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editorial    ERIN MAYOU HHP  |  Email me at bi_editor@asac.ab.ca

First, I would like to thank the 
Birth Issues team for working 
so hard to complete this issue 
through the summer. I would 
also like to thank everyone that has 
contributed submissions and photos;  
I know it has not been easy putting the 
words together, finalizing goodbyes,  
and moving through this grieving 
process. Thank you for letting us  
join you and sharing your inspiring 
thoughts and messages about such a  
remarkable woman.

I would like to make a few apologies for 
the last issue on Indigenous Women. In 
Keesha Charlebois’ birth story I credited 
photos by Appletree Photography and 
My Unique Birth Story. In reality both 
photos were by Appletree Photography 
and I completely missed sharing this 
beautiful photo of Keesha and her 
daughters by My Unique Birth Story.

I also added our featured photographers 
photos to the article “Indigenous 
mothering and ceremony: 
Contemporary art practices of The 
Ephemerals” by Becca Taylor. Although 
it is common for us to place featured 

photos through the magazine, even 
inside articles or stories that do not 
have photos, I was not aware that it 
is considered bad practice to include 
another artist’s photographs within 
an article discussing another group of 
visual artists. I would like to clarify that 
the photos printed within this article 
were from our featured photographer, 
Steinhauer Photography, and not from 
the group the article was written on, The 
Ephemerals. I apologize if this seemed 
to be misleading or misrepresented 
their work. Moving forward this will be 
something I am aware of with future 
submissions and photography.

Now on to Noreen. We decided to 
dedicate this edition of Birth Issues 
to Noreen Walker—a local legend in 
midwifery care and legalization, within 
Alberta, who practiced midwifery in the 
Edmonton area for the last 40 years—
after her passing on April 19, of this year, 
2017, from complications following 
surgery. It has been a beautiful and sad 
journey working on this issue. Each story 
is inspiring, powerful and poignantly sad 
as we realize all we have gained and lost. 
For me, I only had the pleasure of being 
in Noreen’s company twice, very briefly, 
while she had a prenatal appointment 
with one of my doula clients and later 
when she attended the home birth. It 
was a pleasure and honour to watch 
her work and see the confidence she 
brought to the birth room. However I 
never truly felt I got to know Noreen so 

PHOTO BY: MY UNIQUE BIRTH STORY

Erin Mayou and her daughter, Terra, at ASAC’s Pool Party in 
support of Midwifery funding on March 9, 2016.

PHOTO BY: VANNESSA BROWN PHOTOGRAPHER

Despite the number of practicing midwives increasing from three to 96, in 2013, and the compared number of births attended 

increasing by nearly 170%, maintaining incredibly promising stats in birth outcomes remains a top priority for Edmonton, and 

Alberta, midwives.

Midwives (1980-89) Midwives (2013)
Caesarean Rate 3.7% 7%
VBAC Success 92% 79%

1980-89 stats are from Edmonton Midwifery Group Home Birth Statistics 1980-1989, published in 1989 by Donna Gibbons. 
2013 stats come from ASAC’s Maternity Care in Alberta report (2016), found at http://www.asac.ab.ca/maternity_care_report.

it has been sad to learn so much of this 
daring, witty, spunky woman—whom I 
am sure I would have loved—knowing 
that it is too late to ever ask her about 
what I have learned or get to know such 
a remarkable woman. Like learning 
about the story of our grandparent’s 
youth only after they have passed and 
thinking, “If only I had known!”

I have been incredibly honoured to 
work on this issue of Birth Issues. It strays 
a bit from the typical look of an issue 
but fear not the usual look will be back: 
birth announcements will return and I 
will again bring back the Dictionary of 
Terms. 

I hope that, although we all may shed 
a few tears while reading this issue, by 
the time we put it down we feel inspired 
to carry Noreen’s courage and energy 
forward. To carry her passion, optimism, 
daring and wise spirit with us as we step 
bravely into the future Noreen helped, 

so strongly, to shape.  
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First, I would like to 
thank all the donors that 
contributed to Noreen 
Walker’s fundraising 

campaign. We raised $5,362, enough to completely 
cover the costs of her Celebration of Life and to 
contribute towards this special tribute edition of 
Birth Issues. Donations and volunteering are at the heart 

of ASAC and we could not do it without your support. From 

ASAC, and on behalf of Noreen’s family, we thank you deeply 

for your contributions. 

On the note of volunteering, a huge thank you to Joan 

Margaret Laine and Marie Tutt who volunteered to host 

Noreen’s Celebration of Life, on May 7. It must not have 

been easy, publicly saying goodbye, but I am thankful to have 

witnessed such love for Noreen by two women who knew her 

both as a colleague and a friend. That is equally true for all of 

those that spoke at her Celebration of Life.

ASAC president’s message    DANA WEATHERHEAD  | Email me at president@asac.ab.ca

It has been sad and beautiful to be reminded of our roots here 

at ASAC. For some of our new members this issue will be a 

learning experience on how the Association first came to be 

and what the birth climate was like at the time it was founded. 

It is humbling and grounding to reconnect with these old 

stories of our history and let them guide us into the future of 

protecting women’s rights in maternity care.

RIP Noreen, our beautiful midwife and friend. You were by my 

side when I brought my two boys into this world. Although you 

may no longer be here on earth, your legacy lives on in them, 

the many babies whose births you witnessed and the many 

women whose lives you impacted. You were a true pioneer for 

a profession that needed a voice. You have helped build this 

amazing birth community and will forever be remembered 

and missed beyond words.

Gone but not forgotten.

Sending love to Noreen’s family. 



6     |  FALL 2017  |  www.birthissues.org

There was a brave woman, Noreen

Best midwife that we’ve ever seen

Helped women give birth

No matter their girth

We think she’s the “Midwifery Queen”!

She started when midwives weren’t, “Cool”

with doctors – she scoffed at the rules

She did VBACs at home

(Why I’m writing this poem)

Trusted women and birth, she’s no fool!

She was calm, skilled and patient with all

Mostly got there in time when on call

Traveled many a mile

With her bag and a smile

Although birth, as a process, could stall!

Slept on many a couch through the night

As labours would stop (that’s their right!)

With her help, things got going

Soon mothers were glowing

New babies were her favorite sight!

She even fought battles in court

With a lawyer so skilled in retort

He proved she’s the best

When given the test

“Have no fear!” she laughed with a snort!

She struggled on midwifery pay

So bartering for goods was okay

She was living her dream

With great birthing teams

Helping babies begin their first day!

Soon midwifery was a choice many made

And now legal, she finally got paid!

Could take holidays away

With her family, “Ole!”

Precious memories that will never fade!

As a tribute to our dear friend above

In heaven on the wings of a dove

We all want to toast

As we’re happy to boast

Noreen helped birth our babies with LOVE!

Ode to Noreen
By Judy Cochrane

The poem expresses my great admiration and love for my friend, Noreen and I think she will smile when she hears it!  
Thank you ASAC for all you continue to do!

poem
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articles

A PIONEER IS BORN

Noreen Walker was born on December 20, 1949, 
in Lloydminister. Her father was Norman Walker, 
who passed away in the 90s, and Noreen left behind 
her mother Eileen McKenzie who lives in Rocky 
Mountain House and is a, “Young 94,” says Noreen’s 
daughter Katherine Walker. Noreen’s own name was a 

combination of her parents’ names. She was the second child 

of eight: six brothers and a sister.

“Besides midwifery, Noreen’s passion in life was figure skating. 

She dreamed of being in the Olympics, or Ice Capades.  

She had an amazing grace on skates; she was teaching my  

kids to skate a week before she went into the hospital,”  

Katherine Walker.

Noreen was a third generation midwife, as far back as 

her grandmother in Scotland; both her daughter and 

granddaughter aspire to the role of midwife as well. “My 

mother loved being a midwife and never once felt differently. 

Midwifery was her passion and calling in life and she loved 

being a midwife and she also loved all of her clients very 

much,” Katherine Walker.

Noreen later met Sandy Pullin in nursing school where 

opposites attracted and a fast friendship formed over their 

common interest in natural birth. They both relocated to 

High Level for their first nursing jobs and shortly after, in 1976, 

Noreen asked Sandy to attend her third birth at home. Their 

journey into midwifery and homebirth had begun.

Editor’s Notes

1. Sandy has lived in Nanaimo, B.C since 1998 and is still practising midwifery.  

Noreen when she graduated nursing 
school from Grant MacEwan, in 1974, 
where she earned an award for her 
top marks.

Noreen as a little girl with her parents Norman and Eileen, and one of her brothers. “I love this 
(second) pose, as it shows how formidable she was, even then,” Katherine Walker. 

Noreen in the Rockies, 2006

By Erin Mayou
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articles

HOW WE STARTED – NOREEN’S STORY
By Noreen Walker

My first birth was in a hospital, 
and was a routine nightmare. 
I was totally unprepared, and 
expected the hospital staff to 
deliver the baby for me. Nothing 
really went wrong except that I did not 
know what was normal to start with, and 
I was alone, I finally delivered my baby 
and she was really beautiful. I tried to 
forget the whole experience of labour 
and just got to know my baby.

Four years later I become pregnant 
again, but realized I had not forgotten 
one second of my last labour. I was 
visiting a friend one day and told her 
how terrified I was of going through 
another experience like the last 
one. She gave me a book to read 
which she thought might help. It was 
Commonsense Childbirth by Lester 
Hazell. I was amazed reading it. For 
the first time I realized that I had had 
a normal easy delivery that first time, 
that the only thing holding my body 
back had been my lack of knowledge 
about birth and my unwillingness to do 
anything for myself. Although I planned 
a home birth with my second, it was 
unfeasible at the time, so I went to the 
hospital. Both the labour and birth were 
fast and efficient. The only problem was 
refusing interventions from the staff.

During my second pregnancy, I 
developed a real interest in pregnancy 
and birth. I had read everything that I 
could find, and later decided to take 
nursing so I could work in obstetrics. It 
was during this course that I met Sandy. 
We had absolutely nothing in common 
except our interest in birth, but became 
good friends who argued a lot anyway.

