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The Samaritan Club of Calgary 

History Project 

Interview with Barb Cousens by Mara Foster on May 
24, 2016. 

MARA: This May 24, 2016. I am Mara Foster and I am 
with Barb Cousens at her home in Calgary. We are 
going to talk about your memories of the 
Samaritan Club of Calgary. Have you always lived 
here in Calgary? 

BARB: No, No.  

MARA: Where have you lived? 

BARB: I’ve lived in many places. This is my 39th home 
that I’ve had in my life, so I am a Gypsy. 

MARA: Uh huh. 

BARB: I was born in Saskatchewan, spent two years in 
Edmonton and then grew up in Victoria. I left 
Victoria when I was 18. I left home when I was 
19 and then have moved around since then. 

MARA: Oh? 

BARB: I came to Calgary in 1970 and left for a while 
twice and came back. Really, I have called 
Calgary home since 1970. 

MARA: Okay. Tell me about your family. 

BARB: I am one of four children, second from the 
bottom, so I’m not the middle. I had an older 
brother and older sister and a younger brother. 
My dad was a butcher and a farmer, an 
entrepreneur. I got married right after I 
interned as a dietitian and we lived in 
Vancouver. I worked there as a dietitian and 
then as a teacher. I spent a lot of time at 
university.  

MARA: Mm. 

BARB: Then we moved to Prince George. The interesting 
thing there was that both of us had good 
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teaching positions in Vancouver which is the 
pièce de résistance in British Columbia. 

MARA: Uh huh. 

BARB: And we decided we would go to Prince George and 
somebody said, “What do you want to do that 
for?” I said, “Because we want to see what’s on 
the other side of the world,” and we did. 

MARA: Uh huh. 

BARB: It was a tough, frontier town. I loved the kids 
and then we came back to Richmond and that’s 
where our first daughter was born. 

MARA: Mm. 

BARB: And then I left there when she was 16 months old 
and flew to Edmonton to stay with my sister. My 
husband came out once school was over and we 
lived with my sister for a year. He went back to 
university to get his Masters. 

MARA: My goodness. 

BARB: Then we ended up living in Edmonton for five 
years. Then we got the job of a lifetime in 
Victoria, which was a coup because I would be 
going home where my friends were. It didn’t work 
out so we moved here in 1970. 

MARA: Oh? So you mentioned that you worked as a 
dietitian. Do you have a Home Economics degree? 

BARB: Right. Then I interned at the Vancouver General 
and then I went to summer school to be a 
teacher. 

MARA: So you mostly taught. 

BARB: Yes, I’ve been in education, whether I’ve been 
teaching or in administration. I’ve taught 
various things and one of the neat things was 
that I taught commercial foods in the early days 
which was very good because my background is a 
dietitian. An air force food service officer 
gave me lots of experience in commercial 
cooking. So I taught that in Edmonton. 

MARA: Uh huh. 

BARB: And then, later on, we moved back to Edmonton, 
in the early 1980’s when jobs were tough, very 
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tough and I got a job on the Enoch Reserve, 
there.  

MARA: Mm hmm. 

BARB: I taught commercial foods to Grade Nine so they 
could serve the hot lunch program. 

MARA: In their school. 

BARB: On the reserve. 

MARA: So you’ve been all over.  In Home Economics did 
you specialize in Foods? 

BARB: Yes. Foods and Nutrition. 

MARA: You mentioned a daughter? 

BARB: I have three daughters. One daughter lives in 
Japan and has lived in Asia for the last 19 
years.  

MARA: Oh? 

BARB: And she has two boys. One finished his first 
year in the University of Wisconsin and the 
youngest is just graduating this year and will 
go to Oklahoma, next year. 

MARA: Oh. 

BARB: My middle daughter lives in Toronto and has 
lived there 19 years or more and she is an 
interior designer. She came back to Calgary six 
years ago and went to SAIT [Southern Alberta 
Institute of Technology] and she took 
Architectural Drafting – computer operated so 
she could do more. 

MARA: Oh? 

BARB: And she is on her own.  Then the youngest one 
lives here and has two little girls. I have two 
grandsons and two granddaughters.  

MARA: Oh, wonderful.  

BARB: All over the world. 

MARA: A good excuse to travel. 

BARB: Yes, we’ve seen a lot of Asia.  
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MARA: And now, what neighbourhood do you live in? 

BARB: Royal Oak. 

MARA: What’s that like? 

