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The Samaritan Club of Calgary 

History Project 

Interview with Gwen Fujino by Mara Foster on May 
18, 2016. 

MARA: This is May 18, 2016 and I am Mara Foster. I am 
with Gwen Fujino at her home in Calgary. Gwen, 
we are going to talk about your memories of the 
Samaritan Club of Calgary but first have you 
always lived in Calgary? 

GWEN: No, I’ve lived all over Canada. I grew up in 
Southern Alberta, on a ranch and when I went off 
to university, it was to Vancouver and then to 
Edmonton. I finished up as a nurse and I worked 
first in Toronto where I lived for a year. Then 
I came back to Calgary and I’ve been here ever 
since, 

MARA: Oh, terrific. Why did you come to Calgary? 

GWEN: I had a free place to stay with my grandparents 
when I got back from some travel in Europe. 
[laughter] 

MARA: Oh, good reason. 

GWEN: I thought so. 

MARA: So, you are a nurse. Where did you work in 
Calgary? 

GWEN: Never in a hospital, here. At first I worked in 
a doctor’s office and then I went back and got 
some more education and moved into working in 
occupational rehab and eventually, down the 
road, into geriatric care and taught for a 
little while, then I retired. 

MARA: So nursing was good for you? 

GWEN: It was.  

MARA: Great. Tell me about your family. 

GWEN: My married family? 
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MARA: Whatever family you’d like to talk about.  

GWEN: I was married in 1972 and had two boys. I think 
it was a great time to be a mom in Calgary 
because I could stay home with my boys, which I 
did, like many other moms, for ten years. In 
that time, I could stay in touch with my 
agricultural roots and get the boys out in the 
country and go and teach them to ride at the 
ranch and do all those kinds of things with all 
of my family and nieces and nephews. 

MARA: Oh. 

GWEN: So I think that was really a wonderful part of 
my life. Then I went back to work and worked 
about 30 years in nursing. My two boys are 
married and live in Calgary. My second husband 
has two girls who are married and live in 
Calgary, so we are really lucky to have all the 
family around us. 

MARA: Do you still have connection in Southern 
Alberta? 

GWEN: My brother is on the ranch with his son and his 
son-in-law and now his grandsons. 

MARA: Oh, terrific. So you were meant to be here in 
Alberta, somehow. 

GWEN: Yes, I think so. I could have ended up in 
Toronto if I had met somebody there, and my 
parents were horrified. They didn’t ever tell 
me, but they were always hoping that I would end 
up coming back so that I would be closer to 
them. 

MARA: Oh, that’s nice. So, you did nursing. Where did 
you go to school? 

GWEN: I did a year at Simon Fraser and came back to 
Edmonton and did an R.N. and then took a course 
through Athabasca and upgraded my nursing. That 
was the at-home part of my education. 

MARA: Oh, that’s hard to do. 

GWEN: It was a challenge, with the job and two active 
children. 

MARA: Yes. So did you end up with a bachelor’s degree? 

GWEN: No, I have a Certificate in Mental Health. 
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MARA: Oh, interesting. 

GWEN: Which is always good to have.  

MARA: We always need that. [laughter] So what areas of 
Calgary have you lived in?  

GWEN: North West Calgary, the whole time, just like a 
lot of people. It’s my little town. 

MARA: I think you are right. I think that people don’t 
cross the river and Centre Street. 

GWEN: Yes, and you get familiar with your hairdresser 
and which bakery you like and which parks you 
can walk in and all that. 

MARA: That’s kind of fun. And your kids went to school 
in North West Calgary?  

GWEN: Yes. 

MARA: Where did they go? 

GWEN: They started in Briar Hill. Then we moved to 
Scenic Acres and they did their school at 
Thomas. B. Riley and then they went to Bowness 
High School.  

MARA: Apart from the Samaritan Club, are there other 
organizations that you’ve been a part of while 
you’ve been in Calgary, 

GWEN: I’ve been a part of several choirs because that 
just seemed to be something that was part of me 
and now I am singing with a group at the Winter 
Club. I tried Sweet Adelines for a little while 
although, it’s a pretty busy commitment and I 
found that it was too much doing all my other 
activities so I didn’t ever perform with them 
but it was fun to sing with them for a while. 

