
that, and now getting the 
chance to think you’re 
Indiana Jones when you do 
our Egypt room — it’s that 
live adventure, live action, 
interactive imagination, 
and sense of discovery that 
drives people.”

Although there is no set 
formula for constructing 
escape rooms, grading 
their quality, or designing 
gameplay across 
companies (and often 
within them), Bigras says 

there are some general precepts that unify the industry. 
The quintessential escape room experience entertains 

players primarily by making the imagination do as little 
heavy lifting as possible. With the goal of making each 
adventure feel as real as it can, escape rooms utilize real 
props and settings — physical elements that players can 
interact with in real-time, from a Minotaur’s head, to laser 
beams, LED-light torches, gigantic Egyptian pillars and 
real sand on the � oor. It’s the next step up from the use of 
digital headgear and computer generated interfaces that 
players are used to with most virtual reality gaming.

Though themes and the number of players 
accommodated changes from room to room, based 
mostly on the constraints and con� guration of that space, 
players can usually expect to be greeted by con� nes 
about the size of an average bedroom, with similarly-
sized payo�  rooms to follow — if you can unlock the 
doors to get inside. 

“Your uncle was into some freaky shit,” says Adil Hooda, manager of The Locked Room, explaining the plot twist of this hidden satanic cellar in one of 
their most popular rooms. Although escape rooms are often thought to emphasize horror elements, Hooda reminds players that the scare factor isn’t an 
escape room’s primary goal. The focus is on fun stories that reveal themselves through their riddles.          PHOTO BY MICHAELA RITCHIE

From left to right, Carolyn and Brian Fitzgerald, Kay and Amy Jarand, 
and Melissa Adams, made it out of the Lair of the Minotaur at The Locked 
Room’s Southland location on Aug. 8 with just 12 minutes to spare. “I’m 
not really a puzzle person, so I was a little intimidated at � rst,” said Adams 
post-victory. “But I ended up having a lot of fun!”                PHOTO BY MICHAELA RITCHIE

mritchie@cjournal.caMICHAELA RITCHIE
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Each Locked Room theme includes two rooms to play 
through: the one players start in, and the one they have to 
unlock to complete their objective. Other companies may 
opt to simplify gameplay with only one, or complicate it 
further with multiple additions. 

In most Calgary rooms, players have 60-minutes to 
puzzle their way to freedom. The di�  culty of a room is 
decided almost entirely by players’ reactions to it. Most 
companies mark their rooms on their websites with an 
ever-evolving “escape rate” percentage to re� ect the 
number of teams successful in breaking out before their 
time is up. 

Teams will encounter an intricate combination locks on 
their way to freedom, making a 10-15 minute orientation 
by sta�  mandatory before you enter the game. Clues to 
cracking these locks — which can ultimately be undone 
using a variety of letter combinations, number codes, 
keys, and even compass directions — are uncovered 
around the room, often in a non-linear order. 

How you come across these clues, and the obstacles 
you face, are primarily what sets each escape room apart. 
The budding escape room scene in Calgary is so young, 
says Bigras, that so far there has been ample room for 
di� erent companies to form niches without much overlay 
in competition. 

For example, Escape Capers is currently the only 
company with an in-character guide to help players 
through the room while livening up the story. Esxoss 
Manway provides intense technological enhancement in 
their rooms to interact with, while Escape2gether focuses 
heavily on the complexity of their puzzling elements. 

The Locked Room o� ers the most diverse variety of 
room themes to choose from across their three locations, 
and Exit Calgary aims to be the most immersive, with a 

focus on elaborate staging and props. The venues are 
competitively priced, with each player paying no more 
than $30 at any facility to experience an escape.

Hooda maintains that, while the rooms’ are certainly 
inspired by gaming and pop culture elements, they o� er 
an equally satisfying experience to players outside those 
audiences as well, because of their relative ease and all-
ages entertainment value.

“It’s not like you need to be a gamer to enjoy these 
rooms,” says Hooda. “Anything you need to know to win 
the room is actually in the room with you, you just have 
to put it together.

“It’s the convenience of knowing easy controls,” he 
explains. “Why is Pokémon Go so successful? It’s because 
it doesn’t take inherent knowledge to know how to play 
it. You just throw the pokéball using your � nger on your 
phone screen, which you already know how to do. And 
you already know the Pokémon from when you were 
younger, so the story is very intuitive. 

“It’s the same thing with escape rooms. It doesn’t take 
incredible knowledge to know how to use your hands. 
We’re already inherently knowledgeable about the 
controls — the controls are our bodies!”