BARB: Nice, very nice.  We started in 1970 in 
Brentwood, right beside the pool and the 
Northland Shopping Centre on Button Road and 
that was the edge of town.  

MARA: Uh huh. 

BARB: Then in three years, we moved to Dalhousie and 
we were there for five years and moved to 
Edmonton and came back. We couldn’t find a place 
around there, so we went to West Dalhousie. From 
West Dalhousie, we moved to Hamptons, then we 
sold out in Hamptons after 18 months and moved 
to Kelowna. Then when we came back from Kelowna 
in 1998, this is what we could find. 

MARA: Oh. 

BARB: The houses were going so fast. We always came 
home to Calgary at a high time. 

MARA: So always, in North West. 

BARB: Yes. 

MARA: That’s a characteristic of Calgary people. 

BARB: Oh, yes. Four cities and if you don’t live here, 
you don’t know that. I worked a long time at 
SAIT and it’s really close. 

MARA: You mentioned Kelowna. A lot of Calgary people 
go to Kelowna. What was that like? 

BARB: It was interesting. It was traumatic for us 
because we changed our life when we went out 
there.  

MARA: Oh. 

BARB: When you move to a new city, it’s really easy 
when you have kids because you are always 
chasing them or it’s really easy to get into a 
volunteer group or whatever, to mix and so on. 
And that wasn’t so in Kelowna.  

MARA: Oh. 
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BARB: And we really missed being at an international 
airport, which sounds snooty, but if you have a 
daughter in London, England and one in Guam, it 
takes an extra day to get to see them, so that 
was a drawback. 

MARA: Yes. 

BARB: Also, my husband and I changed our careers. He 
was doing grief counselling. One of the things 
that he came to live with is the fact that your 
network is really important. 

MARA: Mm hmm. 

BARB: And if you don’t have a network, it’s not 
family, it is friends that you have that think 
like you do and we had no one. 

MARA: Oh? 

BARB: So we came back here to our network in 1998. 

MARA: And were you working at SAIT at the time. 

BARB: When I left, yes.  

MARA: And your husband was also working as SAIT? 

BARB: Yes. 

MARA: And you have quite a connection there.  

BARB: I do volunteer work with the retired group. I 
was President and my husband has been President 
twice and I’m on the Scholarship Committee. 
We’ve made a lot of money. 

MARA: Oh, great.  

MARA: It was all the retired SAIT employees regardless 
of their level, instructors, service workers, 
office workers, management. It’s a good group. 

MARA: And you are also doing oral histories through 
SAIT. 

BARB: Yes, I got that going. 

MARA: And you also were very encouraging to me to do 
this. I appreciate that. What other volunteer 
activities are you involved with now? 
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BARB: With the church, quite a bit. I do Wednesday 
night dinners. I’ve been doing that ten years, I 
guess. Lately, we’ve been in the skits and the 
musical productions. 

MARA: Uh huh. 

BARB: Not singing, but the play parts. The week after 
the Sale was horrendous. We had three 
productions. That includes practises and 
costumes and so on. I was with the professional 
association for many years, the Home Economics 
Association of Calgary, Alberta and then Canada. 
So that was my life and I’ve always been 
involved in volunteer things. 

MARA: What attracted you to the Samaritan Club? 

BARB: It goes right back to 1971. My job was teaching 
at the Unwed Mothers’ School. Now, don’t correct 
me. That’s what it was called, then. It was the 
first of its kind in Canada because the girls 
did not board. The girls stayed with relatives 
and went to school. The Calgary Board of 
Education started it and so they had teachers 
that came in and taught their subject and then 
went home. You were on contract.  

MARA: Mm hmm. 

BARB: I was teaching Home Economics in the basement of 
this Holy Angel School which was right behind 
Western Canada High School. 

MARA: Yes? 

BARB: All the students were unwed mothers. Staff was 
larger than the enrollment because we had a 
nurse, two social workers and so on plus all the 
staff. We had a staff meeting once a month when 
we all saw each other. At one of them, the 
principal said, “Is there anything we could help 
you with?” I said, “If I had another stove, I 
could do a lot more with these girls.” I had 12 
students down there. 

MARA: Mm. 

BARB: In a week’s time, there was a stove. Then I 
said, “You know, if I had a two portable sewing 
machines, I would stay after my class and teach 
these girls to sew. These girls need it.” So I 
got two sewing machines. 
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MARA: Mm hmm. 