MARA: What other activities? 

GWEN: Sports. I used to downhill ski and then I 
switched to cross-country skiing, although I 
still go downhill once in a while. I play golf 
and tennis and pickle ball and bowling. 

MARA: Is there anything else? [laughter] 

GWEN: Hiking. 
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MARA: You’ve been busy. So you belong at the Winter 
Club. You’re a member of the Winter Club? 

GWEN: Right. 

MARA: It’s still North West, again. 

GWEN: Yes. 

MARA: Then how did you hear about the Samaritan Club?  

GWEN: Through golfing.  

MARA: Oh? 

GWEN: When I joined Country Hills, I played with 
Thelma Wilkinson and she was chatting the Lennie 
Stastook and me, one day, after having lunch 
after playing and brought up the Club and made 
it sound like something we needed to join. She’s 
a good saleswoman. [laughter] 

MARA: She is.  

GWEN: So she was one of my sponsors. 

MARA: Who was the other one? 

GWEN: Pearl Florendine. 

MARA: Ooh. 

GWEN: I was very fortunate for that but I had known 
her for a quite a few years. When she realized 
that I was a potential new member, she said, 
“Oh, I want to be her sponsor.” 

MARA: Isn’t that nice. What do you know about Pearl 
Florendine related to the Samaritan Club? 

GWEN: Just mostly how amazing it is that she joined 
the Club the year I was born and she was an 
Active Member until I had been in the Club for 
several years. She had been an Active Member for 
decades and was still very much an entity 
bringing in ideas, going out and researching 
places that needed our money and suggesting it 
to the Club. She was quite something. 

MARA: What can you say about Thelma Wilkinson and the 
Samaritan Club? 

GWEN: I’m impressed by how willing she is to look at 
things with a good eye for an event, making 
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changes if they were needed. She was the one who 
initiated the roster [that recognized] anybody 
who passed through the club and did a good a 
job. She was active in many of the committees 
and things that I’ve been on. She was part of 
the Centennial Committee and then I see her at 
golf and other places, so I think she is 
definitely the right person to be a Samaritan. 

MARA: Mm. I want to talk with you about various things 
that you’ve been involved with. Do you want to 
start with the Centennial? 

GWEN: Yes, that was exciting. I’ll start with how I 
became the President because I had been a member 
for a couple of years and had been asked to be 
involved with truck coming to the garage for the 
Supersale and I did that for several sales. Then 
they said, “Well, after you do the garage, you 
become a Convener of the Sale.” And I said, “No. 
I’d rather be president than a sale convenor” 
and they said, “Fine.” 

MARA: [laughter] 

GWEN: So, without realizing how I had put that 
forward, I became the President but that was 
good because when I was President we started 
planning for the Centennial. It was two years 
ahead and that was a good opportunity to start 
saying this Centennial celebration isn’t going 
to happen without some good involvement and 
thinking about what things could we celebrate as 
100 years and are there things that we could 
change and allow to become more modern after 100 
years? 

MARA: Hm. 

GWEN: So a committee was formed and people took 
various roles on it and Thelma was one of them. 
She was involved in trying to set up where and 
what we would do as a celebration. So, as part 
of that, we had an Archives Committee that went 
to the Glenbow and researched as much as we 
could about the history because our history was 
really quite short and we didn’t know how many 
things the Samaritan Club had actually donated 
money to.   

MARA: Oh? 

GWEN: We were quite surprised when we got that group 
of people who were reading all the Archives and 



 Page 6 

 

we realized that we needed to expand the history 
and put a decade [by decade] list of things so 
we would have some idea of what changes had 
happened and how long we had been wearing the 
smocks and when did we get a logo. That was one 
of the things that we did for the Centennial.  

GWEN: We also started to put money aside. We had a 
little surplus the year that I was President. I 
think that was the year. Anyway, we put aside 
$15,000.00 that year and then the next year, we 
suggested that we match that again as the 
Centennial money and then we could then decide 
what we could do with it, like a HUGS Committee. 
It wasn’t called that then. 

MARA: So HUGS is a project now that is used for 
special projects. Money goes to special 
projects. 