When I became pregnant the third time, 
I knew I wanted a home birth. Although 
we were both very inexperienced with 
actual births, Sandy agreed to help as 
midwife. The doctor I was seeing was 
really understanding of my needs, but 
disagreed with having the baby at home. 
He offered to let me do anything I 
wanted during the birth, if only I would 
come to the hospital. This really made 
the decision hard. My husband, Sandy 
and I all discussed going to the hospital, 
and reluctantly agreed that maybe it was 
the best idea. We were all sitting around, 
really depressed about it, and I finally 
realized that no matter how wonderful 
the hospital sounded, I really just wanted 
to be at home.

The labour was uneventful except for 
a long latent phase. Transition was 
probably the hardest I had experienced, 
but I felt confident all the way through. 
The birth was wonderful, and has to be 

the peak experience of my life.

A few years later I met another woman 
who was planning a home birth, and 
actually had a doctor who would attend. 
I was elated. I met Ben Toane, who was 
looking for a few nurses to help at home 
deliveries. I phoned Sandy, told her to 
move back to the city, and we have been 
doing home births ever since. We feel 
very fortunate to be doing these births, 
as very few people are lucky enough to 
work at something as important as these 
births are to us.

After working with Dr. Toane for two and 
a half years, the College of Physicians 
and Surgeons passed a ruling prohibiting 
doctors from attending home births. 
After considerable thought, Sandy and 
I decided that we would continue to 
attend births, even without a doctor 
present. We felt that home birth was 
an alternative many couples needed, 
and we would support it in any way 
we could. We have been working and 
learning ever since and are grateful that 
we have the opportunity to work with 
couples to help them make their births 
happy experiences.

Noreen’s story was first published in A 
Midwife’s Guide to prenatal care and 
home birth by Donna Gibbons, Sandy 
Pullin and Noreen Walker (1989).  



www.birthissues.org  | FALL 2017  |     9

birth stories

HOW  
NOREEN HELPED SHAPE  
OUR FAMILY’S BIRTH STORIES
By Marie Martin

Patrick’s Birth
I have wanted to write this birth story for many 
years but never felt the courage to put it in writing 
until Noreen Walker passed away. It is a story that 

clearly shows the need for people such as Noreen and her 

valiant efforts to give women alternatives in childbirth.

Patrick was born on December 9, 1973, in the old University of 

Alberta (U of A) Hospital. It was a Sunday and this was going to 

be my first born. I was only 19 then and did not know anything 

about having a baby. That morning I started feeling some 

menstrual cramps; little did I know that those were indeed 

contractions. Somehow I had in mind that labour was going to 

feel differently. I had prenatal care at the university clinic. I felt 

the doctor did not like me very much as he rarely looked into 

my eyes. He was either focusing at my belly or at my chart. 

The visits were usually quick and it felt like the most important 

thing at this clinic was the finger prick for iron testing.

Later that afternoon, my husband Tim brought me to the 

U of A Hospital and I was ushered into a labour room. I was 

immediately gowned and my husband was told that he could 

go home and that he was going to be called later as things 

progressed. I thought I was labouring well, as this was still early 

labour, but soon I was offered Demerol. I was told that this was 

routine and most women chose to use it. I resisted it at first 

but later I relented when it was offered again as I put my trust 

in the nurse who attended to me. Soon another nurse came 

in with some equipment and I was told that I would be getting 

an enema. Again, being naive, I really did not know what that 

was but it was pumped up my rectum anyways. I remember 

being helped to the bathroom as by now I was experiencing 

nausea as well. Sitting on the toilet both orifices were busy 

as I voided my rectum at the same time as I vomited into a 

bowl. Then I had a contraction. “This is not very pleasant,” I 

remember thinking to myself. One nurse helped me back into 

bed as the other brought a pan with hot water, some shaving 

cream and a shaver. I was told that this was again routine 

and it was a precaution to keep the area clean and free of 

germs. I assumed that the hospital must have been tired of 

babies being born with a mouthful of pubic hair and therefore 

elected for the shaving of the perineum. Once given the 

Demerol, I immediately went into a coma-like state. Since I 

had maybe two aspirins ever in my life until then, the Demerol 

was very effective indeed. I vaguely remember seeing my 

husband in the labour room. It is amazing that for this birth, 

my husband seemed to have played such a little role yet when 

our fourth son was born, he was my coach and I would not 

let him leave my side! I remember waking up in the midst of a 

contraction at its climax and wondering where the heck I was 

and why was I in hell. After taking a few seconds to figure it 

out, I would immediately go back to my coma-like state. This 

went on for hours and as the Demerol wore off, I started to 

wake up and be more aware of my situation. 

This is when I started panicking. I had not been given the 

chance to breathe and slowly ride the ups and downs of 

labour and I was totally thrown off by what was happening to 

my body. Yes, I was in pain –  horrible pain – and yet when I 

begged to be given more drugs, I was informed that the baby 

was near my cervix and soon I would be wheeled into the 

delivery room. I was told that this was not the time to be on 

drugs as I needed to concentrate. I do not think my husband 

joined me in the delivery room.

Once in the delivery room I was switched to a different bed, 

one with stirrups, and a doctor (not my primary obstetrician) 

and a nurse were busy tending to my perineum. Only after 

the baby was born, around 6 p.m. shortly after arriving in the 

delivery room and after about 10 hours of labour did I find 

out that I was administered a local anesthetic and given an 

episiotomy. My little boy was born; he was so little, he only 
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  HOW NOREEN HELPED SHAPE OUR FAMILY’S BIRTH STORIES

weighed 5 lb, 12 oz. I am sure with the episiotomy his head 

likely never touched the sides of my vagina as he came out! 

He was wrapped in a towel and I saw him briefly before he 

was whisked away to the pediatric wing for a thorough vernix 

scrubbing. I was kept back in the delivery room for some 

stitching up.

I was not aware of the U of A Hospital practices for new 

mothers once they had given birth but I remember my week in 

the postpartum room very well. I hardly saw my little boy, but 

every day I saw many nurses coming and going. One would 

bring the heat lamp so my perineum could be dry as to speed 

up the healing of the stitches. Another would come and ask 

me every day if I had a bowel movement. I remember thinking 

that I would not probably have one until after the stitches 

were all healed as in order to have a bowel movement you 

need to relax that area so the rectum can contract. The pain 

Nathalie, Isabelle and I want to thank you Noreen for your deep devotion to your work and your strong belief in supporting alternatives to the birth process!

of urinating was bad enough; it was such a burning feeling, so 

bad at times that I discovered the breathing technique I should 

have used when I was in labour. Every trip to the bathroom, 

I walked like a duck as my perineum was very tender from 

stitches and a recent shaving.

Three days after giving birth my milk came in, but when my 

baby was brought to me to nurse, he only slept and I could 

not wake him up. My breasts eventually became like two hard 

rocks and on top of the daily heat lamp treatment, I was given 

cold packs to put on my swollen breasts. The whole process 

was so uncomfortable. I felt like a failure. I could not nurse my 

baby as I had so wanted to.

In 1973 it was the norm to stay a week in the hospital after 

having a baby. One day, a day or two after my milk came in, I 

walked to the nursery to see my little boy but he was not in his 
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bassinet. I was only 19 years old, I did not know what to feel; I 

had not learned to trust my inner self yet. I was concerned for 

my son but still trusted that since I was in the hospital, they (the 

staff) were doing the right thing. I eventually saw him in the 

back room with a nurse. She was giving him a bottle of what 

I found out later was glucose water. I was told that because 

Patrick had jaundice and his bilirubin was high, the doctor had 

ordered regular bottle feedings of glucose water. Well, that 

would explain why he was sleeping when he should have been 

nursing. He was full of sugar and should have been bouncing 

off the walls but he only slept when they brought him to me 

for nursing! When I think of it now, it upsets me terribly, like 

all the other things they did to me. Confused was probably 

the best word to describe how I felt when I saw Patrick being 

bottle fed, yet I was still generally trusting as I went back to my 

room without my son.

Patrick’s birth was indeed a nightmare for me and when I 

returned home with him in my arms, I remember saying, 

“Never again!” I was not thinking that never again would I have 

a baby in a hospital, I was sure that I never again wanted to 

have children! The power of love and motherhood is strong 

though and I did have another boy, two and half years later 

at the U of A Hospital with less trauma, but not much had 

changed except for the added use of new fetal monitoring 

machines. Now those were really dandy; having straps tied 

around your belly while having contractions sure makes for a 

happy labouring mother!

I was convinced that there had to be another way, a more 

human way to have a baby. When I found myself pregnant 

again two years later, I discovered the power and the 

wholesome spiritual experience of the “Home Birth”. Noreen 

Walker came into my life and changed my view and my 

experience of giving birth forever!

A letter to Noreen upon her passing…
Dear Noreen,

I am writing you this letter because your leaving us last April 

has left me with mixed feelings. I am so sad and mournful yet 

I remember all you did for me and those memories give me a 

joyous heart. This is why I chose to write you this letter.

I first met you back on July 16, 1978. Little did I know then 

that you would become a big part of my life. That day I 

was in labour with my third child and I had decided that 

my experience with my first two children at the U of A 

Hospital had left me with a lot to be desired. During this third 

pregnancy, I tried very hard to find a way to have this baby at 

home, knowing all too well how home births in Edmonton at 

the time were not seen as acceptable let alone achievable. 

Through various channels, my husband and I finally hooked up 

with Dr. Ben Toane, a then recent resident to Edmonton. He 

agreed to come to our apartment to assist with this birth but 

also asked us if he could bring on board a young nurse who 

was dabbling with a career change and wanted to become 

a midwife. Noreen, you came that day and you and I bonded 

immediately. You treated me with compassion and respect. 

Your genuine concern for me and for the well-being of my 

baby and the rest of my family was deeply felt. Although the 

birth was long because of a sideway head presentation, you 

never left my side and always said and did the right thing. You 

were so perfect in this role. A beautiful baby boy was born; we 

named him Mathew, and to this day we always felt that he was 

uniquely special because he was our first baby born at home. 

You and Dr. Toane made it possible for Mathew to enter this 

world in his very own home surrounded by his very own family!