BARB: Then at a staff meeting, I said, “I would really 
like to thank someone. Where did they come 
from?” Somebody said, “The Samaritan Club.” 
That’s the first that I’d heard of it.  

MARA: Oh? 

BARB: So I was always intrigued by that… but I got 
busy with life, but I always knew the Club was 
out there. That was what intrigued me, that 
Samaritans do things without wanting a pat on 
the back. 

MARA: Mm hmm. 

BARB: And when I retired and came back to Calgary, I 
said, “I want to join a group but I have to have 
a passion for it.” That’s hard to find if you 
don’t have a link to an organization. So when I 
got back here, somebody said, “Why don’t you 
come to a wine and cheese.” It was at the Old 
Timers Club [the Southern Alberta Pioneers 
Building] and that’s when I joined.  

MARA: Was the person who invited you your sponsor? 

BARB: That was Renée Chernecki, who I worked in Russia 
with. She works in Children’s Wear. 

MARA: Okay. Was she your sponsor? 

BARB: Yes, my other sponsor was Thelma Wilkinson. 
Thelma was greeting people because she was 
President at the time and Renée said that Barb 
would become a Working Associate. Thelma said, 
“No she won’t. She’ll come in as an Active,” 
because she said that I would step right in.  I 
was glad to be serving on the Actives with 
Thelma until she left. 

MARA: Wonderful. What a nice story. I think a lot of 
people have that kind of background. You 
mentioned that the Samaritan Club has always 
done things without fanfare. That’s a 
controversial issue in the Samaritan Club, I 
understand. Some people would like to have 
plaques and recognition.  What do you think 
about that? I think you like the non-
recognition. 

BARB: I think I do. That is why there was controversy 
when we decided to have a website. There is not 
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much that we can advertise and we really don’t 
want people coming directly to us, so it’s 
counterproductive.  

MARA: Mm hmm. 

BARB: There’s other clubs that you could go to that do 
that.  

MARA: Mm hmm. So you became an Active right away, so 
you must have been volunteered into some of the 
Committees. 

BARB: Oh, no, I chose.  

MARA: What did you choose? 

BARB: First of all, I listened to what each of the 
committees were doing and I fell in love with 
layettes. I felt that I could put my mark on 
layettes. 

MARA: Yes? 

BARB: So I said to Gwyneth Gillette, at one of the 
meetings, “I’m going to have your job. When 
you’re ready to give it up, I would really like 
it.” 

MARA: Mm 

BARB: So then the next year, she moved on to something 
else. I think I was in layettes for two terms, 
four or five years. People don’t want to give it 
up, but you have to.  I feel that’s imperative. 

MARA: Why? 

BARB: Because, if you don’t, how else is anybody else 
going to learn? 

MARA: Oh.  

BARB: Definitely, I loved it. 

MARA: What else did you do? 

BARB: When I gave that up, I was still an Active and I 
wasn’t ready to take on any of the Executive 
positions, yet and so Penny Bower and I were a 
committee of two for Future Planning. It was 
really interesting. I really respect Penny 
Bower. What we did was look at all of the 
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agencies that we serve and or agencies who were 
doing what we were doing. 

MARA: Mm. 

BARB: We had speakers come in and talk to our people, 
sometimes two or three on a night. It was over 
and above the Actives meeting. We were doing 
education and making partners. We learned so 
much from different places. I think it’s a shame 
we stopped it. 

MARA: Mm. 

BARB: Also, at that time, we did a fair amount of 
future planning – where is the Club going? Now 
there is controversy in the Club about that. Why 
would you rock the boat? 

MARA: Mm 

BARB: Then I went on as Vice-President and then 
President and Past-President. 

MARA: And now? 

BARB: I’m Active.  

MARA: Mm. 

BARB: And then I am busy with the Sale. 

MARA: What about the HUGS Program? 

BARB: Oh, yes. I was on that Committee. 

MARA: Tell me about HUGS. 

BARB: It stands for Help Us Give Support. It came up 
while I was President because the Golf 
Tournament was only three or four years old at 
that time. The Golf Tournament was a shot in the 
dark. We started doing very well. We were piling 
up this money and the money from the bridge. We 
got some new people in who arranged the Silent 
Auction and we were making money.  

MARA: Mm. 