GWEN: Right, this was just for the Centennial 
Committee. So there were lots of branches of 
things that fanned out from the Centennial 
Committee. Another way that we realized that we 
could change the Club for the future was to have 
a web page. So one of the Committees took on the 
job to develop a web page. Mostly, that was 
taking the place of the pamphlet or brochure 
that we had been giving out to members and 
potential new members that spelled out what our 
Club was all about. There are still a few in 
existence. I’m sure there’s probably one in the 
Archives, but the web page was to become the new 
mode of telling people about our Club and to 
tell our prospective agencies that we might be 
wanting to help or we might be wanting to ask 
for money to help us. We could then say, “Please 
go to our web page.”  

MARA: Mm hmm. 

GWEN: It made us a little more credible in that year 
when there were many people who realized the 
value of a web page and that the big world was 
out there and we should be part of it. 

MARA: Mm. 

GWEN: That was kind of fun. 

MARA: And then, what happened during the celebration 
for the Centennial? 
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GWEN: We had a tea at Fort Calgary House which was 
well-attended. As part of it, we took a scrap 
book that was made from the Archives 
investigation and we even had the daughter of 
one of our members, Jennifer Sutton, who made a 
video of the scrap book. It could be up on a 
screen and that was really a big hit. It was a 
great place to have the tea. In doing our look 
around the city for the right location, we 
realized that the Samaritan cart was at the Fort 
Calgary House. Members who were at the tea could 
go by and see the cart. We had pictures taken 
there and all those lovely things. 

MARA: Hmm. 

GWEN: It was quite a neat opportunity to see the 
future but also remember the past because there 
were many Chrysanthemum Teas held by the 
Samaritan ladies and this seemed like a fitting 
thing to do. Our members came in their hats and 
their lovely summer frocks and toured around 
Fort Calgary House. 

MARA: And then there was money given for a special 
gift? 

GWEN: Yes. From the money that had been collected in 
the two previous years, we chose to give a van 
to Meals on Wheels. One of our Past Presidents, 
Joan Warke, had been a president at Meals on 
Wheels. And so, she was delighted and we were 
delighted to be able to combine two charities 
that help people in Calgary. 

MARA: Hmm. 

GWEN: And it was outside Fort Calgary House so that 
all the members could see it with our name 
emblazoned on the side. 

MARA: So, it was very successful, very well-received. 

GWEN: Well, being one of the organizers of it, I would 
say “Yes, it was terrific.” [laughter] 

MARA: I was there. I thought it was perfect.  What 
other committees or areas within the Samaritan 
Club have you been involved in? 

GWEN: Well, obviously, the Supersale for the first few 
years, when I was a member and then became the 
President and then on the Centennial Committee. 
Then I went on to work in Project Research and 
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Christmas Toys and several different departments 
at the Supersale and then, two years ago, the 
start-up of the HUGS Committee which is the 
acronym for Help Us Give Support and that’s 
really been quite a success and is carrying on 
as a way to augment the things that we do toward 
helping people day to day and more toward 
putting a lump of money into some charity that 
we would really like to be connected with. 

MARA: Tell me about some of the other members who come 
to your mind. You’ve mentioned some other 
members, Pearl Florendine, Joan Warke, and 
Thelma Wilkinson. What other members come to 
mind that you would like to talk about, maybe 
they were helpful to you or inspirational. 

GWEN: Penny Bower is one of the first ones that I 
think of. I remember her mostly as being the 
head of Project Research and how much she 
invested in the role of realizing that this was 
research and that we could know a lot more about 
the agencies and people that sought help from 
us. 

MARA: Hmm. 

GWEN: So she took it beyond just being a receiver of a 
phone call and would go and meet with the 
representative board about the Children’s 
Hospital or finding out about government 
assistance in a certain way so that she 
understood more of the background of why these 
requests were coming to us and what we could do 
to help the families in getting support, not 
just through an annual lump of money from the 
Samaritan Club but to change, actually, the 
government’s way of viewing it or [finding] a 
pharmaceutical company that would decide to fund 
it on annual basis, rather than people having to 
just ask us once a year. 

MARA: Mm hmm. 

GWEN: So she had great vision about what the future 
would hold and how we should be giving money. 
So, she was really inspirational. 