Noreen, I am grateful that you did become a midwife after that 

and that you continued to help thousands of mothers with 

the same caring and devoted attitude. You must have assisted 

in countless home deliveries as our son Mathew will be 39 

this July. I know you were also instrumental in helping many 

other women become midwives as well. Noreen, you were 

busy assisting with another home birth when our fourth son 

Jonathan arrived in 1979 but you were there in our home in 

1982 and 1986 to assist us with the birth of our two daughters 

Nathalie and Amélie. Then you were there one more time to 

assist with our granddaughter, Isabelle’s birth in 2009. Needless 

to say her birth felt uniquely special as now three generations 

of women (my daughter Nathalie, her daughter, and I) have all 

been helped by you. 

What a difference one life can make! Your life will forever 

be marked and remembered as providing mothers with the 

freedom to choose where and how they want to give birth to 

their babies. I always felt that birthing is a spiritual experience 

and that allowing mothers like me to choose a home birth 

versus a hospital birth gives us freedom, control and the 

deep satisfaction of doing it our way and, in my case, doing 

it God’s way. You have paved the way for our future mothers, 

giving them hope that they too can make the best choices 
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  HOW NOREEN HELPED SHAPE OUR FAMILY’S BIRTH STORIES

and be in the right place when their time comes. That hope 

and freedom allowed our daughter Nathalie to give birth 

to her first born, Isabelle in a birthing center (of course you 

were there) and her three children after that at home with an 

equally devoted and supportive midwife. Our other daughter 

Amélie chose a home birth for her first baby. On May 19, after 

her last midwife`s appointment, and with her advice, Amélie 

checked herself at the Royal Alex Hospital, three weeks before 

her due date as she had developed preeclampsia. She had 

to undergo an emergency C-section and her tiny daughter, 

Hannah was born at 4lb 10 oz. All is well now but at the time, 

it was very concerning for her husband and her family. Not 

quite the home birth she had envisioned, as the family norm, 

because of the care I first received from Noreen so many years 

ago.

Thank you Noreen so very much for the gift of your love for 

others!

You will be greatly missed,

Marie 

Isabelle’s birth 
Sometimes there are moments in life that just leave you in 

awe. 

It was a happy morning, November 27, 2009, when little 

Isabelle was born. Her mother Nathalie (my daughter) and 

her father Eric were elated at having just experienced one of 

the most spiritual and meaningful events of their lives. Isabelle 

was born at the Stony Plain Maternity Center with the help 

of a very special midwife named Noreen Walker. Noreen 

had asked to attend Nathalie’s delivery because there was a 

special connection there. Let me explain. Nathalie herself was 

born at home with Noreen’s help December 24th, 1982. I had 

two home births before Nathalie, both boys. Matter of fact, 

Noreen’s first experience with home births was with our third 

son, Mathew born July 16th, 1978 in Edmonton. By the time 

Nathalie came along we had four boys and it was especially 

sweet to receive such a special gift from God on Christmas 

Eve.

The feeling in that birthing room in Stony Plain the night 

before Isabelle was born was profound. Three women whose 

lives were very much interconnected all worked to assist 

Isabelle’s coming into the world. In between contractions, 

Noreen and I caught up on time past. I found that although by 

now she had thousands of birthing experiences under her belt, 

she was still so relaxed, caring and loving. Nathalie’s labour 

went well. Her husband was so supportive and effective at 

keeping up with the demands of caring for a labouring wife. 

They elected for a water birth and to my surprise, Eric came 

into the pool to support Nathalie and help her push their baby 

out into the world. Noreen took a few moments before lifting 

Isabelle out of the water and handing her to her parents. She 

was then identified as a girl and the parents rejoiced at having 

brought forth a beautiful living human being to their lives!

Nathalie and Eric went on to give birth to three more children, 

each one born in their home. They had found a new midwife 

named Barb; a woman so much like Noreen who is totally 

devoted to the care and welfare of her pregnant and labouring 

women.

Marie is retired and lives with her husband Tim in Edmonton. 
She has a full life surrounded by her six children, their spouses 
and her 17 grandchildren.  
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THE GLORY YEARS
Dr. Benjamin Toane moved from the Peace River 
country to Edmonton in the fall of 1977 with 
a developing interest in obstetrics and natural 
childbirth. He soon found women who seemed to naturally 
be approaching him hoping to birth at home. Likely because, 
“Dr. Toane was the only Edmonton doctor willing to attend 
home births, and one of only two in Alberta,” Michaels. 
“Somehow or another, these women’s earnestness affected 
me and I started to do some research.  I read everything I could 
about childbirth practices in Europe and the United States. I 
learned that, actually, homebirth could be very safe1.” 

Dr. Ben Toane looked to the Alberta College of Physicians and 
Surgeons (ACOPS), the licensing body for medical doctors in 
Alberta, for input. He was not only told the risks were too high 
but found opinions that did not, at the time, understand why a 
woman would want a home birth. He was even warned by one 
colleague that doctors participating in home birth could face 
legal and disciplinary problems.

Dr. Toane decided to continue on supporting home birth 
despite the pressure and fear from colleagues and the College 
at large, “I remember thinking that if these women were 
responsible enough to request knowledgeable backup for their 
pregnancy and childbirth, I could set aside my apprehensions 
and fears and do it. So, I plunged in.  I gathered all of the 
equipment, the instruments, the oxygen, the medications I 
thought I might need and waited for number one.” 

Dr. Ben Toane’s first birth was with Linda Peters on April 2, 1978. 
By summer, or early fall, of 1978 he had met Noreen Walker 
on her new journey to supporting home birth, and they were 
soon joined by Sandy Pullin.  

In the early years Noreen and Sandy would attend labours, 
calling Dr. Toane when the birth was close at hand, and offered 
prenatal classes out of Benjamin’s office. “Looking back, I 
feel like a big brother.  I provided a legal umbrella for those 
dangerous medically political times for Noreen and Sandy to 
develop their skills, gain experience and confidence,” recalled 
Dr. Toane. Soon Noreen and Sandy were hosting prenatals 
from an upstairs office and catching nearly all of the babies. 
Dr. Ben was attending as medical back-up which was only 
occasionally needed. 

Before long ACOPS had revoked Dr. Toane’s admitting 
privileges at the Sturgeon General Hospital because of his 

involvement in home births. “I soon realized that a large part 
of the success of a safe home birth program would be to 
involve the consumer, the parents, in organizing themselves.” 
Dr. Ben Toane called for a large consumer gathering, to push 
homebirth support, in the home of Ray Rasmussen and Sandra 
Dowie; Sandra Dowie was later to become the first president 
of ASAC. The meeting was attended by close to 100 people!

“Probably one of the fondest memories is the actual founding 
meeting of ASAC in Edmonton. This was the coming together 
of a passionate group of people in a time of great change 
and unfolding options here in this city. My compliments 
are to those early women and their partners who had the 
courage to stand up for what they really wanted and put their 
money where their mouths were, so to speak, by forming an 
organization and doing all the hard work necessary to make 
their views known,” Dr. Ben Toane.

In December of 1980 ACOPS ruled, “That no Alberta doctor 
was permitted to attend home births without obstetrical 
admitting privileges. This one-two punch effectively 
eliminated the possibility of physician attended home birth as 
an option for all Alberta families, as by this time Dr. Toane was 
the only Alberta doctor still attending them,” Michaels. “There 
was probably about half a dozen births towards the end of 
1980 where I sat in a car outside the door waiting for the birth 
to occur should I be needed in an emergency situation,” Ben 
Toane.

“In 1981, my college finally laid down the law that prohibited 
Alberta doctors from involvement in home births. I was forced 
to stop, and Noreen and Sandy grew up and moved on, no 
longer needing a big brother,” Dr. Benjamin Toane. “Sandy 
Pullin and Noreen Walker, the midwives who had been working 
with Dr. Toane, decided to continue practicing on their own, 
attending 43 home births in 1981, and over one hundred in 
1982,” Michaels.

The Alberta Council and Register of Domiciliary Midwives 
Association applied to the Health Occupations Board in 1982 
for the legal practice of midwives. That attempt failed. “The 
underlying tension with respect to licensing was whether 
midwifery was to be viewed as a specialized form of nursing, 
integrated into the regular hospital childbirth system, and 
managed by doctors, or whether it was to enter legal existence 
as a fully independent profession, able to practice according 
to the “midwifery model of care” which includes such tenets 
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as choice of birth location (including, of course, home birth),” 
Michaels.

“After this first unsuccessful attempt, the home birth midwives 
joined forces with the Western Nurse Midwives Association 
to form the current organization, the Alberta Association 
of Midwives (AAM), to represent professional interest of 
midwives and provide continuity of care. This allowed the issue 
of birth location to become somewhat decoupled from the 
question of the legalization of midwifery care in general. It was 
important because it set the stage for midwifery to exist as an 
independent profession, as opposed to a specialty of hospital-
based nursing,” Michaels. 

Noreen Walker also attended the birth of Debbie Jabbour’s 
third daughter in 1983, along with Sandy Pullin. “She was 
also the lead midwife for my fourth in 1986. It is hard to put 
into words how important that was. We did not have legal 
midwifery back then and we were breaking new ground. Dr. 
Ben Toane supported us but it was truly our intrepid midwives 
who led the way,” Debbie Jabbour.

In the July, 1984 issue of Birth Issues – just about a year old at 
the time – the “Domiciliary Midwifery Report” was published 
including a complete report on all 245 births attended 
by Sandy Pullin and Noreen Walker from 1980 to 1983.  It 
supplied detailed information about outcomes, such as 
length of gestation, apgars, transfers, presence of meconium, 
episiotomies, cord wrap, and much more (Michaels).

In 1983 another midwife, Marilyn Shinyei, had joined the 
Edmonton Midwifery Group, and in 1984 a new hospital based 
study project was created to evaluate the use of midwives in 
a hospital setting. The project allowed 100 women to receive 
most of their prenatal care, and have their babies delivered, 
by a nurse midwife. The designer of the study, Dr. Fawzy 
Morcos, chief of obstetrics at the Misericordia hospital, stated 
that the, “Experiment grew out of concerns about possible 
dangers surrounding home births,” coupled with, “Empathy 
for women’s desire for attentive, constant care in home-like 
surroundings4.” In this study, foreign trained midwives worked 
with obstetricians as part of the birthing team and ended up 
being very well received.

