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February 1, 2023  

 

Dear Readers,  

On behalf of the Manitoba Women’s Institute (MWI) I would like to thank all the women 

who submitted a COVID-19 Pandemic Story. The story submissions have been heartfelt 

and definitely demonstrate how nothing can stop a Manitoba Woman from meeting 

adversity head on and overcoming life’s challenges. COVID may have changed how we 

lived and forced us to face, in many cases, near total isolation; illness; fear; sadness; or 

feelings of hopelessness but we did adapt.  

When MWI tried to research the 1918 Influenza (aka the 1918 Spanish Flu) we were 

unable to find stories written by women. We found a couple pictures of finely dressed 

women in long gowns and parasols but nothing about the hardships endured by women 

especially in rural and agricultural areas where access to medical care and social 

supports were limited or did not exist. The stories contained in this digital book have 

been collected by MWI to ensure that history will possess valuable documentation on 

how we as women coped and survived COVID-19 and its variants.  

Your story will be a treasured gift for your children, grandchildren, and your family’s 

future generations. The full story collection will be distributed to those individuals who 

contributed a story, the Manitoba Universities and the Manitoba Archives to assist in 

upcoming research projects. 

 A huge thank you goes to all the women who submitted a story and/or their talents in 

completing the digital book. We thank Ann Mandziuk for sharing her artistic gifts with us 

by creating our digital book cover. 

Lastly, I would like to thank my fellow MWI COVID Story Collection Committee of Ann 

Mandziuk, Liz Chongva and Angela Pickett. These brave ladies creatively take on new 

projects with excitement and a fun filled attitude. They never hide from embracing 

member’s innovative or my often wild ideas.  

Sincerely yours,  

 

Debra Barrett, President  

Manitoba Women’s Institute (MWI) 
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COVID 2019-2022 Pandemic 

Manitoba Women Coping with COVID Challenges 

Article submitted by Manitoba Women’s Institute for the Federated Women’s 

Institute of Canada (FWIC) COVID Stories  

 

Whether a person believed in the pandemic or not, the reality is that COVID-19 was a 

trying time for all. The residents of Manitoba were subjected to closures, limitations on 

their interactions, isolation from family, cohort work groups, and of course the never 

ending fear mongering of the media. However, in true Manitoba style the residents 

banded together to support those who were struggling mentally, financially, or 

physically. 

 

The daily update by the province’s Dr. Roussin became the lifeline for information on 

the level of illness, hospitalizations, recoveries, and deaths. I am sure Dr. Roussin will  

be a name that history associates with calmness, the comprehensive relay of  

information, and a willingness to repeat the same answer to the media who asked the  

same questions repeatedly. (Was it to hear their own voices?) 

 

Despite the fear, sadness, and loneliness of many there were bright spots of laughter 

and mirth. Those with gallows humour would share their stories of coping. A favourite 

story of mine is of a friend who set up a washing station in her kitchen to bleach all 

items coming into her home including the grocery bags and appliance boxes. She 

laughs that she had her working sons strip out of their outer clothing in the garage, then 

slip into the shower and into a freshly laundered housecoat before being allowed to walk 

around in the house. The bathroom was then sanitized and made ready for the next 

day. One day as she was bleaching the oranges one of her sons said, “Mom, COVID 

will not get us because you will poison us first.” Although this behaviour was not unusual 

in many homes, we survived, life went on and people carried on the best they could. 
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The level of coping and imagination of Manitobans can only be admired. ‘Technology 

challenged’ people learned to communicate using FaceTime, Zoom and other virtual 

platforms. Organizations began to conduct their business using virtual meetings and 

staff learned to balance home and work life while performing their job from home. 

People also learned a new respect for those who showed up for the jobs which meant 

working in public facilities such as stores, medical centres, and schools. We learned to 

deal with the hot, sweaty face masks and fogged up glasses. We soon learned what a 

hot flash must feel like and sympathized with those living with both masks and hot 

flashes. 

 

Although the population managed, their coping mechanisms were varied. Some coped 

by shopping online, developing new baking/cooking skills, purging their liquor cabinets, 

learning a new vocabulary of medical terms, and in some cases a new language of 

curse words. 

 

Words also took on new meanings; ‘bubble’ no longer meant the fun children had 

outside but a small grouping of family or support people you were allowed to interact 

with. ‘Isolation’ became a word that meant staying home because you interacted or 

worked with a COVID infected person and less about relaxing at a cottage or living off 

the grid for the weekend. 

 

The reality is no matter how Manitobans survived the COVID years we will never see 

life the same. Some will enjoy each moment of life, others will be anxious about the 

future, some will write poems, songs, and stories about what they endured, while others 

will strive to forget and move on. We are all a part of history and hopefully the recording 

of our responses to COVID-19 and its variants will assist others in the future to 

understand and cope with the stressors of their generation. 

 

Submitted by Debra Barrett, President- Manitoba Women’s Institute (MWI) 
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Manitoba COVID Nasal Test, Oh Yuck 

(sung to the tune of the Tennessee Wig Walk) 

Hear a voice on the radio, I fear it must be Roussin 

Never been a pandemic since the 1918 Flu began 

I walk with a mask, sanitizer, and no small talk. 

Doin’ the COVID nasal test, oh yuck 

 

To the voice on the radio I turn my attention 

Tho’ I’m cautious and I’m weary and I miss my family so 

I walk with a mask, sanitizer, and no small talk 

Doin’ the COVID nasal test, oh yuck 

 

Put your head back, your nose up high 

Bend towards the nurse, be steady my heart 

Steeple your hands, pray for negative luck 

Then you sanitize and rush for a quick family hug 

 

No whoopie honey, stay on your own bubble’s side 

Oh, we fear we’ll never be together side by side 

I walk with a mask, sanitizer, and no small talk 

Doin’ the COVID nasal test, oh yuck 

 

Walk with a mask, masked up for a walk 

Doin’ the COVID nasal test, oh yuck 

Doin’ the COVID nasal test, oh yuck [fade] 

Doin’ the COVID nasal test, oh yuck [fade away] 

 

Lyrics by Debra Barrett, Fisher Branch WI, March 2022   
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A Happy Memory During the Pandemic 

 

I have always been very fond of my dad. At a young age, he brought his love of poetry  

and music into our home. Every Sunday, he would pull out our poetry book and recite  

his favorite poems to our family. It wasn’t long before all of his four children could recite  

those poems from memory. We shared a great deal of wonderful times enjoying the 

poems and the message that they taught us. He eventually admitted that he had been  

in detention a lot as a teenager. To get out of it, he had to recite poetry to his teachers.  

Surprisingly, it became a special activity in his lifetime. 

 

My dad also loved music. We had a record player, so we joined a record club. A new LP 

 arrived at our home every month. On Sundays, we listened to the songs and often sang 

 along, after we learned the words. I still remember the pleasure that I got from singing 

 and enjoying special times with my family. I always thanked my dad for the amazing  

experiences that we shared. I went on to become a music teacher which I know partly 

 happened due to my dad’s influence. 

 

During the pandemic, my father was living in a personal care home. He had got  

dementia and eventually had to be moved there. One of his favorite pastimes were  

when my mom, Betty, and his adult children would come to visit. We knew that he loved  

reciting poetry and singing. 

 

Every time that I would visit him, I made a point of sharing poems and singing with him.  

I was amazed how he still could say the poems that he had recited to us as children.  

Singing was also an activity that we shared at our visits. It brought back incredible  

memories of my youth and the wonderful Sundays where our family bonded together  

while singing our favorite melodies. 
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The last time that I saw my dad will be forever etched in my memories. My sister, Susan  

and my brother, Jim all came to the personal care home on the same Sunday afternoon.  

We brought our dad out into the sunshine to enjoy the fresh air. We started saying  

poetry and singing. It was like we had been transported back in time and we were all at  

our home in Saskatoon. I could feel the pleasure that it brought to my dad. I could see  

the love in his eyes toward his three children. Sadly, his daughter, Connie and his wife,  

Betty weren’t there. 

 

Every time I think of the pandemic which eventually took my dad’s life, I remember the  

happy times that our family shared. His memory will always remain with me. I will miss  

him to the day I die, but will always cherish the love of poetry and music that he instilled  

in me. 

 

Rest in peace, dad. I look forward to the day that I will join you in heaven. We will share  

our favorite poems and sing together with our family for eternity. 

 

By: Patricia Witzke, Fisher Branch Women’s Institute 

 

COVID’s GIFT 

 

COVID has devastated many families in the past two years, but it gave me a much 

longed-for gift. I am so grateful. 