MARA: A couple of things that you said about doing 
research at the Glenbow where we have a lot of 
Archives and moving to having a web page and 
moving from paper to computer email. I know we 
try not to email as many newsletters as 
possible. We are on the edge of new technology. 
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Some of our people like to hold paper in their 
hands and some are comfortable with saving the 
money of mailing and paper and having it on 
their computer. Has that been a dilemma for you? 

GWEN: Yes and no. I do understand the desire to have 
it on paper because I certainly have some of 
that and people have a different concept of 
moving forward and what modern means and how 
tradition shouldn’t be lost. So, there really is 
a diversity of opinion and it’s hard to know how 
much to stay in the past and how much to keep 
track of the history of the Club and how much 
joy we get out of remembering and enjoying the 
tradition of the Club. So you can’t move away 
from that totally because you lose some of the 
essence of the Club. To try to change it too 
much, results in loss. 

MARA: That’s very interesting. You put that very well. 
You’ve been very involved in Special Projects 
including the Centennial and the HUGS Committee. 
Are there other Special Projects that you’ve 
been involved with? 

GWEN: One of them was changing from smocks to aprons. 

MARA: [laughter] 

GWEN:  That happened at the Centennial Committee 
level. It had been talked about for all of the 
years that I had been in the club, which was 
four. People were so resistant, so it never got 
off the ground if anybody said that the smocks 
were getting to be a little bit outdated.  So 
carefully, as part of the Centennial Committee, 
I brought up that it could be, maybe at 100 
years, something that we could look at. And lo 
and behold, it passed very easily, although 
there was a lot of discussion of what the aprons 
should look like and so on. Some members 
commented that it took way more time to decide 
on an apron and a style, than it does to spend a 
thousand dollars. You know, there was a lot of 
sentiment about smocks and aprons. 

MARA: Could you just describe the smock? I think it 
was brought in around the 1950’s. 

GWEN: I looked it up and it is in our history 
somewhere, but I don’t remember when. The smocks 
certainly would have looked better on my mother 
or my grandmother. They came with a white 
collar. 
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MARA: Tell me about the white collar.  

GWEN: It was very special and when you changed from 
being a Working Associate to becoming an Active 
Member, you were brought to the front of the 
room and you were presented with your collar, 
which was pinned on top of the blue collar that 
was on the smock. Various people made collars. 
Obviously, we had different seamstresses and 
some of [the collars] actually fit over the blue 
collars and others didn’t seem to. It didn’t 
matter. You were presented with this and you 
pinned it very carefully on to your smock so you 
could be identified at the Sale as an Active 
Member. 

MARA: Oh. 

GWEN: However, many people wore white collars although 
they weren’t Actives. That caused a certain 
amount of consternation among some people who 
felt that was not quite the proper way to do it. 
At any rate, when we switched to the apron, that 
was another one of the discussions…. 

MARA: [laughter] 

GWEN: We needed to be able to show a little bit of 
white that would indicate being an Active. So 
there was a bit of white cloth that was attached 
to the apron for a few years. [laughter] 

MARA: [laugher] 

GWEN: And now we don’t seem to feel the need to do 
that. 

MARA: Now people are wearing both. They’re wearing 
what they are comfortable with. 

GWEN: Yes, and I think that it is interesting that I 
did find out that some people wear their smock 
with nothing underneath it because then it’s not 
as hot. That’s one of the problems with the 
smock, in that wearing it over top of your 
clothes in that hot environment in the community 
hall…it was pretty warm… for the Sales. 

MARA: I think that people used to wear those smocks 
for other occasions. For example, if there was 
to be a presentation to a hospital, there are 
pictures of women wearing smocks.  

GWEN: Yes. 
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MARA: To identify themselves as Samaritans. So it was 
used for many other things. Now I think it’s 
mainly for the sale. 

GWEN: And to cover up your clothes so that the dirt 
and dust, which is certainly part of opening all 
of the boxes and bags, you don’t feel as if your 
clothes are getting dusty. 

MARA: Mm hmm. They remind me very much of the Red 
Cross ladies who used to come into the school 
rooms and talk about the Red Cross. 

GWEN: Oh, yeah. 

MARA: Any other special projects that you recall? 

GWEN: The golf tournament. 

MARA: Oh, good one. 