BARB: We were asking if we really needed that. We were 
working on our budget which comes from our 
regular sources, which are the two sales and the 
casino. We were doing okay. What do we do with 
this extra? Do we lump it in?  We had a motion 
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that we would take the profit from the Golf 
Tournament and the Bridge and set it aside for 
special projects. Then we struck a committee. It 
was structured with two Actives, two Executive 
Members and two Working Associates. 

MARA: Yes? 

BARB: And we researched into other agencies in Calgary 
that were doing things. But the neat thing was 
that we said to begin with was that each member 
of the committee would find somebody that’s 
doing something, that you have a passion for, 
that you think is a hole in the system. So, each 
one of us went out and researched it. It was 
cool. 

MARA: Mm hmm. 

BARB: We came up with five really good things and then 
the Actives voted and then the funds went to the 
Kerby Centre. Rotary House is what you call the 
secure place where abused seniors live. I think 
it’s been great. I think that’s something we 
should do more of because it gave those people 
on HUGS a lot of leeway and they did the 
delving. We went and visited each one that 
somebody researched and there were some things 
that you would never have thought of. That was 
neat and I think we need to do more work like 
that. 

MARA: Mm hmm.  

BARB: I want to go back to some of the people who 
impressed me at the Samaritan Club. 

MARA: Tell me about them. 

BARB: Well, Joan Warke, was the constitutional expert. 
She was generous with her time and spoke with a 
purpose. She was a University of Manitoba grad, 
a dietitian, too and we really hit it off. She 
was really devoted to the Club and the 
management part of it. I really had been 
impressed with the Bridge Committee. I worked on 
the Bridge fundraiser for four years. I got to 
know Joan Last, Cynthia Bell, and Beryl duToit. 
Now, they ran the Bridge and nobody else would 
know anything about it. You always had to put an 
Active on there and it was because the Active 
was usually a member of the Winter Club to set 
it up but those ladies did it all. They do it a 
different way and they are Working Associates. 
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MARA: Mm. And that’s their contribution. 

BARB: Yes. They’ve bowed out now, but they did it for 
ten years straight. 

MARA: What about the teas and lunches? How do you feel 
about the social events like that? 

BARB: Well, I think there is a controversy there.  

MARA: Mm? 

BARB: In some people’s eyes, they would have volunteer 
teas. But we’re not thanking the Samaritans. 
That’s their job, that’s their commitment, as 
long as they all remember that. There’s 
controversy over whether we should do that to 
thank people but I do believe that we need to do 
it for recruitment. 

MARA: Thank the volunteers? 

BARB: No, have a party, a gathering to recruit new 
people. The wine and cheese that I came to at 
the Old Timers was good because you went and met 
people. Then we didn’t do anything like that 
until we had MOCA, [Museum of Contemporary Art]. 
Now, MOCA should go down in history. 

MARA: Mm hmm. 

BARB: It was at the museum which was right in front of 
City Hall. It was fraught with controversy right 
from when it first started. 

MARA: Why was that? 

BARB: Because it was [a resolution] from the floor and 
it was an offbeat kind of idea but we got 19 
members out of that. They were friends of 
friends. They had been at the Sales and they 
were young people. We still have 16 working [for 
the Club]. I think that’s one thing we need to 
do more of. 

MARA: Mm hmm. 

BARB: As far as the social gathering [tea at the 
Southern Alberta Pioneers Building] that we’ve 
had this year, I think it was a fun evening and 
people enjoy that but I don’t think it fits our 
purposes.  
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MARA: The evening meetings have started recently. The 
purpose for that… 

BARB: Is to get the Working Associates coming and to 
get young people on the Board. 

MARA: Mm hmm. 

BARB: Mainly, I really pushed for that, to increase 
the opportunity for young working women to come. 

MARA: Tell me about your experience in the Sales. In 
the beginning, where did you work?  

BARB: Oh, of course I came in as an Active Member, so 
my first Sale I go on Thursday night and I took 
a whole bunch of stuff that I’ve collected from 
my best friends. As somebody who comes off the 
street, I didn’t have a clue. I mean, everything 
is just a pile of bags and boxes. I guess the 
interesting thing to me was how it evolved to 
Saturday. It really is not a garage sale, it is 
a sale of twenty stores that operate 
independently. 

MARA: Mm hmm. 

BARB: And it has worked over all these years. Within 
those stores, a lot of them have a fabulous 
time, good comradery.  

MARA: Mm hmm. 