 

As my parents aged, I often asked if they might come to live with my husband and me 

on our little hobby farm. For one reason and another, this never came to pass. They 

moved, first off the family farm to a seniors’ apartment, and finally to a personal care 

home about an hour’s drive from our place. Every week, I drove to spend a day with 

them. Every day we were in contact by phone. 
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Dad passed away in 2013 at the age of 94, and Mom lived on, celebrating her 

hundredth birthday the following year. The years rolled by, and Mom continued to live 

her life fully, gentle and compassionate, cheerful and optimistic. 

 

As Mom aged, her daily existence gradually became more of a struggle, although she 

didn’t complain. Her vision diminished; she could see only the outline of faces unless 

they were very close to her. But her welcoming smile remained as bright as ever. Her 

hearing declined, and she needed us to speak in a deeper voice, and more slowly. But 

her understanding and interest was keen. She began to use a walker, and moved more 

slowly and cautiously. But she was enthusiastic about walking daily, doing laps around 

the “Manor” when the weather was fine or in the hallways when necessary. She was 

eager to go for drives to see her loved ones. Picnics and wiener roasts lit her up, she 

loved the great out-of-doors. 

 

Mom loved to connect with others and was delighted when company came. Nieces and 

nephews were joyfully welcomed. As she passed the “100 mark” she said the space 

around her grew emptier and quieter. Her husband, childhood friends, her brothers and 

sister had all passed away. She often quoted the poem by Thomas Moore “The Last 

Rose of Summer.” All her lovely companions were, indeed, faded and gone. 

 

Then COVID crashed on the scene. As the dangers of infection increased, as staff 

became ill and residents succumbed to the virus, the government imposed necessary 

restrictions on care homes. No longer could Mom see her loved ones. She became 

lonelier. 

 

We decided it was now time to bring her to our home and she agreed; we all expected it 

to be a short stay. Here she could still receive some company, especially her son and 

her daughters. Here she would have access to services streamed from her church. 
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Here we could sing the old beloved songs. And here we could reminisce about her 

childhood. Her stories could be told, understood and enjoyed, and we had all the time it 

took! 

 

I was thrilled! Mom had always been an independent, strong woman, caring for others. 

Finally, I was able to care for her as never before. 

 

Was I lonely? Not a bit! Was I bored? Never! Worried about how Mom was? No. I was 

within earshot of her at all times, and seconds away from her should she need help. I 

was able to be creative in meal preparation and planning activities for Mom. My 

husband built a ramp for her to walk around the yard. He made us breakfast every day 

and helped care for Mom in many ways. 

 

Each morning I went into Mom’s bedroom and we sat on the edge of her bed swinging 

our legs to get our circulation moving. She told me her dreams in colourful detail as we 

chatted. 

 

Whenever possible, she spent time outside on the deck, feeling the sunshine and the 

breezes, listening to the birds and the “trees talking”, as she put it. For a few days in 

spring our lilac bush was bright with monarch butterflies returning from the winter. My 

husband brought her a couple of newborn lambs and she stroked them lovingly. She 

had been an RN in her youth, specializing in obstetrics, and she loved all babies. This 

extended to plants. At 106, she sat beside the potato patch preparing potatoes for 

planting. She tenderly helped to transplant tiny tomato seedlings we had started in April. 

 

After mealtimes, although she moved slowly with her walker, she’d head over to the 

sink to help with the dishes, contentedly performing a task familiar to her. She loved to 

help in any way possible. When I do the dishes now, I still feel her presence there 
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beside me. Cleanliness is next to godliness, you know! 

 

For the first time in her life, Mom helped build a picket fence! My husband put in the 

posts and the rails. Our friend cut the pickets, and Mom and I painted them and 

attached them to the rails. 

 

What we had expected to be a short stay stretched into a year and a half. Mom 

returned to the care home for a few months when restrictions eased in the summer of 

2020, but came back to stay with us again in November. In June 2021 she moved back 

to the Manor and spent her last 3 months there. 

When I look out the kitchen window, I see the fence and am reminded of the precious 

time I spent with her. It is a daily reminder of the courage and stamina of our 106 year 

old mother. 

 

What lovely memories! What a wonderful experience! 

 

Thank you, COVID! 

 

Submitted by Dorothy Braun, Grosse Isle WI  

 

COVID-19 

 

At the beginning of 2020 who knew what the world held for us over the next 2+ years? 

Our lives were turned topsy-turvy and still aren’t considered back to normal – however 

we define normal. 

 

For my husband (Paul) and I, it meant not being able to visit his parents in a personal 

care home, 4+ hours away. Phone calls had kept us in touch before COVID-19 and they 
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worked at the beginning of COVID-19 but with his dad not able to participate in the calls 

we started to write letters. I grew up in a letter writing home with family scattered across 

the province and in Ontario and British Columbia so writing letters was something I 

enjoyed and the computer made it really easy. 

 

Newsletters of our 2-3 weeks of things we were doing on the farm, the antics of our 

farm cats, who visited the cat’s food dish in the night and just the ordinary stuff of life 

were written about and sent off. After we purchased a trail cam, we started to add 

pictures to the letters – cats playing, racoon visits, deer and blue jays stealing food were 

included to entertain. We know the letters got read and re-read and they came to expect 

one at least once a month. We still called but we also knew it was Dad who was reading 

the letters because they ended up in his room! 

 

Paul got in on a letter writing campaign to the students in our daughter’s school class. It 

was part of their ELA class to write a letter to Paul and then he would respond. He wrote 

the letters and I scanned and sent them off to the school. All the students wrote at least 

one letter but a couple wrote 2 or 3 letters to him, and some even drew pictures to 

include. 

 

I ventured into the world of Zoom in April 2020. A friend in Scotland (who is a WI 

member) was posting about a Zoom gathering that would be happening. She 

encouraged me to join and I have been joining them on a semi-regular basis ever since. 

I had only participated in a couple of Skype meetings for other committees so Zoom 

was a new learning curve to climb. But all of the participants were in that same boat of 

learning how to navigate Zoom, so no one felt reluctant to try. 

 

My learning curve also included navigating the variety of Scottish accents and 

colloquialisms. They got used to me asking for a translation when I just didn’t 
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understand what they had said. Members from across Scotland joined the 

meetings/chats. 

 

I became known as Canada Ann as there were several other women named Ann. The 

name has stuck and that is how they introduce me to others who join. Over the past 2 

years we have had others from Canada and the United States join for a short time. 

I have stuck with the calls because I enjoy the conversation, the new skills I have 

learned, and the push they have given me to move outside my comfort zone to try new 

things. I’ve even taught a couple of classes. I showed them how to make Confetti 

Squares (Rocky Road). Several ladies ordered the supplies so they could make them 

along with me as I demonstrated. I also taught yo-yo’s or Suffolk Puffs to the group at 

another time. I have learned many new skills from the talented ladies in Scotland. They 

are definitely very proficient in ever so many crafts. 

 

I didn’t realize it at the time but I was missing going to meetings and learning new skills 

from courses I had been taking locally so this filled the void for me. It was sometimes a 

challenge to get the supplies needed for some of the crafts we learned but I improvised 

just as they did. 

 

One of the members who is 85 years describes the ladies as her “Zoom buddies” and I 

totally agree. Those of us who are regulars have often voiced that the group has helped 

us, filling in for the face-to-face contacts that weren’t possible with the COVID-19 

restrictions that were in place in both countries. 

 

At the start of lockdown our MWI board meetings were conducted using conference 

calls. It’s a good alternative when you can’t meet in person but once MWI purchased a 

Zoom account the meetings became more meaningful because you could see the other 

board members and watch their facial expressions, as well as hear their voice. 
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MWI Marketing and Promotions committee used the new technology to bring topics of 

interest to MWI members. We held fun events, learning events, and chances to share 

our tips and tricks with other members. It filled a gap until we can resume our provincial 

in person events. 

 

Zoom brought all parts of Canada together as FWIC/WI Canada used the technology to 

offer some craft courses, expert speakers, and get togethers with members in other 

provinces. We have missed meeting in person but still have seen familiar faces on 

screen and learned from others. 

 

At the start of our lockdown, I didn’t realize how important the computer would become 

in our lives. It brought us the ease of writing letters to correspond with Paul’s parents, 

made Christmas with our daughter possible when COVID-19 regulations kept us apart, 

it kept us connected with our Spanish daughter (a former exchange student from 1989) 

and her son, an easy way to connect with our daughter’s students in our ELA letter 

writing project, and brought me close to a group of like-minded ladies half a world away 

who I now consider good friends. Phone calls are important ways to communicate but 

being able to see the face of the person you are talking with and look into their eyes 

brings immense meaning to me. Computers and social media constitute a love/hate 

relationship for many people but in the COVID-19 era they brought me happiness and 

made me feel closer to people even if it was only on the screen of my computer or iPad. 