GWEN: It was a very quiet offshoot from the 
{Centennial] committee. When we were in the 
process over those two years, I saw an ad for 
the Boulder Creek Golf Course and they were just 
opening up. They were really searching to get 
companies and charities to use their services 
and they would set up a golf tournament for us. 

MARA: Mm hmm. 

GWEN: There was an ad about coming to their 
presentation to find out about how to put on a 
golf tournament.  

MARA: Oh? 

GWEN: We were trying to think of something that would 
be new and different and more modern way to 
involve people and to raise a little money. We 
had looked at a variety of things, not just 
teas, which had been done in the past, but 
aren’t really appropriate in today’s world. 
Looking around the committee, we found the 
person who was available to go on the night that 
it was offered and it was Lennie Stastook. She 
went on to set up our first golf tournament the 
following year. 

MARA: And it has been very successful. And what you 
just said about the teas was very much like the 
technology versus paper, smocks versus aprons. 
We have an unusual mixture of people and some of 
them are from our history and it’s very 
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important and teas mean a lot and some of them 
are newer and golf means a lot. It is an 
interesting group that we have and we have these 
mixes. 

GWEN: Yes. We need to be able to suit those people who 
would love a golf tournament and those people 
who really would much rather go and paint a 
picture, which we're going to do this year. 

MARA: Mm hmm. Dear. [laughter] Tell me about the 
Sales. 

GWEN: I did really think about the Sales because 
people say “Ahhh, the Sales,” but I always look 
forward to it. Mostly because I find that the 
people who are enjoying it and having fun are 
making sure to promote. And one thing about it, 
there’s always somebody pulling something out of 
a bag or box and passing it on to the next 
department. 

MARA: Yes. 

GWEN: One thing that I remember is because my 
department is Books and is close to the Linen 
Department. A friend there brought us ladies 
underwear which they had found in the sheets 
which had been donated to our Club. That was 
hilarious and of course, that started lots of 
fun between our departments and I think more 
departments need to look at the light and bright 
side of the things that they are doing. 

MARA: Mm hmm. 

GWEN: Another thing that I remember is some lovely 
lace gloves that were from one of the 
departments and I got to wear them in Books for 
a while before I passed them on to Fine Arts so 
that they could have lovely lace gloves there 
and I think they went to quite a few departments 
before they disappeared. 

MARA: Uh huh. I totally agree with you. It is hard 
work and tiring but it can be a giggle and you 
have to treasure those giggles. 

GWEN: And then in Books, we find really rare and 
wonderful things. 

MARA: Oh? 
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GWEN: Sometimes it’s about the joys of homemaking and 
how to keep your husband happy. There are some 
couples therapy books that go from a variety of 
perspectives. [laughter] Another lovely surprise 
was to have someone come to Books and tell us 
they had been shopping at our Sales for sixty 
years. 

MARA: Mm. 

GWEN: And so this customer could say that she brought 
her granddaughter for the first time and this 
granddaughter was the age that her grandmother 
had been when her mother took her to the first 
sale at Paget Hall which was prior to Hillhurst 
Sunnyside. 

MARA: Well, you mentioned those books that were 
special, unique kinds of books. Do you sell them 
or do you edit your collection? 

GWEN: We just put them out for sale. Very seldom are 
there books removed. The odd time, there are 
books that are really not appropriate, so those 
do not go out on the tables. We have rare book 
collectors who come. Several used book stores in 
Calgary come as customers and they are well-
received by the book department because they 
know what books they want and they pay the 
regular price for them or they point out books 
that indeed, should not be at our sale, because 
they are valuable. 

MARA: So that’s good for both sides. 

GWEN: Right. 

MARA: And what do you do with books when you have some 
left over at the end of the sale? 

GWEN: It’s a good year for the Sale when we have a 
direct outlet for all the books. There are years 
when the Canada Reads Sale or the Servants 
Anonymous Sale coincides with ours in being that 
they are a couple of weeks after our sale. They 
are pleased to get all of our sorted boxed 
books. Other years, we have to garbage books, 
which is really hard on everybody, especially as 
hard covered fiction is not recyclable. It goes 
into the garbage bin and we pay for it by 
weight.  

MARA: Any other Sales stories that you would like to 
talk about? 
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GWEN: Well, yes as I got quite a surprise one year as 
I was cleaning out my rare finds which had been 
sent along to me by generations of family and I 
had all these tea cups that I really wasn’t 
interested in. 