On December 23, 1984, Judy Cochrane, a nurse with her 
Bachelor of Science, had her fourth baby at home with 
Noreen Walker. “This was the first home VBAC in Alberta and 
they were very courageous to agree to it. (I knew that if I did 
not stay home, it was likely I would have a repeat caesarean, 
even though I had already had two vaginal births). My home 
VBAC was very healing and changed my life!” In September, 

1985, Judy Cochrane started the Edmonton VBAC Support 
Group to coincide with Dr. Michel Odent’s lecture in Calgary: 
her work would go on to help hundreds of women (as quoted 
in Edmonton Journal in Oct, 1991). “Noreen thought it was 
hilarious that I would put up a big display and hand out 
business cards at a Calgary Birth Conference because she 
knew that the ‘Association’ was just me at the time! You have to 
start somewhere!” Cochrane.

Back in 1985 Noreen Walker, Sandy Pullin and Marilyn Shinyei 
were nominated by the Edmonton YMCA and community 
for A Tribute to Women distinction: “Dedicated to a belief 
in holistic health and self-responsibility for wellness, Noreen 
Walker, Sandy Pullin and Marilyn Shinyei have, together, served 
more than 350 families in the past three years in their roles as 
midwives. They have provided childbirth education, labour 
and birthing support and post-partum counselling to the 
many families in the Edmonton area seeking an alternative 
birthing experience. Their work has enriched many family 
relationships and allowed women greater freedom in their 
decisions regarding childbirth. Sandy, Marilyn and Noreen 
are founding members of the Alberta Council and Registry of 
Domiciliary Midwives Association, members of the Midwives 
Alliance of North America and were instrumental in organizing 
the Association of Safe Alternatives in Childbirth (1979), an 
organization active in promoting family centered

childbirth and related subjects.”

Noreen Walker called these early years, “The glory years.” 
“Such courageous women! How young we all were!” Carol 
Hemrich recalls, an ASAC member from 1980 for several years 
and one of the early editors of Birth Issues, who had home 
births in Edmonton in 1980 and 1989, with Sandy Pullin as 
her main midwife and Noreen as her second attendant. “We 
were among the early advocates of ‘legalizing’ midwifery and 
had many, many, strategy meetings.” Paula Cryderman, a past 
president of ASAC, said of her early years with the organization 
(pre 1984), “Our belief in midwifery, the need to bring it into 
the limelight, have it recognized and legalized by the province 
was our primary motivation, but I suspect that our greater 
personal need for female companionship and support was 
what kept us together and driven to be involved.”

In 1986 Ontario midwives were tried for the death of a 
newborn they attended. Newspapers began covering the topic 
of midwifery again. Mrs. Harness, Judy Cochrane and Marilyn 
Shinyei were strong voices from the birthing community that 
wrote articles for Edmonton Journal. Supportive physicians 
also surfaced in the media. This same year, 1986, Noreen and 

THE GLORY YEARS
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Sandy attended 143 births at $500 each and charged $50 for 
prenatal classes.

Noreen Walker was interviewed in 1987 for Lifestyle: Sherwood 
Park News. Her transfer rate was 10% and was largely for 
exhaustion or failure to progress: less than 1% were for 
emergency reasons. This year the U of A’s Masters in Nursing 
degree also offered a Midwifery Certificate. By 1988, Dr. Fawzy 
Morcos’ pilot project out of the Misericordia was wrapping up, 
to much success. The project proposed, “Bringing midwives 
into the delivery room,” a prospect that would require that 
they be licensed (Michaels).

1989 brought the AAM to once again submit an application 
under the Health Discipline’s Act to recognize midwifery as 
a profession. The Edmonton Midwifery Group delivered 120 
babies at home and Donna Gibbons, another midwife who 

joined Noreen and Sandy, compiled the Edmonton Midwifery 
Group Home Birth Statistics 1980-1989. They had zero 
maternal deaths, just under 1% infant mortality, under 13% 
transfer rates, 3.7% caesarean rate, and a 92% VBAC success 
rate.
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pictures of a woman giving birth in 
the ocean 
this is where it ended, and began:
a high-sided kiddie pool
inflated
with pink and purple fish
waterfilled
in my basement 
waterbirth in the landlocked 
prairies

and before on the western shore
drawing a mandala in the sand
pushing with intention
a tiny chalk-white shell 
deep down into the well; 
ritual of intention
-wish of baby-
into the sand

then communing:
my last blood with the blood of the 
ocean 

pregnant months later: waterbreak 
rhythm of friends coming, going,
our passing life ebbing, flowing  

Midnight.  Dark. 
Internal waves. 
Five minute spaces  
Lifetimes lived in those places.    
Need more water, more room!
Phone Wise Woman!  Bring Ocean!

Dive in.  
Heat.  Sweat.  
Sweating my own ocean.  
Gripping any hand on land
On top of every other wave
Getting lost in the undertow 
Go with the flow!  
I don’t know what the flow is ! 
 
hours of being in the waves 
hoping they won’t drown me

Pushing. Hour number One.
Pushing.  Hour number Two.  
Pushing. Hour number Three 
My options?  (Hospital.) (Episiotomy.)  
I dive back in-   

into the ocean of self-doubt. 
I cannot find why I am here.   
thought my fears were shelled 
my swollen body ready  

waterborne
By patti sinclair

poem

2nd wave
Pushing.  Sleeping. 
Waves of Pushingsleeping.  
Pushingsleeping.  Pushingsleeping.

3rd wave:  Reaching.  
Can’t reach.  
Have to! 
Fish says I can.   “We can’t do it for you.”  
Have to find that place; 
to Reach up and out of that well.  
Climb. Climb. Climb.   Fall. 
Cliiiiiimmmb! Outoooooooout!  

Spilling into the Dream of doubts 

dissolved,  

on the shore I stand with all, tall

drum beats the welcoming song 

from the prairie-born sun, 

heals doubt  and pain  

in the deep cool waters underground

breathing

underwater for the first and final time 

fishbaby is born:

her head  leaps 

 from the lips 

         of the water 

       singing

Although this poem was written before I found out Noreen Walker had passed, I want to dedicate it to her, and although she was not our main 
midwife she supported me in my final hours of giving birth (she is the fish talking to me). 

When we were having a lot of trouble breastfeeding and I was ultra-stressed, Noreen asked me a most empowering question: “Do you think 
your baby is okay?” I knew intuitively my baby was okay even though she had lost some weight and after Noreen asked me that very important 
question-to a new, unsure mother-afterwords I took my Motherpower and everything fell into place.   

I first learned of Noreen years before I had babies, when Brave-She was on the forefront, being charged with practicing medicine without a 
license.  Of course she was found not guilty and her case was groundbreaking for the community of midwives and the families who wanted more 
choices for giving birth.  Such courage and strength; for all for us.  Thank you Noreen.

patti sinclair is a mother of a baby who is starting university this fall! She has facilitated circles for over 20 years; some dedicated to 
honouring the sacred mother, and she is a poet and author.  
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 WOMANTHE PERFECT

By Monica Eggink 
Photo By Vannessa Brown Photographer

In 1981, Kathleen Charpentier was pregnant. It was 
her first pregnancy, and she was excited; she had 
all the hopes and dreams of a young woman in love 
with her husband, looking forward to the creation 
of her new family. She had no plans to one day take the 

stand in a court of law, to stand up for midwifery and defend 

natural childbirth, but that is what happened to her. Here is her 

story. 

When the time came at the end of 1981, Kathy went into 

labour, but there were problems. She was told she had, 

“Dystocia1,” and that she would need to deliver her baby by 

C-section. That did not upset her at the time; she had laboured 

and she was fine with it. The doctors went ahead and her first 

son Mark was born.

Nineteen months later, it was time to deliver her second child. 

She had not had time to think about a different kind of birth. 

At the time, VBAC (vaginal birth after caesarean) was almost 

unheard-of. Most medical professionals at the time abided by 

the motto, “Once a Caesarean always a Caesarean.” She was 

told she would need to schedule her next C-section, and that 

is what she did, but it was a rough experience. “That second 

C-section was devastating. I was not prepared for how sad I 

would feel afterward,” she says today. “To this day, every year 

on Ian’s birthday I apologize to him about how he came into 

this world.” She does not remember what happened during 

the C-section but apparently she had a reaction, she vomited, 

and she had pulled out her IV. When she woke up, she saw her 

husband holding a bouquet of roses for her. She wept and said 

to him, “I cannot do this again.” 

She suffered a lot after that second C-section. She felt that 

she had endangered the health and safety of her second son 



18     |  FALL 2017  |  www.birthissues.org

and she decided that she would not get pregnant again if it meant delivering by 

C-section. She got her hands on the book The Silent Knife2 and became committed 

to the idea of a VBAC.  

In 1986, Kathy was pregnant again. She went to five different obstetricians in 

Edmonton, and they all said, that because of her two caesareans, she would not be 

able to deliver vaginally; she was being, “Unreasonable,” in her desire for a vaginal 

birth.

Then Kathy met Noreen Walker3, a local midwife. Noreen had been practicing as a 

midwife for over ten years, attending more than 1,000 births. Kathy asked Noreen if 

she would be able to deliver her baby vaginally, and Noreen looked her straight in 

the eye and said, “Absolutely, of course you can!” Noreen’s belief in Kathy was balm 

to her soul; she knew she would need good labour support, and she asked Noreen to 

be her midwife.  Kathy lives, and lived, in Castor, Alberta; during that third pregnancy, 

she drove into Edmonton regularly to get moral support from the Edmonton VBAC 

Support Group. She also remembers reading ASAC’s publication Birth Issues. “That 

magazine gave me a lot of hope,” she recalls.

Kathy’s third baby, Andrea, was born at the Royal Alexandria hospital in Edmonton. 

Noreen was Kathy’s labour support. She acted as Kathy’s midwife and guided Kathy 

through the birth, though a doctor did come in just as the baby entered the world. It 

was a beautiful birth, and Kathy was proud of her achievement. “Many things healed,” 

says Kathy. “I really had to stand up for myself with Andrea because I had spent a lot 

of my life being a people-pleaser. All of a sudden, I became assertive and sure of 

myself as a woman.”