 

Submitted by Ann Mandziuk, Zooming Monarchs Virtual WI  

 

Two years of life gone 

 

My husband was in hospital after major surgery when COVID hit Manitoba. He got 

discharged on the day they locked down all access into hospitals. We breathed a sigh of 
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relief when I got him home. Then before he was strong enough to resume activities, 

blood clots in his lungs put him back in hospital. I was worried about him and the doctor 

saying one of the clots was massive didn’t help that feeling either. At our local hospital 

we could visit through his window as I stood outside and shivered in a cool April wind, 

but then he was transferred into a hospital in Winnipeg. Then my only contact was a 

phone call once a day once he was on a ward. Meanwhile our two daughters traded off 

staying with me on the farm to take care of our animals. Once he returned home, we 

gathered up the reins again and tried to adjust to a new normal.  

 

That first summer was very hard, worrying about his health issues and threat of what  

COVID could do to us. Our daughter, who had studied history in university, told us that 

in history pandemics usually ran at least two years so we knew we had a long road  

ahead. 

 

Our weekly grocery run became my responsibility and ordeal. Masks, gloves, long 

lineups, carefully choosing items and always fearful of a sneeze or cough nearby, as I 

scuttled through the grocery isles as quickly as possible. Later when my husband was 

strong enough to come with me, he had to be educated on how we had to shop. Every 

visit required changes as COVID measures changed weekly. Sometimes we could shop 

together and sometimes I shopped one store while he went to another place for items 

needed. Sometimes items just weren’t available anywhere, think of the now famous 

toilet paper run. 

 

We slowly got used to not seeing our friends and two years later still look forward to 

seeing them once again. It will be a real privilege but I’m sure it will feel quite strange to 

do so. Having only one designated visitor to your home was a problem with our family 

situation where my dad had to come here for meals. We actually saw a cousin and her 

spouse two weeks ago and it was so nice to visit in person. Our usual hugs had to be 
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fist bumps. I’ll take a real live visit over an email or phone call any day. My sister said 

this week that its going to be really difficult to get used to seeing people again after 

being so isolated over the past two years. 

 

Christmas came and went the first year. We learned about buying on the internet and 

pick ups outside stores. It was a sad one because we could not be with family due to 

restrictions. Dropping gifts off at front doors and not being able to see grandkids faces 

as they open their gifts was so sad. This past Christmas was a bit more exciting as the 

grandkids and their mom came to stay with us while her husband was working nights. 

We were able to welcome some of the family on Christmas eve like we normally did. 

 

When we got the opportunity to get vaccinated, we were so happy. It actually felt 

relieving to sit there after my shot and think we might actually be on the path to 

overcome this horrible virus. We waited for the second doses to work their way down to 

our time, and then the third ones, the booster shots necessary. We realize now this may 

have to happen frequently for the future but we get our flu shots every year and this will 

have to take place also. Coming from a nursing background I shudder every time I hear 

people say vaccines don’t help. I had many required in my career to work in hospital, 

and those have helped me stay safe around the people I cared for. 

 

During all this time my sister and myself provided home care to our elderly father. He 

was receiving home care up to the start of COVID but with his dementia issues, was 

upset with strangers coming into his home wearing masks. We had discontinued the 

service and handled his care ourselves. Now two years later he has gotten used to 

wearing a mask when he has to go out for appointments. Will we ever get used to 

seeing people without masks in the future without feeling uneasy, its hard to say. 

Both my husband and I and four members of our immediate family got COVID 

this past January. Our daughter, her two boys, our nephew and the two of us, all came 
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down with it in the same week. Luckily most of us had the three shots, and we only had 

mild symptoms even though we had health conditions that could have produced serious 

problems and put us in hospital. Just mild colds for us seniors but the younger 

generation suffered from fever and headaches that lasted for days, and the grandkids 

just a couple of off days. I assume we caught the Omicron virus from the mildness of it 

and hope we get some protection from antibodies, but only time will tell. 

 

We all know friends or family that lost loved ones due to COVID. They suffered 

horribly because they were unable to be with them at the end. We have lost members of 

our extended family and have been unable to be there to help family grieve through 

visits and funerals. It has changed our lives drastically; we wonder if we ever will adjust 

to the new normal. 

 

We realize COVID has changed our world. We have fought hard to not let it overrule 

our lives. My personal motto is stay safe, be strong and live life. 

 

Submitted by: Cheryle McClure, Individual member - formerly from Mount Lildon 

Women’s Institute. 

 

MY COVID-19 EXPERIENCES 

 

The COVID-19 Pandemic has impacted the life of my family and myself in many ways. 

 

Before vaccines became available, we lost a member of our family to the ravages of this 

disease, but I was given the opportunity to witness first-hand the care and compassion  

provided by the health care workers in the Nursing Home. I’m thankful I was given the  

chance to say “good-bye” to my mother. 

 



 

18 |   © M a n i t o b a  W o m e n ’ s  I n s t i t u t e  ( M W I )  
 

The biggest challenge has been isolation from our grandchildren and missing special  

events in their lives. However, with today’s technology, I am thankful we had the  

opportunity to FaceTime with them on a regular basis. However, FaceTime just doesn’t  

make up for lost hugs! 

 

We have missed socializing with our friends and extended family and having to  

postpone our planned travel adventures outside of Canada. 

 

On the positive side, my husband and I decided during the summers of 2020 and 2021  

that this was an opportunity to explore southwestern Manitoba. We both have an  

interest in local history, so armed with information from the Manitoba Historical Society,  

Gordon Goldsborough’s “Abandoned Manitoba” books, camera, a Manitoba Backroads  

Map, and our GPS, we set out to discover a bit of Manitoba’s past. Living in Brandon,  

we would pack a lunch, and set a destination for the day, keeping in mind this was just a  

day trip.  

 

Our scenic trips took us from as far northwest as Lippentott, Tummel, Silverwood (north  

of Roblin); as far southwest as Copley Church ruins (south of Lyleton), and Broomhill.  

 

Trips southeast took us to Morden, Manitou, Opawaka, Bru, Snowflake, and Mowbray. 

Holmfield, east of Killarney, is a picturesque village with the Harrison Milling Co.  

elevators.  

 

Northeast day trips took us to Tenby, Plumas, Ste. Rose du Lac. Our one overnight trip  

during 2021 was spent in Dauphin which enabled us to explore north of Riding Mountain 

National Park, discovering the Negrych Homestead near Venlaw, several rural  

Ukrainian country churches (Mink Creek and Sclater). 
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Being a former school teacher, I was amazed and thrilled to discover several restored  

country schools open to the public: Eunola, Marringhust, Marconi, Horod, and Tenby.  

We also discovered rural churches, some still in use on occasion: St. James (near 

Solsgirth), Tamarisk, Tarbolton, Dunston, and Rowland (closed). A highlight was a visit  

to Isabella where Bernice Still gave us a tour of the community museum which she had  

founded, and in particular the post office which continues to operate using the original 

“combination lock” individual mailboxes. 

 

So much of Manitoba’s past has disappeared from the landscape, in particular the grain 

elevators which used to grace every small town’s landscape. Stops in Elva, Napinka, 

Lenore, Brookdale, Oberon and others enabled us to photograph these disappearing  

landmarks. The historically designated “elevator row” at Inglis is a remarkable  

achievement. Many once bustling villages are now only marked with a cairn or a  

cemetery, but we noted most are lovingly cared for. 

 

In closing, I’m thankful for the opportunity to take time to explore my environment at a  

leisurely pace. 

 

Submitted by Audrey Waddell, MWI member Wheat City WI 

 

COVID Story 

 

I am the United Church minister in Minnedosa, Manitoba. Professionally, COVID-19 has  

had a huge impact on me. Firstly, I had to familiarize myself with reading the Manitoba 

Health policy documents, not only for my own health, but to make sure I was doing all  

that I could to protect the health of members of our congregation. It felt like a huge  

responsibility. I had to keep reminding myself that it didn’t all sit on my shoulders – that  

there were others on the leadership team who could help navigate this murky new  
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landscape. Administrative work of interpreting government documents has never been a  

strong point for me, and yet I had no choice but to go down that path. Exhausting. 

 

A significant part of my ministry involves deepening relationships between people, either 

through larger gatherings in our church building, or through more intimate home visits.  

With in-person gatherings being cancelled, it meant I needed to be more creative in  

creating moments of connection with people. I set up phone-trees so that I knew people  

weren’t falling through the cracks. I arranged coffee parties on Zoom so that we could 

have time for informal conversation. I created e-mail study groups so that our souls 

could be nourished by food for thought. I worked with others in creating “Sunday  

School in a Bag” packages that could be delivered to our young families. Challenging. 

 

And then there was Sunday morning worship, which now had to be done completely on- 

line – something that would have been beyond our imagination not that long ago.  