MARA: Oh? 

GWEN: I decided that I didn’t need quite so many and 
that it was a good opportunity to give them to 
the Sale. I chose the ones I liked and put them 
in my cupboard and put the others in a box and 
took them to the Sale. I dropped them off at 
Objects d’Art and went back later to find out 
that one of the cups was indeed, very valuable, 
and rare and was put in a special section. I 
inquired about the price without mentioning the 
fact that I had given it and indeed it was quite 
valuable and expensive. 

MARA: Ah. 

GWEN: But I was glad that the Samaritan Sale could 
enjoy the proceeds. 

MARA: How much were they asking? 

GWEN: Well, they thought that it would be worth at 
least seventy-five dollars and they were asking 
ten. And that was good because other cups were 
five. [laughter] 

MARA: How long have you been a member of the Club? 

GWEN: I joined in 2005. 

MARA: What has changed in the club since you started? 

GWEN: I think that we have indeed, gotten more modern, 
but hopefully not at the expense of our history. 
One of the things that has changed is that we no 
longer have an Honourary President and an 
Honourary Vice-President. They would have 
special moments in the Club when they were 
invited to attend the Christmas party and say 
the grace or honourary things like that. That 
used to be a tradition that has changed since 
I’ve been a member, just gradually faded out.   

MARA: Mm hmm. 

GWEN: Other changes in the Club seem to be that we 
make an effort to keep up-to-date and that we 
have new agencies that are put together in the 
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city, like, ASIRT {Alberta Serious Incident 
Response Team] which is a police committee. They 
come and speak to us about what they do and what 
we could do to help in the program that they 
provide so that we are spending our money in a 
way that is valuable in the present day and not 
being hung up about only doing what has been 
done. 

MARA: Hmm. What do you enjoy about the Club? 

GWEN: I think what I enjoy is that it’s a challenge 
and I needed that when I retired. I needed to 
have something to put my energy into, I guess, 
and so it’s a good fit. You don’t have to be 
involved in doing things every week or every 
month, but when you become an Active, you can be 
involved once a month at the meetings and really 
have your say and bring some ideas. People are 
receptive or they’ll say, “No, that’s not a good 
idea.”  What a wonderful group. 

MARA: Would you like to say anything you don’t enjoy? 

GWEN: Politics. 

MARA: [laughter] Such as? 

GWEN: I think that’s a silly term for it. Mostly, I 
find people to be respectful and positive but 
there are times that doesn’t happen and people 
get little concerns and they’ve forgotten to 
look at the big picture sometimes. Little things 
come up that get in the way of us being positive 
and progressive. So, I would rather not deal 
with personality differences. 

MARA: What would you like Calgarians in the next five 
to ten years to know about the Samaritan Club? 
Or even now? 

GWEN: I don’t mind that we are somewhat under the 
radar. I wouldn’t choose for us to have a 
Facebook page or too much publicity but it would 
be nice at times for people to be able to 
celebrate something that we have done like the 
van for Meals on Wheels with our name on it. I 
think the public needs to be somewhat aware, but 
I wouldn’t choose it to be social media. That’s 
a question that has come up a little bit from 
agencies that want to put a thank you on social 
media for something we have done.  How they 
should thank us, I’m not sure. It’s not really 
something that I’m looking for. 
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MARA: Mm. 

GWEN: A big thank you. Public awareness in some way is 
good. We try not to buy something that has a 
plaque on it so that we get some kind of 
recognition but a certain amount of that might 
be wise. 

MARA: Is there anything else that you would like to 
talk about? 

GWEN: I guess my final comment is that the best part 
about being a member of the Club is that we 
really do manage to make women feel valuable and 
respected. We’re also doing that for the women 
and their families that we help. We want them to 
feel good about themselves and good about being 
able give their children a Christmas toy and 
good about themselves in being able to have a 
bus pass that they could take their children 
somewhere or they could take themselves 
somewhere that wouldn’t mean they were stuck at 
home… or that they have a wheelchair, so they 
can get out of their house. So I think it’s 
about showing value and respect. 

MARA: Well, thank you very much. That was terrific. 
Thanks for doing this. 

Thank you to The Calgary Foundation. 

 