BARB: One interesting thing that happened at a Sale 
was one time… the hardest way to make a nickel 
is on old puzzles and we used to have hundreds 
of them, there. One day, this nicely dressed 
gentlemen said to me, “What do you want for 
this?” And it was two puzzles. And I said, “I’ll 
turn that around. Are you aware of what we do 
with all the money? We don’t use any of the 
money for administration, we give it all back to 
people that need it and we do it at professional 
recommendations. How much do you want to give 
me?” And he gave me twenty bucks. I think we 
should do more of that, because we do get people 
who have [money] at our Sales.  

MARA: Tell me which departments you were in. 

BARB: Toys and then I left that and I went to ESL. ESL 
is a project that they started about eight years 
ago and stands for English as a Second Language.  
Some of our volunteers are new immigrants to 
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Calgary. They are offered education through Bow 
Valley. Chinook, Bow Valley and other places. 
Four members got together and said we should use 
these students. It would be good for the 
students and good for the Samaritan Club. So we 
go and visit them at Chinook, they fill out an 
application form, we select some students and 
then the students come and work at the Sale. It 
has helped a lot of ESL students and some 
departments have found it really good.  

MARA: You said your role right now is in charge of 
volunteers. 

BARB: Yes. 

MARA: And are you enjoying that? 

BARB: Yes, I am. What I’ve tried to do is make 
volunteers feel accepted and needed. Everybody 
has a name tag. We know who’s in what department 
and I think it is helping. I think that I’ve 
found a good way to recruit members and that’s 
with the Newcomers Club of Calgary. 

MARA: Mm. 

BARB: Those are women who are aged 30 to 50 who have 
come from other parts of Canada and want to 
settle in Calgary. 

MARA: Mm. 

BARB: We’ve had them coming for two years as 
[volunteers]. 

MARA: Do you think that the role of women has changed 
over the time that you’ve been with the 
Samaritan Club? 

BARB: I do believe that the role of women in 
management… that’s the role of the board, 
management. They manage the budget and give 
leadership. I think the sense of commitment has 
changed. 

MARA: In what way? 

BARB: I feel that when I was Vice-President and 
looking for the new Executive, there were a lot 
of people who had no intention of taking 
leadership roles and we can’t keep recycling. So 
if someone is going to be on the Board, they 
must be looking at how they are going to [take 
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on] the [leadership] positions, because then 
they have ownership. 

MARA: Mm. 

BARB: And more commitment. Maybe if we had thrown 
decisions more out to the Actives, and so that 
people getting a taste of making decisions out 
there, like more house committee decisions, they 
would be more willing to take on leadership 
positions.  

MARA: Mm. 

MARA: Yes, and you’ve talked about how you felt that 
the commitment for taking leadership was less.  

BARB: If you want to become a member, we have to make 
it very clear. There are two sides, the side 
that work the Sales and that’s the Working 
Associates and that’s the only commitment they 
want. Some of them want more, like the three who 
did the bridge. We need to use more of them that 
way because there is talent out there. If they 
don’t want to come on the Board, fine, but if 
you want to come on the Board, that’s your 
commitment – to have an active leadership role 
like the chair of a committee. 

MARA: What do you enjoy about the Club the most? 

BARB: Well, I’ve met some really interesting people 
and I am passionate about what we do. I live, 
breath and eat making money and giving it back 
and telling people that we are not the 
Samaritan’s Purse.  I think that it’s honourable 
to be a member.  

MARA: Mm. 

BARB: It’s what we do with the money that is the 
challenge and people on the Board should feel 
committed to that. 

MARA: Mm. 

BARB: The other thing that has come full circle is 
that for recruitment, best friends are not the 
only answer. 

MARA: Mm. 
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BARB: So you bring in your best friend and I bring in 
my best friend who brings in another best 
friend. Then we have little cliques. 

MARA: Mm hmm. 

BARB: I think that in our recruitment, we open it up 
to people who have commitment, first of all, and 
leadership. 

MARA: You mentioned the dilemma of Samaritans giving 
and not getting recognition versus getting 
recognition. You were talking about the website. 

BARB: Yes. 

MARA: What do you think Calgarians in the next few 
years should know about the Samaritan Club? 

BARB: Well, number one, we are one of the oldest, if 
not the oldest, women’s groups [in Calgary] 
which is unique. It is built on strong 
foundations and strong rules.  

MARA: Thank you very much for giving me this time and 
your thoughts. I really appreciate it. 

BARB: Thank you very much. 

Thank you to The Calgary Foundation. 

 