Luckily, one of the Boards that I sit on had started using Zoom a year earlier because of  

members being spread out across Canada. Therefore, Zoom was a platform I was  

familiar with, even though I had never had to be the host before. This was NOT part of  

my education for Ministry! It felt like overnight I became a sound technician, a  

videographer, and a techie guru, having to teach others how to operate the Zoom  

computer so that I could feel a bit less distracted when trying to lead worship. 

 

Absolutely every Sunday included a huge stress point around whether people logging 

into Zoom would be able to hear me, or to hear our musicians, or to hear the videos that 

we were using. I became accustomed to preaching with my cell phone right beside me 

so that people could text me about the sound issues, which I would then try to fix, all 

while still trying to make our worship meaningful. I don’t preach from a written text, and 

in “normal” times I move around and interact with the congregation. In “COVID” times, I 

was restricted to preaching from behind a plexi-glass barrier, using the mike on the 
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pulpit – no wandering away from the pulpit possible. Rather than preaching to people 

sitting in the pews, I was preaching to the computer camera, praying that people were 

feeling somewhat connected to me, even though I could no longer “read the room” since 

I couldn’t see anyone. We also record for Access TV, which means that in addition to 

the camera for the Zoom computer, there was a camera at the back of the church for 

the TV recording. As people slowly came back into the sanctuary on a Sunday 

morning, they had to be sitting socially distanced, which meant I had no idea where to 

look as I preached – computer camera? Access camera? Pews on the left? Pews on 

the right? I would go home with my head spinning. Draining. 

 

Having said all the above, there were also some gifts that came out of these past 

two years. Although it was most definitely a steep learning curve for me, I do appreciate 

being more technologically “in the know.” One of the women who I have worked 

closely with during COVID did an amazing job of creating videos that incorporated 

poetry and music – and even a live Christmas pageant that was recorded at a few 

different farmyards! We would never have had the courage, or the insight, to create 

those videos if the health restrictions hadn’t forced us to think of other ways of involving 

people in our community, knowing that we needed to do it “from a distance” and not in- 

person. Creative. 

 

One of the biggest gifts has been being reminded again and again of the 

resilience of the human spirit. On our Zoom worship, we had ages ranging from 4 to 94. 

Early in the experience of the Pandemic, my heart was touched as I watched some of 

our elders stretching themselves far beyond their comfort zone as they joined me on 

Zoom, learning how to mute their mikes and adjust their cameras so we could see more 

than their foreheads! While these past two years have been exhausting, challenging, 

and draining, I am well aware that there have also been times of creativity and 

resilience. 
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Surprisingly, it has been helpful to slow the pace a wee little bit. I now know that 

it is ok for me to work from home one day a week, even taking a break for a nap if I 

need it! If the weather is terrible, we now have the option of Zoom – which, as tired as 

we are of computer screens, feels like a gift. Where once we would have just gone 

silent, now we can meet via Zoom, which feels much better than offering nothing at all. 

We are slowly emerging from the isolation of the past two years. Our community 

will not be the same – there are people who have died, there are some who are still too 

nervous to be in a crowd – however, we are inching our way back to each other. My 

prayer is that we will not forget the trauma of this isolated time in our lives. To be 

together, face to face, is an incredible gift. May I never take it for granted. 

 

Submitted by Kathy Platt, Minnedosa United Church Minister 

 

Pandemic Pouts 

 

During the COVID-19 outbreak, many individuals tried to find ways to help them cope  

with the isolation and depression. At first I tried a “Job Jar”. My husband and I would  

take turns drawing out a task for the next day. It contained short term projects like  

housework and longer tasks like going through the winter safety totes in our cars and  

adding materials. 

 

“Some Days are Diamonds and Some Days are Coal.” This saying is from a John 

Denver song and seem so tailored to the COVID Days. I could tell how I was doing by  

looking at my bedroom. Did I make the bed? Did I scatter clothing around rather than  

putting it away? Was I lounging around in my night-gown all day or a second day? Was  

I watching “mindless TV”? 

 

I started writing and posting my “Pandemic Pouts”. They were lightly humoured  
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comments about my week. Usually, they focused on my attempts to do things without  

services like cut my own hair or try to dye my own hair. Sometimes I was not happy with 

our Southern neighbour’s President or our Prime Minister. I wanted to give a little smile  

to my friends and family members. I was so pleased with the feed back from cousins  

and friends who knew me well. We shared memories. 

 

The final solution for me was to go back to work teaching at 64 years old when I had  

retired at 54 years. (waaaaay to early). I do hope this awful virus is fully contained by  

June 2022. That is when I plan to retire a second time. My body has been protesting the 

working schedule but my mind needs it so “I’m toughing it out!” 

 

Submitted by Denise Joss – Manitoba WI Rep for FWIC/WI-Canada 

 

Intro for my “COVID -19 Pandemic Pout  

 

Pandemic Pout #1 

I guess in hindsight, I should have used a bowl as to a guide for my haircut. I could not 

 get an appointment for 2 weeks so I decided to cut my own hair. I chose the “cut off  

anything that sticks” style. 

 

When I looked at all the hair that I cut off, I was surprised that I had that much hair let  

alone cut off that much. I very good thing that hair grows back. With mousse, gel  

and hairspray I can fluff it up- a little. 

 

Wonder what great ideas or deep thoughts I’ll come up with tomorrow? 

 

Love Denise aka Sue 
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COVID-19 Paper for W.I. 

 

How COVID-19 has affected my life: 

 

Who would have dreamed that a tiny virus could send the world into such chaos? Some  

of us may have heard our parents’ stories about world ‘flu pandemics; did we think that  

with modern medical technology this could never happen in our time? An important  

difference between this pandemic and earlier ones, was that we had the privilege of  

being able to protect ourselves with vaccines -- something not available to people in  

previous epidemics such as the 1918 flu, or the polio epidemic of the 1950’s which  

struck my baby brother and affected his entire life. 

 

When COVID-19 appeared in March of 2020 we, like most others, thought that it would  

be endured for the summer and in the fall, life would return to normal. After all, our 50th  

wedding anniversary was to be celebrated in November and offered a chance to have a  

reunion of family and friends! 

 

Unfortunately, we had to be satisfied with standing in our driveway and watching our  

loved ones drive by with many balloons and much horn honking. The anniversary would  

have been an opportunity for a family portrait which did not happen. Christmas of 2020  

spent alone was the strangest festive season we had ever experienced. On the other  

hand, for Christmas 2020 I wrote and sent more Christmas cards than ever and we  

received more greetings than for many previous years. 

 

However, life in the COVID-19 lockdown was not all negative. It offered time to do some 

tasks at home that had been put off for a long time. We painted the living room—having  

lived in this house for six years and never enjoying the color on those walls, it was time  

to actually do something about it! There was no rush to get the job done, as visitors  
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would not be arriving anyway, so it was accomplished one wall at a time. 

 

COVID-19 has given us time for consideration about habits and practices of the past.  

Community involvement in groups, organizations and church came to a standstill. With  

no meetings or gatherings being held, it gave us a chance to determine which of our  

community efforts were really important. 

 

Fewer of those, previously perceived as necessities, resulted in less stress and less 

worry about appearances. Months of going without a haircut really didn’t matter. But on 

the other hand, our antique car has not been out of the garage for over two years  

because there have been no parades. 

 

The saddest thing about it all was not being able to see our grandchildren. We have  

only two of them and they live in Alberta so there was not a chance of a visit. We  

missed the High School graduation, the musical performances and seeing them grow  

into adults. Instead of visiting three or four times a year we have not all been together  

since Thanksgiving of 2019. However, this has forced us to learn more about electronic  

communication. Voice and video time have become most important even if the calls do  

come when my hair is its messiest and I’m wearing the oldest clothes! 

 

Apparently, we miss a lot of the news about what relatives are doing because we are  

not Facebook, Twitter or Zoom users, but so be it. Connecting by telephone or 

FaceTime and hearing a real voice has become so very important. 

 

Perhaps people who live alone have suffered the most. There are two of us in this  

house so there is someone to converse with at mealtimes, even if just about the  

weather! I try to connect as often as possible by phone (without being a nuisance) to  

single friends and relatives. 
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Watching television news has changed because of the pandemic. At one time most  

news broadcasts came from studios; during the worst of the pandemic news  

commentators and reporters were on air from their home offices, sitting in front of their  

own computers. The video and audio may have been less than perfect but it now gave  

us a chance to see interior views of their spaces. The art on their walls, the books on  

the shelves, the furniture and décor in the background was interesting to me.  

Occasionally one might even see a child or a pet run through the room unexpectedly, to  

the embarrassment of the person doing the broadcast. 