Bigras also highlights the gameplay advantages 
escape rooms present in their focus on communication 
and intellect over physicality, a feature that makes them 
an excellent choice of entertainment for folks who have 
trouble with more rigorous activities.

“When it comes to things like paintball and laser tag, if 
you’re athletic, you’re going to have an edge in competing. 
Here, you don’t necessarily need to be a particular kind 
of person or physicality — it’s so important that no one 
is left out of the fun because of something like age or 
ability,” says Bigras. “We design our rooms so they appeal 
to a bunch of di� erent types of thinking instead. If you’re 
a very tactical, hands-on person, we have puzzles for that. 
If you’re very word savvy, we have puzzles for that. If you 
love math, we have puzzles for that. Just ask.”

 Both Exit and The Locked Room are currently 
brainstorming new ways to recon� gure their existing 
rooms to continue puzzling return customers, and Exit 
makes a point of updating customers via its Facebook 
page if any rooms have undergone an “upgrade.” 

However, according to Hooda, though his team is 
always on the hunt for ways to modify and improve their 
existing rooms, elaborate changes, like an all-out swap 
of one room theme for another entirely, are unlikely to 

happen at The Locked Room locations, because of their 
already extensive variety, until more people have tried 
the rooms they’ve already laid out.

“Everybody keeps asking us when are you going to 
switch up the rooms?” he says. “But the funny thing is, not 
everyone has played all of them yet, and we’re still selling 
out. I don’t think enough people know about escape 
rooms, or have played them yet in Calgary, for us to worry 
about changes just yet.”

But with less than 25 per cent of the predicted 
market audience having been reached thus far, Hooda 
predicts, he says Calgarians won’t be escaping this 
trend any time soon.

“It’s a constantly evolving thing, and every year that it’s 
around, you’re going to see it step up,” he says. “People 
will see these rooms only becoming cooler and more 
interesting with time to answer demand. This is just 
the beginning. We have room to become even more 
adventurous, more imaginative. It just takes time.”

Kayla Bigras, manager of Exit Calgary, says she 
particularly enjoys escape rooms because of 
their ability to pull people out of their routine 
and throw them into a thrilling adventure. 
“Sometimes in bookings we get total strangers 
playing together, and they share this really cool 
experience together and come out the other end 
acting like best friends.”               PHOTO BY MICHAELA RITCHIE

‘Heed my warning’ reads this (fake) blood scrawled in a hidden locale in Exit Calgary’s Prison Break 
themed room. Though not directly related to the popular Fox show of the same name, manager Bigras 
says many escape rooms do pay homage to pop culture favourites.                                         PHOTO BY MICHAELA RITCHIE

Much of escape rooms’ appeal, says Bigras, 
comes from their ability to incite players’ 
imaginations. “Getting the chance to think 
you’re Indiana Jones when you do our Egypt 
room — it’s that live adventure, live action, 
interactive imagination, and sense of discovery 
that drives people.”                  PHOTO BY MICHAELA RITCHIE
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Kites brighten up grey Calgary day
Calgary Kite Festival attracts more than 800 people

sstrang@cjournal.caSTEFAN STRANGMAN

The skies above Shaw Millennium Park bustled 
into a colourful mosaic of hundreds of kites 
against a dreary grey sky at the � rst annual 

Calgary Kite Festival held Aug. 13.
With over 500 kites taking � ight over the course 

of the day, more than 800 people were drawn to the 
festival that featured face painting, food trucks and 
live music. Free kites were available to those who 
registered with the Realzim eSociety, a new online 
platform that aims to connect municipalities through 
message boards and events.

“We are really enjoying it,” said Jordan Robert, � ying 
kites with his daughter Jordan. “It’s a great chance for 

us to get out and spend time together.”
Narjis Shahzad, the director of global network and 

operations for Intellizim.com, says the festival had a 
much higher than anticipated response and was a 
resounding success.

“The turnout was much higher than we expected 
this year,” she said. “It’s our duty to bring communities 
together as humans, we are very excited to be helping 
Calgary.” 

The event is the � rst partnership between the 
Realzim eSociety and the City of Calgary. After the 
positive reception this year, the festival is expected to 
return next summer.

Taylor Robert  sits with her kite after a crash-landing at the Calgary Kite Festival at Shaw Millennium 
Park on Aug. 13.                                 PHOTO BY STEFAN STRANGMAN

A festival-goer � ies his kite, courtesy of the Realzim Society, at Shaw Millennium Park on August 13th.                                                       PHOTO BY STEFAN STRANGMAN

Ian Lee races his pterodactyl kite around Shaw 
Millennium Park Aug. 13. PHOTO BY STEFAN STRANGMAN
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