A fourth baby was due in 1990. Kathy and Noreen discussed the different options 

available. Kathy decided that it would not be convenient to drive all the way to 

Edmonton for the birth, and she did not want to ask Noreen to travel all the way to 

Castor. She found a doctor in Red Deer, and everything seemed fine with the plan for 

a physician-attended second VBAC at the hospital there. However a few days before 

baby Tess’ birth, the doctor stripped Kathy’s membranes without her consent. When 

Kathy realized this, she was furious and her trust in the doctor was gone. She decided 

 She and her husband 
decided that they would 
s tay at home. They were 
very happy with that 
decision. They fel t it was 
very much for the bes t . 
They did not do it as a sort 
of las t choice , 

– Noreen Walker  
(on Kathy Charpentier’s birth)

Lone (Lo-na) Odgers BSc, RAc, Dip TCM
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to change her birth plans. She no longer wanted to give birth 

in the Red Deer hospital under the care of her doctor. She 

called Noreen and Noreen agreed to attend the birth out in 

Castor. Kathy contacted Noreen on a Wednesday and two days 

later, on the Friday, Tess was born: at home in the presence 

of her loving family and Noreen. “When I was pregnant with 

Tess, I had not thought of a home birth,” 

says Kathy, “but it was wonderful. It was 

in May, and I still remember seeing the 

new green buds on the trees out the 

window. I remember the boys stroking 

the head of their new baby sister, telling 

her how much they loved her, and  

the placenta had not even been 

delivered yet!”

Kathy told her husband to call the 

doctor in Red Deer; she felt that he 

needed to know the baby had been 

born and that his services were not 

required. The doctor was angry to hear 

the news of this home VBAC. “He said 

we should not be going back to the dark 

ages, and blah blah blah, he was really 

mad,” Kathy remembers.

That doctor was the chair of a major medical association at 

the time and he proceeded to lay charges against Noreen 

Walker for practising medicine without a license. “It is 

interesting you know, that doctor is still practising today (2009), 

and he is now very midwife-friendly in his practice,” says Kathy. 

“I think his reaction back then was a reflection of the times; he 

has done his growing and learning. The court case was a good 

wake-up call for the medical system.”

In the 1980s and the early 1990s, midwifery was not “legal” in 

most of Canada.  Only registered physicians were allowed to 

practise “midwifery,” and it was considered a medical practice. 

“The common practice in Canada has been not to charge 

midwives with practising medicine without a licence unless 

there has been some tangible damage to the infant or mother 

in the course of a home birth.... The prosecution of Noreen 

Walker is one exception.... Even though the mother, Katherine 

(sic) Charpentier and the infant were not injured in a VBAC 

performed at home, Walker was charged as follows: ‘On or 

about the 4th of May 1990, at or near Castor, in the Province 

of Alberta, not being a registered practitioner, [the defendant] 

did practice or profess to practice medicine, contrary to s. 76 

(1) (a) of the Medical Profession Act’4.”

In the subsequent court case, which started in early 1991, 

Noreen Walker’s defense held that the Alberta Medical 

Profession Act went against the Canadian Charter of Rights 

and Freedoms. The main issue open 

for debate was – what is meant by the 

practice of medicine?

Noreen stated in a previously published 

interview, “[Medicine] is basically 

described as the diagnosis and 

treatment of a defect, deformity, illness. 

None of them in my opinion, pertain to 

childbirth5.”

Noreen Walker had many supporters 

come forward to offer moral and 

monetary support6.  

“I have been getting lots of letters and 

donations. The majority of people 

are former clients of mine but I am 

also receiving a large amount of 

independent support, people who were 

not really aware of this issue before.... I think everybody is really 

quite outraged about these charges.... The legalization process 

is going so well. It really does show the medical profession is 

feeling threatened,” Noreen Walker.

The court case was difficult, of course, for Noreen and for Kathy.  

In her previously published birth story Kathy wrote, “When I 

think of Tess’s birth... it makes me happy. So whenever I am 

feeling emotionally drained over this court case, I just think of 

her birth and the feelings of anxiety disappear7.”

 Everyone is really 
shocked that they have 
waited until now. The 
legalization process is going 
so well. It really does show 
the medical profession is 
feeling threatened. 

– Noreen Walker 
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It was positive too. “It meant testifying in court and telling 

my story and I loved that. It was a growing experience,” Kathy 

reflects today. 

“Looking back,” says Noreen, “I did not take it personally. I 

represented what was happening and what needed to happen. 

This trial brought together the whole birthing community. 

Sure it was stressful, but I was not personally worried for 

myself. I was confident of how it would turn out. There was so 

much support, with rallies and money for my defence. All the 

media coverage was positive8.”

Finally on June 5, 1991, the court case was dismissed. It was 

a, “Directed verdict.” That means the defense lawyer asked 

for a verdict after the prosecution had presented its case and 

before the defense began presenting the defense’s case. A, 

“Directed verdict,” is granted when the judge feels that, even 

before hearing the defense, the prosecution does not have 

enough evidence and has not presented a strong enough case, 

regardless of what the defense might present. Thousands of 

dollars had been spent on the defence but neither Noreen 

nor her expert witnesses had to take the stand in her defence, 

and she was cleared of all charges. “We were shocked. We had 

experts from Boston and Toronto there to speak, and they did 

not have to. All we could do was celebrate,” says Noreen.

The judge, Paul Adilman, noted that, “While Walker had clearly 

practised midwifery, nowhere can I find evidence in this case 

that Ms. Walker was practising medicine. This was a normal, 

natural and uncomplicated birth,” quoted Burtch.

The outcome of the court case was a relief for all concerned, 

and it raised the issue of birth and midwifery in the public eye. 

The day after Noreen’s case was dismissed, Red Deer North 

MLA Stockwell Day stood up in the Legislature and announced 

that the Health Disciplines Board of Alberta recommended 

the regulation of midwifery. In 1994, a government advisory 

committee recommended that midwifery be publicly funded, 

and the Midwifery Regulation (AR 328/94), Health Disciplines 

Act (Ch H-3.5) came into force on August 1, 19959. Midwives 

were first able to be licensed in 1998, and Noreen Walker 

became one of those first licensed midwives.

“We have come a long way since then, both for the good 

and the bad,” reflects Noreen today10. “There was something 

special about working in an unregulated system. There was 

no thought of reward; it was more passionate back then. With 

regulation, midwives have had to give up some autonomy in 

their practice, but especially with public funding, it means that 

our services will be more available to women. Midwives’ skills 

are more and more recognized by the medical profession. The 

Shared Care program out in Stony Plain has been great for the 

community and now, finally, we have public funding this year. I 

am so pleased. Now we need to train more midwives, to fill the 

already large demand. I am hopeful for the future.”

Kathy is also hopeful about the future of midwifery in Alberta, 

PHOTO BY: VANNESSA BROWN PHOTOGRAPHER
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and she is proud to have been part of midwifery history here. 

“When I had Tess, I prayed that midwifery would be available 

when my babies would be ready to have babies.  I’m so glad 

that there is funding now.  It was a privilege to be part of what 

made midwifery legal.  I did not have that baby willy-nilly with 

a midwife.  That’s what made me such a good advocate.  It 

happened because of my journey, because of the medical 

interventions that had happened in my previous births.  I really 

chose having that birth.  I was the perfect woman to stand up 

for midwifery.”

Women giving birth in Alberta in 2009 can thank the 

courageous women who came before us, mothers like Kathy, 

and midwives like Noreen who have always supported us.

References and Editor’s Notes: 
1.  Dystocia refers to when the baby’s head has been born but, instead of smoothly 

turning the body and exiting the pelvis, one of the baby’s shoulders becomes stuck 
in the birth canal. This is often an anterior (front) shoulder stuck behind the pelvis 
bone but can also occur posterior as the shoulder gets stuck behind the sacrum. 
The baby can be compromised for oxygen during this time, as both the cord and 
lungs can be compressed while the baby passes out of the vaginal canal, therefore 
it is important to deliver the baby calmly and quickly. You may need to make more 
room in your pelvis by changing positions and help may be needed from a skilled 
obstetrician or midwife.

2.  Cohen, Nancy Wainer. Silent Knife: Cesarean Prevention and Vaginal Birth after 
Cesarean. Bergin & Garvey (1983).

3.  Noreen Walker originally accepted to have her name published.

4.  Burtch, Brian. “Trials of Labour – The Re-emergence of Midwifery.” McGill Queen’s 
University Press (1994): 163-164.

 It is interesting to note that at the time of Noreen’s charge she had attended 
over 1,000 successful births in the last decade: she had zero maternal deaths and 
her midwifery clinic had approximately below 1% infant mortality rate (largely 
antepartum death from infection after baby had been transferred to the hospital). 
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by the start of November, they had helped raise just over $17K with events and 
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8.  Interview conducted by Monica Eggink, April 2, 2009.

9.  A Summary of the History of Midwifery in Canada: Accessed August 5, 2017. www.
ucs.mun.ca/~pherbert/Historyofmidincanada.html.

10.  As of the original publishing of this article, for summer of 2009’s Birth Issues: Birth 
Issues is 30 years old. Interview conducted by author Monica Eggink, April 2, 2009.

Monica Eggink’s family and Kathy Charpentier’s have been 
good friends since the 1970’s. Noreen’s court case made a big 
impression on Monica, who was 19 years old at the time. Monica 
decided if she ever had a baby, she would want a midwife. 
Monica had the privilege of her first baby born, 2005, in the 
presence of Noreen Walker.  

Dawn Kingston is an Associate Professor at the 
University of Calgary. For the past decade, she 

has researched how to identify and support 
women with prenatal anxiety and depression.  

“We hear over and over again how women suffered with 

anxiety, depression and high stress during pregnancy. 

Many did not know that this placed them at greater risk for 

postpartum depression and anxiety or that their symptoms 

could carry on for 5 years. Most did not receive any help 

with their struggles.”

Dawn is writing a new book aimed at helping women, 

partners and families understand what prenatal emotional 

struggles are, when they become concerning, and what 

they can do for help. A large portion of the book will 

include women’s stories, “Because we know that one of the 

best ways to help women is for them to know that they are 

not alone.”

Your story can help other women.

If you are interested in sharing your personal story, please 

contact Dawn at dawn.kingston@ucalgary.ca
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THE BIRTH OF TESS VIRGINIA
By Kathy Charpentier

It is a warm, sunny spring day. The air smells of new 
leaves opening. The country side is tinted a faint 
green. The crocuses are blooming. The sky is an absolute 

blue with white fluffy clouds. The sun actually has warmth to it. 