 

Wearing of face masks became a fashion statement! While we were still able to use  

cloth masks I used up remnants by making them and mailing them to the grandchildren  

—they seemed to appreciate the originality of the fabrics. Now we realize that from  

months and years of wearing masks we all have ears that stick out a bit more than they 

used to. A serious problem for me was that the combination of eyeglasses, hearing  

aids and face masks all involving the ears! My hearing practitioner tells me that at least  

once a week one of her clients comes in with the problem of having lost a hearing aid  

because of the mask elastic. So far, that has not happened to me. 

 

My husband and I have always enjoyed a meal out in a restaurant every week or two.  

This ground to a halt as COVID became a pandemic. Because of various digestive  

problems take-out food didn’t work very well for us. If one needed a “meat and potatoes”  

meal it might as well be prepared in our own kitchen! For months coffee out with the  

“girls” became an impossible event. 

 

Funerals for friends and neighbors, once a chance for nurturing fellowship and  

reminiscing, came to an end. Now the phrases “Memorial Service to be held at a later  

date” or “Private Family Service” have become most common. Condolences are  

expressed by telephone, written notes, or via the funeral home’s website. 
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The important question is: WHAT HAVE I LEARNED SINCE MARCH 2020? 

 

COVID-19 has certainly given us time for reflection. I hope that I have learned more  

about loving and caring; more about showing compassion for others and more about  

what is really important in life. 

 

Submitted by: Mary McPhee, Individual Member, Manitoba W.I. 

 

A COVID STORY 

 

We were just ordinary grandparents doing grandparent things. Our March assignment 

was to stay with our Carman grandkids while their parents were away with friends to a 

warmer climate. Sunday March 8th to Monday March 16/ 2020—what could possibly go 

wrong? By Friday March 13 there was a case of COVID in Manitoba. Cancellations 

started—no hockey tournaments, no church, no school, no MTC, stores closing. 

From our 12-year-old granddaughter: “March was the least fun month of my whole life. 

I got told everything was cancelled and there’s a virus going around the world. At first, 

being at home was OK, but after a while of being stuck in the house. I realized that I 

needed the outside world to not go rogue and get angry and yell at every one.” 

 

From our 8-year-old grandson: “The best part about March was our hockey playoffs. 

The bad part about March was that because of COVID-19 hockey had to shut down and 

that meant the whole playoff system had to shut down. I got very sad.” 

 

From another 8-year-old grandson: “Doing school work at home is fine, but it’s not like 

seeing all my friends and my teacher Mr. B! I can’t wait to play soccer, mini sticks, and 

play on the play structure with my friends. Hockey is out! Noooo! What about 

playoffs?” 
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And as grandparents, we feel sad that all the “normal” activities of a young child growing 

up have been taken away from them. Childhood is for learning life skills. It is that time 

of your life where you start to know who you will be, while living safely with family. 

How many times over these COVID years have we lived in anticipation for a special 

event, a special time with friends, only to hear “due to growing numbers of COVID 

infections, today’s activities are cancelled.” Back to our grandkids: 

 

From our 18-year-old grandson: “We were in the midget A1 playoffs…Provincials 

Cancelled. I miss the team practices and the end of the season celebrations. I miss 

Grad and prom. I miss the in-school classes. Grad trip to California. Waiting to hang 

out with my friends again.” 

 

From our 14-year-old granddaughter: “I miss volleyball so much. I miss leaving the 

house in general. I miss school and my friends. I miss being carefree of all illness. 

This pandemic has unfortunately turned me into a germaphobe. I’m very optimistic that 

the corona virus won’t be as serious in the fall and we can all get back to classes.” 

From our 7-year-old granddaughter: “When this is all over, I plan to go straight to 

Claire’s house for a sleepover. I miss my friends and school mates. I miss Madame 

Lofto. I miss going to school. I miss hugs.” 

 

And lastly, from our 7-year-old grandson: “I did a video chat on ZOOM with my entire 

class. I built a fort downstairs. Dad’s truck got piled high with snow. 

Okay, not everyone was affected but for those who knew normal, life carried on for way 

too long without enough normal in it. My heart bleeds for those who were in care 

homes and never got those visits and hugs. For the families who know the emptiness 

of not having been there when their loved one died. Personally, I wanted it over by 

summer 2020. And yet in 2022 we still await the news that we have won the war 

against this nasty virus. To quote a 14-year-old: “I am thankful for the scientists and 
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doctors who are trying to cure COVID-19. I’m thankful for people continuing to work 

who supply essential services.” Let us all be thankful and show compassion to each 

other. We have been shown that we are not invincible. Let’s stick together and rebuild 

our churches. Let’s resume living and stop waiting for life to return to what it was. 

 

One last quote which has become my mantra: 

“There is always light if only we are brave enough to see it. If only we are brave 

enough to be it.” Amanda Gorman 

 

Submitted by Janice Harrison, Domain WI member 

 

From Across the Pond 

 

The Scottish Women’s Institutes (SWI) end of Triennium AGM was planned for May 

2020. 

 

On 23rd March, 2020, a Lockdown was announced in Britain and everyone was to 

stay at home unless they worked in a vital role. Thinking that this may be for two- 

three weeks, the SWI Board decided to keep planning for a “live” AGM. As time 

passed it became apparent that Lockdown would last for some time and SWI 

Executive meetings moved to Facetime, the majority of SWI staff were “furloughed” 

(paid by the government to stay at home). In this period of social isolation, we 

discovered Zoom! 

 

It was suggested that we start having online meetings to allow members to keep in 

touch and after a bit of encouragement, word spread through our membership. I was 

delighted when Manitoba WI member Ann Mandziuk, whom I had met at the ACWW 

World Conference in Coventry, England contacted me looking for information on 
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using Zoom. Ann has since regularly joined SWI Zoom meetings and demonstrated 

baking and crafts for us. 

 

Ann has made many friends in Scotland through this connection. 

 

Zoom meetings took over our weeks and regular committee meetings were held to 

plan for post COVID recovery. The retiring President, Linda Retson and I filmed a 

“Virtual Handover” in our homes. Co-ordinating the handover of the badge of office 

and the President’s mascot, Fergus the bear so that they appeared to transfer on 

screen was a real challenge! This video was released on the original AGM date in 

May. By this time, a good number of members were becoming confident in online 

meetings and it was decided to hold a virtual AGM on 26th August. More members 

attended the Virtual AGM than would have travelled to our AGM in Edinburgh! 

“Craft and chat” meetings, demonstrations and expert talks kept members in touch 

and entertained over the Summer of 2020. In July we had a week of Skill sharing by 

members. Each hour-long session was very well received. 

 

After our AGM, there was an opportunity to review our events and programmes. 

Committees met more often on Zoom than they would have done in a “normal” year 

and many new ideas were forthcoming! 

 

Although events are now taking place across Scotland, Zoom is still being used for 

many committee meetings saving the time and travel involved as well as expense. 

We held our third Virtual Annual meeting in May 2022 and more members than ever 

were able to attend. 

 

Although Zoom has been a lifesaver for many, allowing them to keep in touch with 

friends and family through difficult times, meeting in person cannot be replaced as a 
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way of socialising. I was unable to meet members in person, but I did join 

many Institute and Federation Zoom meetings and enjoyed interesting speakers 

from all over the world. The Scottish Women’s Institutes ran a series of Virtual 

quizzes and competitions which proved popular with competing teams and audience 

members. There have been requests that some on-line competitions continue. 

I hope that the COVID Pandemic is now coming to an end but it has proved that the 

Scottish Women’s Institutes can and have moved forward in unforeseen ways. 

 

Submitted by: Anne Kerr, President Scottish Women’s Institutes 

 

Lois’ Story 

 

My story begins in 1949 when I came as a young bride in days before COVID-19 was  

ever heard of. 

My beloved 100-year-old neighbor said about WI- Warren has folded, Rosser has  

folded, Mt. Lildon is no more, Grosse Isle will be next! 

In horror, I said’ “oh no! We have 3 new enthusiastic members and then at the  

Christmas meeting, “O bliss, O joy” 5 new members appeared with their various gifts 

 and talents.  

The group is now meeting in the basement of the community centre, instead of the 

 members homes. 

As I don’t do stairs, it became a problem for me. “Don’t worry, Lois, we will get you  

there” They got me down those stairs- Bless their hearts! So, I can still be an active  

member at 94! 

 

Submitted by: Lois Rutherford, Grosse Isle WI 
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Pandemic Times 

 

I remember first hearing about COVID-19, and my first thought that it was another thing  

being sensationalized by the news. It wasn’t until the middle of March that I began  

observing what was going on around the world and realized this was real, this was a  

pandemic. 