It was on a day like this that I experienced the most powerful, 

incredible, spiritual event of my life. I gave birth to my fourth 

child, Tess, at home.

I would like to share my story with you. By some stroke of luck 

I phoned Noreen Walker on Thursday, May 3, and asked her 

if she would consider coming to Castor for a homebirth. I 

explained to her that I had been seeing a doctor in Red Deer 

but was very unhappy and uncomfortable with him as he 

wanted to rupture the membranes and start the labour early.

Friday morning, May 4, I am back on the phone explaining to 

Noreen that I have spent a restless night. I am not sure if it is 

false labour or real labour. I live about two and a half hours 

from Edmonton so Noreen leaves right away.

I spend the morning getting the children off to school, doing 

the necessary preparations for a homebirth, buying groceries 

and planting the garden. Richard goes fencing. I feel I should 

not have called Noreen. I am in no discomfort – must only be 

false labour.

At 12:00 noon, Noreen arrives. We take a walk out behind the 

house, commenting on the beauty of the day and the power 

of giving birth.

We return home, Noreen has lunch with Richard and my dad. 

I drink a ginger ale. We visit. At about 1:30-2:00 I lay down – I 

finally feel that I am in labour. Richard goes and gets the 

children, Marc (9 years), Ian (7 years) and Andrea (4 years). My 

friend Donna arrives (a mother of three homebirths). I am 10 

cm dilated. I am so relaxed between contractions that I laugh 

and talk with the kids, Richard, Donna and Noreen.

My body was working hard to open up but the state of 

joyousness and power in giving birth to Tess never left me. 

It was so uncomplicated. I could hardly comprehend it. I felt 

exuberant. I had done it! I gave birth the way nature had meant. 

It was spiritual.

Immediately after Tess’ birth the children and Richard stroked 

her. My dad had never heard the noises of a newborn or seen a 

newborn right after birth. He had not been able to participate 

in any of our births and I know Tess’ birth was very touching for 

him. For myself, Richard and our children it was a unique and 

bonding experience.

To add the finishing touch on this wonderful birth my mom 

arrived around 4:00 p.m. – surprise! I had the baby. She stayed 

for a week giving me love and attention and doing all the 

household chores.

To help you understand why this birth was so precious to me, 

you must realize that the birth of first baby was an unplanned 

C-section. My second baby was an elective repeat C-section 

that turned out extremely traumatic. My third baby was a 

satisfactory VBAC in a hospital.

When I think of Tess’ birth I smile and sometimes my eyes even 

swell with tears. It makes me happy. So whenever I am feeling 

emotionally drained over this court case, I just think of her 

birth and the feelings of anxiety disappear.

In conclusion I want to take the opportunity to thank my 

sister-in-law Rose Mary who gave me the book Silent Knife. To 

Judy Cochrane of the Edmonton VBAC Support Group, I am 

not sure I would of achieved my first VBAC had it not been for 

her warm support and wealth of information. To my husband 

Richard for his never ending love, encouragement and belief 

in me, and to Noreen Walker who was always there when I 

needed her – in her competent, humorous and loving way.

Kathy Charpentier’s story was first published in Birth Issues 
around Winter of 1990/1991.  
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OUR NEW YEAR’S BABY:  
THE BIRTH OF ALYSHA NICOLE ISKIW
By Denise Iskiw

I had the privilege of attending a HBA3C (a home birth after three 
caesareans) with Noreen. I had only been a doula for a short time.

It was here that I truly learned to trust a pregnant woman’s 
instincts, and to trust a knowledgeable and skilled midwife. To this 
day, it has been the only VBA3C I have ever been asked to support.

Both my client and Noreen were extremely calm. Noreen had 
attended thousands of births, and she made it look like this was 
just another day in the life of a midwife; while her client and 
the baby’s safety were paramount, her calm presence played an 
immense role in my clients’ trust and ease in giving birth that day.

I will be forever etched in my doula memory, and I will be forever 
grateful for having had the honour of working alongside Noreen 
Walker for the past 17 years.

RIP

Suzanne Moquin1

What a wonderful way to begin a New Year – we welcomed 

our precious baby girl into our family. Alysha’s natural birth was 

a long awaited and greatly desired miracle.

I had three previous C-sections to deliver our sons. Our first 

was stillborn at 33 weeks, our second son Brandon is now 

14 years old and our third son Justin is ten1. Even though 

I desired a VBAC very much it seemed that once I was on 

the, “C-section express,” I could not get off. I questioned the 

necessity of the sections and felt angry for not being able to 

remove the label I had been given and frustrated that I was 

never given a fair opportunity to birth my babies vaginally.

Six months prior to becoming pregnant with Alysha, I recall 

quietly waiting on the Lord. Suddenly, I heard the Lord speak to 

my heart that He would bless me with a baby girl and a natural, 

vaginal birth. I did not know how this was going to come about 

but I trusted and believed the Lord to bring this miracle to pass. 

During my pregnancy I joined the Edmonton VBAC Support 

Association for support and read all the literature I could get 

my hands on about VBAC, caesarean prevention and natural 

birth. My husband Tim and I also hired a doula, for support and 

worked on our birth plan. In early July of 2002 we attended an 

appointment with an OB that was known to be VBAC friendly. 

The appointment was a disaster. I left his office very depressed 

and devastated after my hopes of having a VBAC were 

destroyed. He only gave me a 50% chance of having a vaginal 

birth. The only positive aspect of the appointment was hearing 

our baby’s heartbeat for the very first time. Even though I 

have experienced three C-sections I knew my body had not 

forgotten how to give birth. My husband and I felt that if I 

went the route of an OB and hospital I would be guaranteed 

a surgical birth. I could not, would not allow it. I needed and 

deserved a positive birth experience.

I emailed our doula and told her about our horrific 

appointment and inquired about what our options were. She 

gave me the names of several midwives. Noreen Walker of 

Passages Midwifery was at the top of the list and her name 

seemed to jump off the page. I called Noreen and made an 

appointment. My journey down a different passage had begun.

birth stories
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At our initial meeting in August of 2002, I knew immediately 

that I wanted Noreen to be my midwife. She did not hesitate 

for a second to take me on as a client and she was so positive! 

Noreen had no doubt in her mind that I could birth my baby 

vaginally and the fact that I had three previous sections did not 

bother her one iota. Her confidence in me helped reinforce 

the confidence that I had in myself about giving birth vaginally.

The subsequent prenatal visits were awesome. I had never 

experienced such genuine, personalized care before and 

Noreen and I established a mutual trusting relationship. Not 

only was my health and my baby’s health assessed, but I was 

able to discuss my concerns and feelings openly with Noreen 

and she really listened and cared about how I felt. We even 

shared some tears.

Noreen, our doula, Tim, and I all looked forward to this 

home water birth with great anticipation. The evening of 

December 30, 2002, I started prelabour with plenty of practice 

contractions. On December 31 my contractions were stronger 

but a good pattern had not yet been established. I kept myself 

occupied by preparing our New Year’s Eve dinner. By early 

evening I started recording the duration and intervals of my 

contractions. Tim, the boys and I watched some movies and at 

midnight we hugged, kissed and wished each other a Happy 

New Year. Tim and I went to bed. I thought I could wait until 

a more decent hour before I started making phone calls, 

but by 2:00 a.m. I was contacting our doula. Our sons were 

uncomfortable with staying for the birth so arrangements 

were made for them to stay at my sister’s and brother-in-law’s 

place. Our doula arrived at our home shortly after 3:00 a.m.

I was so excited! Even though the duration of my pregnancy 

went by very quickly, it seemed like we waited forever 

for this moment to arrive. I could not believe this was 

finally happening. I stayed calm, breathing deeply during 

contractions; swaying back and forth and letting my body do 

what it needed to do. My labour seemed to progress the best 

when I walked up and down the stairs. As the contractions 

grew more powerful and longer in duration, our doula kept 

praising me and reminding me of how strong I was and helped 

me visualize what my body was doing to move baby down and 

to open up to give birth. I remember crying because the reality 

finally dawned on me: I was going to experience a natural, 

beautiful birth without intervention. The emotional release 

renewed my strength.

Noreen was notified at about 11:00 a.m. that I was in labour. 

She arrived at our home at noon. Noreen was also assisting 

another couple at the Stony Plain Birthing Centre so she 

recommended checking my cervix to see how dilated I was. 

I was so happy when she told me I was 6-7 cm dilated, and 
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paper thin, that my doula and I cried. I was doing it! Tim and 

Noreen set up the birthing pool in the living room. Noreen 

then was paged to return to Stony Plain for the delivery of the 

other couple’s baby. I desperately wanted Noreen to attend the 

delivery of my baby so we decided it was best to slow things 

down – I knew in my heart that everything would work out and 

I remained calm and confident. We listened to instrumental 

music and my doula gave me a wonderful massage as I 

supported myself on the birthing ball. After, I resumed walking 

and coping with very strong contractions that made my legs 

shake and made me feel like vomiting. My doula reassured 

me that this was normal. I recall resting on the birthing ball 

and telling my husband between sobs that I knew I had to get 

up and keep walking but I did not want to. I was getting very 

tired and irritable. My doula suggested that I enter the pool. 

The thought of submerging my body in the pool of warm 

water sounded heavenly. The setting was perfect: fire in the 

fireplace, soft music, candlelight and warm water definitely 

helped me cope with the contractions. Noreen called to say 

she was on her way. I remember having a strong contraction, 

feeling pressure then a popping sensation. My membranes had 

ruptured in the pool.

Noreen had returned and the back-up midwife had arrived. 

Everything was in place.  Noreen told me that she always 

imagined me having an evening birth. My pushing sensation 

was not yet overwhelming so Noreen checked my cervix. She 

said I was 9 cm with a bit of a lip of my cervix in the way. She 

asked if I wanted her to lift the tissue with her fingers to help 

the progress. I agreed. I remember crying out with the pain but 

with the next contraction the urge to bear down was intense. 

I was fully dilated and I began to push my baby through the 

birth canal. I never imagined how incredible the urge to bear 

down would be. I had to work very hard and at times I felt 

overwhelmed with exhaustion. Tim wiped my brow and neck 

and I was given water and birth tincture to keep up my energy. 