 

I admit, I was one of those in line, stocking up on groceries, though I did not hoard toilet  

paper, I did buy a couple extra of this and that. Kids were excited they had an extra  

week off for Spring break (little did they know that this would turn into months). My  

daughter worked in a grocery store and they received premium pay. It was chaos every 

day and she would come home exhausted. 

 

The home-schooling was challenging for many parents, each school situation was  

different. I taught my daughter how to garden, we would observe the plants in the  

window each day until it was time to transplant. We are still starting plants indoors as  

we had enjoyed it so much.  

 

The summer of 2020 there was some cautious optimism. Where I live, we hadn’t had 

many cases until August of that year, right before school started. We had several  

outbreaks, masks were mandated. School pictures that year included a new accessory,  

and the schools adjusted with chalk marks outside of the doors to designate where to  

stand, some had plexi-glass cubes, social distancing was in place.  

 

The outbreak that began in summer intensified as the year progressed and just after 

Thanksgiving I believe, the rules were put in place. There would be no visiting, you 

could be fined for even stepping onto your neighbor’s property. This continued into  

Christmas where we spent the oddest holiday together, not being able to buy even a  
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spatula at the department store. You could buy the bread but not the toaster. You could  

buy a winter coat but not a sweater. Our gifts were ordered by pick-up and online and  

many did not arrive until the first or second week of January. It did not even matter as it  

already did not feel like a holiday. We delivered Christmas supper to family but stood on  

the sidewalk so we would not get fined.  

 

Winter was long, it was cold, it was lonely. My father-in-law passed away at the end of  

February when the restrictions were still in place. We had handed his birthday present  

to him through the window in November, and we did not get to have his last Christmas  

with him. No indoor service could be held with the restrictions in place, and a very small  

few gathered in the living room of the apartment of my mother-in-law where we set up a  

makeshift memorial. We used Zoom to reach those in Ontario. It did not feel like a  

proper good-bye. 

 

When I refer to 2020 or 2021, I usually say, “in 2020 or 2021, I’m not sure, it was all one 

long year” and I really feel that. Even as I write this in 2022, it is hard to believe that  

was 2 years.  

 

The Pandemic is still ongoing, life is somewhat “normal”. The mask mandate has been 

lifted as have most of the restrictions that I will list a few of for the future generations.  

These restrictions occurred at various points in the 2020-21 year, some well into the  

winter of 2022. In no particular order: you could only purchase essentials at the store; 

you could only have one person over 12 in a family enter into a business; you could not  

visit anyone at the hospital unless you were vaccinated; limits of 10 for weddings and 

funerals; you could have no one other then household members over unless you lived  

alone (otherwise you could have one designated person); you could not gather in your  

yard (families were meeting in Wal-Mart just to see each other); at one time every non- 

essential business was closed, this included restaurants (open take out only), movie  
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theatres, arenas, etc. School was moved to on-line temporarily, and at one point, closed 

temporarily; masks needed to be worn indoors (many also wore visors over their eyes 

or 2-3 masks at a time); churches were moved to online only; dentists were closed;  

vets saw emergencies only; most doctor appointments were done via telephone.  

 

COVID-19 divided some families and friendships as time went on, many disagreed  

about the Pandemic measures, including vaccines and mask mandates. Protests were  

held, many people were fined. Public gatherings as well as private  

gatherings were not allowed.  

 

What the pandemic has taught me: I have learned People need People. They need  

human connection, touch, and to see peoples faces. There are people that I met during  

COVID, that I did not recognize once the masks were off as I had never seen their faces  

without. 

 

I learned that the world can not shut down without deep consequence. COVID-19 has  

thrown off the balance of the world and for years to come, we will continue to see the  

financial implications from the pandemic.  

 

I learned that we need to be kind to one another and that there are so many ways to 

reach others even if it is not face-to-face.  

 

I learned the humans adapt to their situation. And adapting we did! Drive by parades, 

Zoom and on-line meetings for personal and business, you name it, we found ways! 

 

I learned that I do not have to travel far to find beauty, nature, and peace. We are  

surrounded by it if we open our eyes. 
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I learned that if we stick together, we can do amazing things.  

 

I hope someday, someone reading this during their own Pandemic will feel a little less  

alone. Remember, time eventually heals! Our world will recover, the economy will  

eventually bounce back, but one thing is for sure, we will never be the same!  

 

Submitted by Angela Pickett, Executive Administrator, MWI 

 

So, what did I do, during COVID? 

 

Knit and Sew…… read a lot……. Knit and Sew……. 

I could knit before I went to school and I still have the needle holder I made in 

Miss Christian’s class (circa 1950) 

I have several “friends” who are avid and talented sewers, friends who for what 

ever reason have migrated westward and like so many others, ditched much to 

lighten the load. Friends who said in parting “Geri, you sew, I am sure you can 

use this stuff!” ………… 3, yes 3, three, trois, HUGE garbage bags full of beautiful 

and varied pieces of fabric: that was not the only friend. 

 

Sew (get it?) I have cut and stitched my way through the pandemic: strips of 

jungle animals decorating a Polar fleece blanket for an infant bed: squares of 

daisies and daffodils, forming the base for an old-fashioned quilt. I have been 

sewing various Polar fleece items for years, and I too have remnants, which gave 

me even more scope! I certainly spent more time than necessary making use of 

smaller and smaller pieces, but cage size pads are welcomed by the local vet clinic 

and the Humane Society. Have I finally finished? Am I done? Not in this lifetime! 

In fact, it is rainy and windy as I write this, so I gave up mowing and finished a 

buggy sized Polar fleece, with musical notes as the decoration. At the farmers’ 
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market in Dugald I sold a few things, emptied one more box of “stuff” yeah. A lot 

of the items will go to local families, or the thrift shops. Then, I still have fabric of 

my own, for making clothes etc. some of which would not suit me at all anymore. 

In fact, I need to think about a better use for so much. As a senior I need less 

clothes and certainly very few formal outfits. 

 

Knitting, mostly toques, mitts and cotton face cloths, is my TV watching activity. I 

still have lots to do and plenty of time, although less since the decrease in travel 

limitations. As the summer winds down the time for sewing will increase and 

hopefully I can pass on some more of my “good fortune”, in having so much fabric 

to play with. If anyone has some new ideas, please pass them my way. Finally 

close to the start of the pandemic, I made over 800 masks, most of which were 

passed onto community groups, hopefully the need won’t arise again. 

 

Submitted by: Geri Sweet, Springfield WI  

 

Sheena’s Story 

 

I will always treasure the connections I made with the four international pen pals I 

wrote to during the COVID-19 pandemic. I had a lot more time on my hands because of 

the government’s rules that we should socially distance to help stop the virus from 

spreading so quickly. I had heard through my local Women’s Institute that I belonged to 

that there were women in the United Kingdom wanting to have Canadian pen pals. I 

quickly received three ladies’ names from the U.K. and a fourth lady’s name from 

Alabama based on our common interests. 

 

Jane from Manchester, Emma from Southport, Kath from Tamworth, and Cheryl from 

Decatur. I have a real kinship with each of these ladies, what a godsend it has been 
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writing emails back and forth with them. We have also sent a lot of postcards, and some 

small gifts. I have learned more about their area of the world, their families, their lives, 

and the U.K.’s Women’s Institute’s chapters and all the volunteer work that they do. 

Technology has really helped the quick turnaround of our emails reaching each other. 

From Jane I have learned how to make a Victoria Sponge cake, plus all the other 

recipes we have exchanged, made and photographed to show each other. We have 

shared excellent places to travel to once things get back to normal, Portugal is on my 

bucket list now! The FaceTime visits with Jane have been wonderful as she has a lovely 

British accent. 

 

Emma has taught me all about allotment gardening, ideas from her W.I., and the 

beautiful travel destinations like Cotswolds, and Ludlow Castle through her postcards. 

Em’s passion for living a sustainable life has made me think about how I live my life and 

how I could improve. 

 

Kath has photographed farmers’ fields with the crops growing in her rural area for my 

husband and I to see. My husband who is a farmer, has especially liked seeing the 

variety of crops they grow across the pond. Kath’s humour in her emails has kept me in 

stitches. 

 

From Cheryl, I have learned so much more about the South. I have learned about 

Helen Keller’s birthplace and museum, and that gardening in Alabama starts so much 

earlier than here in Canada. 

 

The connections I have made with these women have been a positive distraction 

from the upheaval we have all faced during COVID. I am grateful for the Manitoba 

Women’s Institute for bringing these ladies into my life. 

 

Submitted by: Sheena Letexier, Fisher Branch Women’s Institute member 
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Eileen Clarke – Personal Story 

 

As a Member of the Legislative Assembly and Cabinet Minister for the province of 

Manitoba my experience personally and professionally through COVID is/was unique 

and challenging. 