With each contraction I made eye contact with Noreen. Her 

calm presence and gentle reassurance kept me focused. I 

was making loud growling noises that must have resembled 

a grizzly bear but being vocal helped. Noreen kept her hand 

on my perineum to help me target where I needed to push. 
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She also had me change positions frequently to help keep 

moving the baby down. Shortly before delivery, I was helped 

out of the pool to resume a squat position with Tim’s support. 

This position seemed to move the baby down the most. I 

then returned to the pool for the first few pushes. When the 

baby’s head was crowning Noreen exclaimed that the baby 

had lots of hair and encouraged me to touch my baby’s head. 

By this point I felt like all my energy had been depleted. I was 

encouraged to give one more big push. I remember telling 

myself that I could do this and that the Lord is my strength. I 

gave a great push and my baby’s head was delivered. I recall 

everyone helping me up at this moment and I gave one 

more tremendous push. At 10:55 p.m. my baby girl was born. 

My dream had come true. I had given birth to our daughter 

naturally, without intervention. I saw my baby and held her 

immediately after birth and I heard her first cry. Tears of joy 

flowed. I have no words to describe how happy, relieved and 

complete I felt. Tim said the look on my face was priceless. I 

introduced our daughter, Alysha Nicole Iskiw, to everyone.

After Noreen clamped the cord she assisted Tim in cutting it. 

Shortly afterward the placenta was delivered and I was assisted 

out of the pool. I was shaking uncontrollably so Noreen and 

her back-up wrapped me in heated towels and blankets. My 

doula made me a cup of chicken broth. We shared hugs and 

kisses of joy. Alysha was examined. She was a perfectly healthy 

7 lb, 12 oz, and 19.5” long bundle of sweetness. I placed her to 

my breast. At this point Tim had gone outdoors for some air. It 

was a very emotionally charged experience for him as well.

After Tim returned he held Alysha while Noreen put her 

seamstress skills to use and stitched my perineum because 

I tore a bit during the birth. She did an excellent job. She 

mothered me by helping me dry off after my shower, 

microwaved a bowl of soup for me, put me and baby to bed 

and cleaned up the pool and supplies. 

Choosing to birth at home with a midwife was the best 

decision we could ever have made. I felt that birthing at 

home was the best, safest and only option for me to be able 

to experience the type of birth that I wanted. In spite of the 

long labour and challenging work, I savoured every moment 

of Alysha’s birth. When I gaze at her and recall the miracle of 

her birth tears well up in my eyes. I feel so good about myself 

and about being a mom. I do not have those negative feelings 

of failure, loss, anger, depression and inadequacy as a woman 

and mother that I had to deal with after my sons’ C-section 

deliveries. I have a definite feeling of victory, satisfaction and 

peace – this has been a very beautiful, positive and healing 

experience for me. I finally feel complete as a woman.

I will forever be thankful for the support I received from my 

midwife, doula and husband. I will always be grateful to Noreen 

for believing in me and my ability to give birth vaginally 

when no one else would give me a chance. The home birth 

experience has made a profound difference in my life.

We have been so blessed by the Lord with the natural birth 

of Alysha. We are so glad and thankful that she is finally here. 

Alysha we love you!

Thank you again Noreen, and to our back-up midwife and 

doula, for your loving support and for making Alysha’s birth 

such a beautiful and positive experience for us.

Editor’s Notes
1. This introduction is from local doula Suzanne Moquin in request for the reprint of 

her client’s home birth after three caesareans, previously published in Birth Issues, 
Summer 1993.

Denise Iskiw’s story was originally published in Birth Issues in 
Summer 2003.   
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THE LONG ROAD  
OF REGULATION
By the middle of 1991 midwifery 
was under a lot of debate in the 
media. Most seemed to be in 
support of midwifery, but what 
should the role of the midwife 
be (in hospital only, with or 
without physicians, how should we 

train and register them)? Based on the 

success of Dr. Fawzy Morcos’ study at 

the Misericordia, the hospital’s head of 

obstetrics and gynecology submitted 

a proposal in the summer of ‘91 to 

the government to start a supervised 

midwifery program in labour and 

delivery areas. A news release in October 

stated that recently the government 

had appointed a 12 person midwifery 

services committee, tasked to report by 

year’s end: including Judy Cochrane, a 

nurse with a Bachelor of Science, who 

had her fourth baby at home, a VBAC, with Noreen Walker in 

1985. This committee work, that set standards and practices, 

took years with most midwives holding volunteer seats on this 

committee or others like it.

ASAC support was dwindling, because consumers assumed 

the battle for midwifery had been won. All sides in the media 

now seemed to be supporting midwifery but Alberta Health 

(AH) insisted it was up to Regional Health Authorities (RHAs1) 

to fund midwives, while RHAs insisted they could not increase 

funding until AH increased their budget. Midwives felt stuck. 

After being one of the first provinces to recognize midwifery, 

“We felt trapped in the middle, but we decided to carry on 

with the belief that funding would somehow happen. Surely 

the government would not spend the huge amounts of money 

to form all these committees and set up our exams and then 

not carry through without fully implementing us into the 

system with funding2?” Noreen Walker.

In 1992 midwifery was officially 

recognized as a legal profession in 

Alberta with the passage of the Health 

Professionals Amendment Act. Two 

years later, in 1994, Alberta Cabinet 

approved the Midwifery Regulation, 

under the Health Disciplines Act, which 

describes Midwives’ scope of practice 

and establishes provisions for standards 

of practice, education and discipline 

of registered midwives. The Midwifery 

Regulatory Council set regulations 

along with the Midwifery Health 

Disciplines Committee. Together they 

established guidelines for competency 

and scope of practice. The Alberta 

Advisory Council on Women’s Issues was 

also instrumental, as they made three 

recommendations to the government: to make midwifery a 

profession, to have standards and practices developed, and to 

fully fund midwifery services under health care. 

Cherilyn Michaels, in her previously published article, wrote: 

“[A] detailed proposal for the regulation of midwifery had 

been worked out. The government promised that funding 

was imminent: ‘Billing details have yet to be worked out, but 

Alberta Health communications officer Gordon Turtle says 

midwifery will become an insured service.’ Susan James, at 

the time head of the Alberta Association of Midwives (AAM), 

added, ‘For women it will be just like seeing a physician – they 

will not have to pay up front4.’ However, it would be another 

fifteen years before funding of midwifery in Alberta actually 

occurred3.

1995 marked a small relief for midwives in our province, 

as Alberta Health and Wellness began subsidizing liability 

 I think there is a 
lo t of support from the 
government for midwifery 
and that once it gets 
through the process of the 
Heal th Disciplines Board 
there should not be very 
much resis tance to it after 
that point , 

– Noreen Walker 
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insurance premiums for midwives in order to keep the 

profession sustainable. The Ministry first recognized the 

regulatory function of the College of Midwifery in that 

same year. The following year, 1996, Noreen and other 

Alberta midwives would take their licencing exams for the 

College. “Ironically, this period was a low point for ASAC. An 

organization like ASAC thrives when it has an urgent purpose, 

and after the regulation of midwifery, it appeared to many that 

the battle had been won,” wrote Michaels.

“It was quickly apparent that from a consumer’s point of view, 

regulation without funding was in many ways worse than 

nothing. Saddled with registration related costs and large 

insurance premiums, the midwives were forced to raise their 

rates steeply. Many midwives stopped practicing. Some chose 

not to register and reportedly attended births as ‘attendants’. 

Some moved to provinces such as Ontario and British 

Columbia where midwife attended births were fully funded 

as part of the provincial health care. There were not enough 

practicing midwives to meet the demand from parents,” 

Michaels.

In July 1998, seven years after the government’s first 

announcement recognizing midwives as an official profession, 

the long process of provincial registration was complete and 

Alberta had their first registered midwives: there were ten. The 

same year the University of Alberta announced it would be 

suspending its midwifery program, set to start the following 

September, until more funding could be acquired. Apparently 

they still have not found the funding.

By 1999, Alberta was down to four registered midwives. It 

is difficult to know that the 90s and 2000s spiked in high 

intervention and caesarean rates, with very poor VBAC 

outcomes. Despite the pledge of support for midwifery, 

it seemed to have no future in Alberta: with no way to 

sustainably fund midwives and no plan to train future 

generations for the career. Although the Calgary Association 

 It is hard to look back on the las t 20 years of home birth and 
midwifery in Alberta without a great sense of pride for what we have 
accomplished, and a sense of regret that the job isn’t over yet , 

– Noreen Walker 

 The night my younges t daughter 
was born it happened to be Thanksgiving 
Day , October 13. My daughter was born 
at around 10 pm, and we all enjoyed 
Thanksgiving Dinner after that ! I know 
Noreen gave up many , many family 
events in order to be on call for the 
women of Alberta , 

– Debbie Jabbour

of Parents and Professionals for Safe Alternatives in Childbirth 

(CAPSAC) was experiencing a revival with their name change 

to Birth Unlimited, midwifery over most of Alberta seemed to 

be dying.

“ASAC regrouped around the twin goals of achieving funding 

for midwifery, and of providing information about childbirth 

alternatives to as wide an audience as possible. ASAC focused 

particularly on providing information via Birth Issues, and in 

growing a supportive community of parents. Playgroups were 

started, the library was expanded,” Michaels.

“By 2003, when fully half of the practicing midwives in 

Edmonton chose not to continue, the situation was becoming 

dire,” wrote Michaels. The Ministry increased their funding 

to midwives liability insurance, covering all but $1,000. Hours 

were long for midwives, often missing holidays and family 

events, many working volunteer hours, and fighting fees 

associated with being licensed. In 1990 Donna Gibbons 

had reported to Edmonton Journal that she worked 50-60 

hr weeks and had 

a yearly taxable 

income of $9.5K. 

“The cost of hiring 

a midwife privately 

more than tripled 

between 1994 and 

2009,” commented 

Michaels, yet 
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midwives were still facing long hours and struggling to 

make the career of midwifery affordable. The midwives that 

continued on through the long wait for regulation and funding 

had to be very passionate about what they were doing and 

sacrificed much of their own time for the women they were 

dedicated to serve.