 

Since March 2020 the world changed and so did many of our lives. I captured a lot of 

these changes and challenges with daily Facebook posts. With daily routine activity and 

government meetings shut down due to the pandemic, Facebook was the perfect 

platform and opportunity to communicate with people. Initially my posts were to serve 

as a reflection of my personal journey through COVID and my political career at that 

time. I included in my posts COVID information and government updates and in some 

cases explanation and rationale behind some of the health orders that had been put in 

place. The posts not only served as a source of information to the public, but it quickly 

became apparent that my messages were proving to be calming, inspirational and gave 

hope to many people. I also found comfort in knowing that during a pandemic and 

tough times people found hope in my messaging. On days when I did not post I would 

have personal messages asking if everything was ok with me, it was then I realized the 

impact my posts had. There wasn’t a day when someone wasn’t experiencing hardship 

or struggling to cope in a world that was unsettled, and people were looking for my daily 

message for hope and inspiration. I found myself more dedicated to providing positive 

upbeat messages. I received private messages from many telling me how important my 

daily posts were to them, I also found myself at times counselling those that felt alone 

and without hope. It was truly humbling to know the importance of words and the 

impact one’s message can have on others. 

 

As a leader during a pandemic the journey was not always an easy one. There were 

many hard decisions that had to be made for the health and safety of all Manitobans. I 
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faced harsh criticism and backlash but could not let that get in the way of my 

responsibility to serve the people and stay focused. Not all messages were warm and 

humbling during this time, and some days it was a struggle to stay positive and focused. 

Many of my days were committed to taking calls, making calls, zoom meetings and 

keeping up to date on all the government issues both related and unrelated to COVID. 

My work often left me mentally and emotionally drained with such enormous challenges 

but when least expected something was said to me or I got a message that gave me 

strength, courage, and the guidance to continue the life journey and challenges I’d been 

given. 

 

When I think back to the beginning of my political career as MLA and Minister, I have 

encountered more heart wrenching, scary, depressing exciting, rewarding, hurtful, 

unbelievable, encouraging, frustrating, fun, disappointing, historical, and educational 

events issues and circumstances than one could ever imagine living through in a 

lifetime. Its hard to believe and put into words all that I have experienced in just a few 

short years. Even through these challenges I feel truly blessed - I’ve been chosen to do 

this job at this time and experience something unique and special in our world. I am 

truly blessed by the many people I have met, grateful for the many zoom meetings, 

events and places I have attended and the emotions I have experienced on this 

pandemic journey. 

 

I will continue to “Walk by Faith” 

 

Eileen Clarke  
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My COVID-19 Journal 

 

Following are excerpts from my COVID-19 Journal that I have kept throughout the past  

two years of the pandemic: 

 

April 20, 2020: Lockdown has been in effect for three weeks. It is a strange thing to  

have in place and to realize the seriousness of this restriction. It is also interesting to  

reflect on the indulgences of the society. Statement from the news- “factories cut back  

on the production of sixty kinds of pasta and will only produce five or six.” 

 

May 12, 2020: From the middle of March, through the whole of April and now, to the  

middle of May, we have been social distancing, washing our hands, limiting social  

contact and yet, the virus marches on. It is a very worrisome period of history. I feel  

anxious when I stand in line waiting to go to the grocery store and eye people, not with  

suspicion, but with a wariness that I have never felt before. This pandemic must end  

soon! 

 

May 15th, 2020: Off to the greenhouse today! Armed, or should I say faced, with a mask  

and sanitized hands. I was for a few moments lost amongst the blooms and greenery. It  

was a feeling of normalcy. It was overwhelming. 

 

May 17th, 2020: COVID-19 continues ravaging the global population. Some news is  

chilling like triaging patients and mass burials. Again, feelings of “this can’t be real” and  

an uncontrollable anxiousness. The economy is becoming a major concern and some  

restrictions have been lifted. Masks and social distancing are still in effect. 

 

July 8th, 2020: A Facebook tribute to my name Annette. They whispered to her, “you  

cannot withstand the storm” She whispered back, “I am the storm.” That pretty much  
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sums me up. 

 

July 20th, 2020: 13 days of no new cases in our province! Today, 18 new ones. Start of  

the “second wave”? I am very disappointed. 

 

July 25th, 2020: Lots of visitors at the lake, “But we are social distancing and we are  

being careful”, Case count today- 42. 

 

August 6, 2020: Huge crowds at the lake this long weekend. Overwhelming!  

Frightening! You want to hide out and avoid everyone. No one wants to hear the  

statistics, just that this pandemic is coming to an end. 

 

For whatever reason, I did not write in my journal for several months.  

 

December 2nd, 2020: Gloomy date- reflective of my mood. I have learned over the past  

few months that I like my own company, but this is getting to be a bit much. 

 

December 28th, 2020: Christmas has come and gone. I dreaded it. Isolated with  

absolutely no contact allowed, not a day of celebration. However, it turned out quite  

lovely. Phone calls, Facetime, and texts from family and friends all over the globe  

brightening the day. A day to remember. 

 

Just for a laugh I jotted down the following quips: My current theme song is “I Don’t Get  

Around Much Anymore”. 

 

Last year at this time, the major concern was the appropriateness of the song “Baby, it’s  

cold outside.” 
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I just had an adrenaline rush! The Purolator Courier came to the door! 

 

January 1st, 2021: Year one of the pandemic has ended. Let us hope that the virus  

ends. 

 

January 24th, 2021: COVID-19 marches on. Canadian cases are decreasing but the  

production and distribution of the vaccines has been delayed. It is a wearisome time  

and I voice the old lament, “COVID, please let my people go.” 

 

February 4th, 2021: I’m curled up with a book, a cuppa tea, and background music  

while the snow falls and the north wind blows. A cocoon of contentment with all the  

fretting of the world held at bay, for the moment, A moment to be treasured. 

 

February 26th, 2021: I am happy enough- the English equivalent of being happy! 

 

March 11th, 2021: What have I learned about myself over this past year? I am mentally  

healthy most of the time, I need to have a task or tasks, like my own company but miss 

family and friends, and am thankful that I live in Canada. But most of all, I miss the  

celebration of milestones and the hugs. Oh, how I miss the hugs! 

 

March 20th, 2021: I am so tired of the lack of the physical presence of people. The  

continual silence of my home and the inability to go somewhere are affecting my well- 

being. I walk around with a clenched jaw, am not sleeping well and am harbouring a  

sense of gloom. I must snap out of this funk.  

 

April 5th, 2021: Well, after that dismal entry of March 20, I have arrived at a very good  

space in time. A visit from a niece, helping with the community Easter egg hunt and  

delivering Easter dinners to shut-ins restored my optimism and faith in the goodness of  
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our community. 

 

April 12th, 2021: A bit of humour as people rail against the restrictions and a snowstorm  

is predicted: 

 

God: Why don’t they listen and stay home? 

 

Mother Nature: Here, hold my beer! 

 

We are back in lock down with restrictions and rain and snow and wind. It is a tough go.  

I make myself get up, dress, make my bed, read, watch Netflix and maybe, if I feel like  

it, phone someone. I would give anything to go back to the freedoms of a year ago. 

 

May 7 to 18th, 2021: The “third wave” is impacting us now. 502 cases and new  

restrictions being introduced today at 6 p.m. Things are not looking good but with  

vaccines rolling out perhaps “…this is not the end; it is not even the beginning of the  

end. But it is perhaps the end of the beginning.” Winston Churchill 

 

May 18th was a “red letter” day for Manitoba as we achieved the dubious distinction of  

having the highest number of cases, per capita, in North America. I’m too weary to listen  

to the news. 

 

May 22nd, 2021: Big relief today as I received my second vaccine. New record set with  

603 cases reported. 

 

May 23rd to 27th, 2021: Huge strains on the ICUs as case count continues to rise. More  

patients being transferred out of the province. It’s very emotional to see and hear the  

sorrow in the voices of family as this is happening. People are so weary. 
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May 28th, 2021: It’s been nearly 15 months of restrictions. When one stops and really  

reflects on that fact, it is mind boggling to think of all the changes that have taken place 

in our lives. Humans are so adaptable albeit with a bit of grumbling! 

 

November 27th, 2021: No recording in my journal again for a few months. To be  

honest, I was tired of entering negative news day after day. I needed a mental health  

break. Also, I was hoping that the Pandemic would have ended. It hasn’t. A new variant,  

Omicron has appeared. 

 

December 5th, 2021: I am flying to England tomorrow. It has not been an easy nor  

hasty decision. With Omicron on the loose, waiting to get the booster shot, wading  

through the needed paperwork and the anxiety of whether or not this is a good move, I  

feel anxious and indecisive. 

 

Then my youngest child put it all in perspective: “If we go into lock down, where would 

you rather be, here or in London?” 

 

I fly tomorrow.  

 

December 6th, 2021: I have plunged into the real world. I am writing right now in  

Pearson International Airport. Masked people everywhere but no social distancing or  

disinfectant chambers. What have I done? I will admit that I am now questioning my  

decision. But, this may be the new reality for many years. I hope that I don’t have to  

start a second journal. 

 

December 16th, 2021: The Canadian government has issued an advisory against  

“nonessential” travel. Sorry, my heart decreed that my trip was essential. Also, it is a bit 

of a thrill to flaunt the rules after 20 some months of compliance. 
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December 24th, 2021: Life goes on and so does the pandemic. Manitoba reported 556  

cases yesterday. I am in London under the same restrictions. 

 

December 27th, 2021: 2144 cases in Manitoba today. Really? 

 

January 3rd, 2022: Three years since the world heard the first rumours of a new virus.  

How dismissive we were of those first reports. Now the statistics numb and deafen us. 

We pray for an end as we try to carry on with our lives. Masked and disinfected and  

adhering to the restrictions, we hope that we won’t become one of the statistics. 

 

April 18th, 2022: March 11, 2022 was the second anniversary of the pandemic. The  

third year begins with the “sixth wave” and new variants surfacing. 

 

I have started my second COVID-19 Journal  

 

Annette Holowka, Fisher Branch WI 

 

COVID-19 

 

When I first heard the words COVID-19, I thought “just another flu and I’ve had the 

regular flu shot already.” However, as time progressed and reports of deaths in 

hospitals and personal care homes were being reported, I realize that the memories of 

the Spanish Flu of 1918 which my Mother told us about had come back. Her Mother had 

lost 5 members of her family within 3 weeks, five siblings; ages ranging from 17 to 32. 

Surely, this could not be happening again. After all we have medication to stop this 

monster! Well, think again, suddenly the numbers began to increase at an alarming rate 

with the elderly being the prime targets; exactly where my husband and I fit. Even once 

the vaccines were made available, this flu was still raging. 
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Things began change rapidly. The Early Years School, where I volunteered once a 

week, suddenly had to close to anyone other than staff and students. As more lives 

were lost, all schools were closed. We all learned a new term “Virtual Classes.” Then 

came the masks and sanitizers everywhere even in our vehicles and purses. 

Grocery shopping changed as well. Because of our age and vulnerability, we decided to 

just phone our weekly order in and, fortunately for us, the staff at the COOP would put 

our order together and we just had to pick it up. However, that eliminated any possible 

chance meeting and a chat with neighbours and friends. 

 

When our church graduated from mask to complete closure and turned to Zoom 

services this created more isolation. Dental and eye appointments were delayed 

because we felt uncomfortable about being in a crowd. Visiting my cousin and friends in 

the Personal Care Home was not allowed. Even now we must phone and make an 

appointment to visit and are restricted to visiting one person at a time. 

I especially missed our WI meetings where we got together to plan our projects and 

keep in touch with our fellow members. 

 

Fortunately, for us, our “Bubble,” another new term, consisted of two of our sons and 

their families, and my sister-in-law who all live within a mile from us. They became our 

COVID “Bubble.” 

 

Government rules and regulations were put in place to restrict gatherings to 5 or later 10 

people. With these rules we were limited to only our “Bubble” in our home. 

Birthdays have always been celebrated with a Birthday Supper at our home. Well, 

birthdays came and went and a Happy Birthday phone call to those who lived away was 

all that could happen. Even when special birthdays happened like Debbie, our daughter, 

turned 65 and Cubby, my husband, turned 90, getting everyone together was an 

absolute no-no. Someone could be carrying the virus and, again, at our age this could 

be dangerous. 
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Christmas became my nightmare. Christmas without all the family was just not 

supposed to happen, but it did. 

 

At this point, June 2022, masks are not compulsory except in certain places, businesses 

are open, social events are being held, my hairdresser can again colour my grey roots 

and, after four vaccine shots, life is almost back to normal, and we are all still here. 

I thank you, Alexander Graham Bell, your invention kept me sane. 

 

Submitted by Rosie Barrett- Fisher Branch Women’s Institute  

 

Coping with COVID 

2019 - 2022 

 

The COVID years started off with me thinking “Good Grief, here we go again with an 

issue being grossly exaggerated and the focus of fear mongers.” Then came the reality 

of my students and their families getting ill; a friend’s son becoming ill and left with life 

altering effects; my fear of transmitting the dreaded virus to the older members of my 

family and loved ones due to my work; the isolation from my social engagements with 

family and friends; and the disbelief being spoken or written about by some lifelong 

friends that COVID did not exist. Certainly not a mind relaxing time! 

 

However, as I love a challenge and embrace learning; I was able to adjust my social 

activities using technology to ensure my mind did not turn, as I tell my students, “into 

mashed potatoes.” I became a Zoomer and user of Facebook Messenger. My use of 

Zoom allowed me to fully interact with the people in the organizations I belong to and 

continue to coordinate and provide programming to those members who also embraced 

Zoom. Messenger eliminated a chunk of social isolation by giving me the opportunity to 

see and chat with my friends and family from near and far. This became a true blessing 
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as I visited with family and friends whom I hardly ever saw except at weddings or 

funerals. 

 

The dreaded mask became a fashion statement among many coworkers and friends 

thus giving my frustration with fogged up glasses a lighthearted laugh or smile each 

day. My favourite being the tiger mask worn by one of my Kindergarten students. No 

more good morning did I get from her! I now got tiger growls each morning, a true gift 

and a super way to start any day with a giggle. 

 

Despite any positive spin one can put on the pandemic the inability to not celebrate 

Christmas with my family in 2020 just about broke my spirit, I was left heart broken and 

sad beyond belief. The tree was up, and house decorated but they were a sad reminder 

of what I treasured, which would be missing. But as expected we all got over the missed 

gathering by focusing on what we did have and how fortunate we were that no one was 

gravely ill or worse.  

 

Then came October 2021 and I was off work because a semi driver decided he did not  

like the look of my vehicle, three seconds before I would have turned off the highway.  

As fate would have it my mobility kept me home bound and prevented me from  

returning to work but not from my son loading me into his truck (a job that took 

nearly 10 minutes) and driving to Fisher Branch for Christmas day. My son and I were 

able to join my Parents and Aunt for Christmas. Best gift ever! Although many have 

heard me say without family you have nothing, COVID and the accident really cemented 

this truth in my mind. 

 

Another huge benefit to becoming a home body which initially began due to COVID has 

been the ability to purge 40 plus years of papers and junk. My living room became a 

landmine field of bins needing to be sifted through. My son was kept busy hauling the 
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bins to me, my collectibles back into our storage spot, and the trash out. The garbage 

man was busy hauling but saw fit to just wave and haul away. This venture is still a work 

in progress, but I found many treasures that I hope someone enjoys long after I have 

use for them. The best treasure I found was a series of original paintings Allan  

Chapman painted for me in Churchill, he used his gift of art to honour many of us when 

he considered he or a loved one had received a kind or helping hand. 

 

However, due to the challenges of COVID I did find one major character flaw began to 

emerge. Between my annoyance at having my lifestyle limited by both COVID and my 

accident I now know I can compete with any oil rigger when it comes to my vocabulary 

of curse words. Luckily, common sense still prevails, and these choice words only 

appear when I tumble over or cannot physically do what I desperately need to do. 

Hopefully, with the spring sun beginning to shine; I will get out onto the deck, putter 

around in my container gardens, and enjoy our hens, Myrtle and Bertha, as they come 

to eat my pansies. Maybe then my challenges will become less frustrating, and the word 

COVID plus other choice words will once again be locked away. 

 

Another frustration that COVID brought into my life was the idea that hugs were not to 

be given out. I found that this one aspect of COVID was not something I could accept, 

and I simply refused to comply. My little students not only expected their daily hugs but 

for some my hug was the only hug they may receive on any given day. I chose to 

continue providing hugs but as a standing adult not a crouching adult. My rationale was 

the virus was supposedly transmitted by spittle or air and that neither could be 

transmitted to me through my belly button, which is the height my little people were. 

Maybe my rationale was based on the children’s needs or my stubborn refusal to admit 

COVID was impacting our lives. Either way the hug lived on! 

 

As I sit and wonder how to end this, my COVID story, I can only cherish and respect the 
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human spirit. We are not easily stopped by hardships, rather we are made stronger in 

our ability to adapt and make the best of a rotten situation. A good dose of gallows 

humour also helps to make the best of a lousy situation. Luckily, both my son and I have 

received huge doses of gallows humour and this outlook has helped me define what in 

life is truly a necessity. 

 

Submitted by Debra Barrett, Fisher Branch WI 

President- Manitoba Women’s Institute (MWI) 

 