Finally, a long five years after the government’s last activity, in 

May of 2008, the Minister of Health, Ron Liepert, announced 

that midwifery would have a place in Alberta Health. As first 

quoted by Michaels, “Given the total lack of progress on 

midwifery funding for fifteen years, it was more than a little 

astonishing when on the International Day of the Midwife, 

May 5, 2008, Minister of Health Ron Liepert stated in question 

period: ‘I believe that midwifery does play an important role 

in the delivery of the health system. We included midwives 

as part of our health workforce action plan, and we will be 

delivering on that plan over the course of the year5.’”

On October 16, 2008, Alberta announced midwifery will be 

funded under Alberta Health Care: midwives funded as primary 

care providers in home and hospital. “This decision will provide 

better access and more choice for expectant women and will 

relieve pressure on doctors, nurses and hospital. Expanding the 

use of midwifery services will also help address the pressures 

on family physicians and obstetricians and meet the goal of 

introducing new service delivery models as outlined in the 

Health Workforce Action Plan,” Alberta Health and Wellness 

Minister Ron Liepert. The Alberta government announced, in 

a statement to the Edmonton Journal, that “The AHS Board, in 

collaboration with AH & Wellness and the AAM, will develop 

and establish a structure that provides full midwifery services 

to all Alberta women with low-risk pregnancies. This service 

will emphasize various options for expectant mothers; foster 

collaboration between midwives, physicians, nurses and other 

health care professionals; and create a sustainable model for 

the future.”

By January 2009, there were 33 Registered Midwives in Alberta. 

Alberta Health expanded Health Care coverage to Midwifery 

services and set aside $4.7 million for the 2009-2010 fiscal year, 

beginning April 1.

Editor’s Notes
1.  RHAs stood for Regional Health Authorities. Previously, Alberta Health Services 

(AHS) was divided into 14 regional zones, termed RHAs as an umbrella term for 
all of the regional health zones. All of these regions had to come to a separate 
decision about how to regulate and fund midwives.

2.  Horricks, Barb. “Midwife charged: An interview with Noreen Walker.” Birth Issues 7, 
no. 1 (1991): 3.

3.  Michaels, Cherilyn. “Multiplying alternatives: ASAC and the development of 
midwifery in Alberta 1979-2009.” Birth Issues 24, no. 4 (2009): 32.

4.  Mullen, Conal. “Government to let midwives bill medicare.” Edmonton Journal, 
October 23, 1994.

5.  Hansard, Alberta. Afternoon, May 5, 2008: 425.   

 With the help of 
consumer organizations 
like Association for Safe 

Alternatives in Childbirth, midwifery 
became a legal and recognized profession, 
finally to be financially supported by our 
heal th care sys tem, 

– Dr. Benjamin Toane

Noreen attends Judy Cochrane’s daughter during her home birth, Judy’s first grandchild.

Noreen attending her son Kenneth’s home birth, Noreen’s 
second grandchild Alyxandra.
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By Patricia and Joe Devaney

Tough, determined, caring, empowering and 100% camera-

shy, Noreen was our little guardian stork. Despite the aversion 

to the lens, she helped deliver so many buckets of babies that 

she could not help but be caught by the paparazzi (including 

us) every now and then.

We had always been keen on midwifery and natural birth so 

were elated when we managed to crack Noreen’s patient list 

with baby number one. The frequent preparatory individual 

and group sessions began: no lines, no waiting, no rushing, 

no five minute sessions with strangers, no unanswered 

questions, no guilt, no pressure. These nearly monthly sessions, 

converting to weekly as the time grew near, were something 

to look forward to.   

Noreen converted a cohort of prospective, “April 2011 

birthers,” into a caring and happy community of learners and 

supporters who shared laughs, fears, solutions and food. Even 

the most silly and basic questions were answered respectfully, 

knowledgeably and often with an Ikea doll and replica pelvis. 

All in all, it was really the best tea party you could have. Even 

dads got to come every now and then to the group sessions 

(they could obviously come to all of the individual sessions) to 

learn about emergency procedures and support. Joe definitely 

came to the sessions, and it was a good thing he did; wait 

until you get to baby number three below! These sessions 

were also where Noreen gave me one of my most effective 

birthing tools. We were to describe, using simple words, what 

the perfect birth would be like. I was able to use these words to 

really help focus later on. 

April 28, 2011, rolled around and the contractions started in 

the late morning. As an accountant, Joe was in the middle of 

finishing personal tax returns but his colleagues were able to 

cover. At about 3:30 p.m. active labour started. Things began 

to get heated so we drew a nice warm bath, eased Patricia 

in, and hung out for a while to ease the pain. After about 20 

minutes, Patricia hopped out for a bit but quickly realized 

that the tub was a much nicer place to be. We drew another 

warm, soothing lagoon. We called Noreen and she headed 

out. Then it got really tough, so tough that Patricia almost 

bit through Joe’s arm. Every time he said, “Imagine you are a 

beautiful rose opening up,” she wanted to rip up the freaking 

rose and stuff it down his throat as he interrupted her lively and 

peaceful images of a warm and cozy island beach. So much 

for that plan. He reassured her that everything was going well 

and would be alright. She told him that he was not a woman 

THREE BABES IN A TUB
RUB-A-DUB-DUB, 
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and could not possibly know how she felt so she was going to 

drive herself straight to the hospital and he could come if he 

wanted. Upon reflection, we were really amazed how difficult 

it was for Patricia to articulate her feelings through the pain of 

later stages of dilation (from about 6 cm to full) even with the 

help of hypnobirthing classes.  

Note from Joe: Make sure you have got a good understanding 

of the birthing imagery your partner wants and be prepared to 

switch gears if the preferred imagery changes during the big 

game!  

Note from Patricia: When thinking about the pain, it seemed 

like the biggest problem was the fear spawned from 

uncertainty. If it hurts this much now, how much will it hurt 

later when the baby comes out? How far along am I exactly 

and how much more is there to go?  

Noreen arrived sometime around 6:00 p.m. and checked vitals 

and dilation. She looked directly into Patricia’s eyes with calm 

and security, not one hint of fear, and told her things were 

going well and that the baby Patricia was waiting so long for 

was coming. 

Note from Patricia: Everything changed. There was no more 

panic. It was now a process, an experience, and a rugged 

pioneer was going to get me through it no matter what. It was 

easy now, well, easier at least. 

Even when we realized that we had used all our hot water in 

the bath so there was nothing left for the birthing pool, we 

were able to deal with it. This did, of course, require two water 

boilers, boiling pots of water on every element we had and 

using every glass bowl to microwave enough water to get 

our blow-up pool somewhat warm. Patricia’s mom turned 

the kitchen into a water-boiling factory while also preparing 

a delicious chicken baked meal for the after-party. The time 

then began flying by and at 9:30 p.m. our princess Sophia 

arrived. Sure Joe missed her on the original exit, despite all of 

the bragging about his baseball days, but he caught her after 

only one bounce off the bottom of the inflatable birthing pool. 

We will blame it on a quick exit rather than butterfingers.

Note from Patricia: After experiencing a few hours of 

contractions in a predictable pattern, everything suddenly 

seemed to have stopped. The contractions still continued, 

however, the pain was almost imperceptible. I thought, “Did 

my body just regress back to the start? Am I going to go 

through the contraction cycles all over again? Will my baby 

be born today?” I was puzzled.  Apparently, I was actually fully 

dilated and the baby was just about to break-free. About half 

an hour into this zone, Sophia was born. I did not even feel her 

come out; I was so surprised when someone shouted, “She is 

here!”

Fifteen months later we were in almost the exact same spot. 

This time though we had experience. The water heater was set 

to high. We knew the general progression and pain cycle. Joe 

did not mention roses and the stars were out. A pretty perfect 

three hour labour to celebrate the new life of little Alejandro. 

Well ‘little’ is probably not the best descriptor, this just shy 

of  ten pound baby started off wearing, “Three-month,” sized 
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clothes and his deep voice frequently confused doctors into 

thinking he had a cold.

Shortly after, we all had a warm home-cooked meal, lovingly 

prepared again by Patricia’s mother. We ate by candlelight 

and just hugged and chit-chatted. Sophia slept through it and 

greeted her brand new baby brother as she woke up the next 

morning.  They then cuddled up to share their first meal of 

breastmilk with mom. The sibling peace lasted to well over a 

year…

Nineteen months after that the contractions started all over 

again. This time it was different: new house, and we just knew 

that the baby was going to come quicker. It was night-time 

and the contractions woke us up. About ten minutes later the 

contractions got intense. Joe suggested that we wait to call 

Noreen until the contractions lasted a minute and were not 

separated by more than eight minutes. Patricia knew that we 

did not have time. Joe called. He was pretty chill and almost 

apologetic for calling so early in the delivery. After all, we were 

pros now and should have the timing down pat, right? Noreen 

could hear Patricia in the background. She could immediately 

tell that despite the contraction timings, she needed to get 

there, “Stat.” So she basically told Joe to be quiet, get Patricia 

on the phone and then get her to the birthing pool. Patricia 

and Noreen began to chat.  

Note from Patricia: It was just like those calm, determined, eyes 

were looking right into my soul again. Just the sound of her 

voice was enough to reminded me of my ability, strength and 

power to birth. We were set to go.  

Joe and Patricia immediately went to the stairs, getting about 

eight steps down between each contraction. After about five 

or six minutes, they reached the dry birthing pool. The ten and 

one frequency had skipped right past eight and one, all the 

way to two and one. Joe ran for the hose and started the water, 

hoping that it was going to come out at the right temperature. 

After the water was about an inch high, Patricia said, “In.” They 

barely managed to get over the wall before the crest of a head 

began to show.

Not wanting to panic her, Joe said, “You are at about 9 cm.” He 

was trying to fool her into not worrying about delivering on 

their own but also wanting her to get a sense that she would 

not have to be worried about the pain of further dilation. She 

did not buy it. She did not need to, she was ready. Out came 

David like a cannon ball. Joe managed to snag him this time. 

He held him up for Patricia to see. Amazingly, Patricia was 

fully coherent and the first thing she said was, “Is there not 

supposed to be an umbilical cord?” Holy moly! Apparently he 

had come out so fast that he broke the tether right off. We 

called Noreen back. Again, she calmly advised to pinch the 

broken ends of the umbilical cord to prevent bleed-out. Good 

call. Soon Noreen arrived in person, checked everything out, 

and the world began to turn as usual again. Another warm 

delicious meal awaiting, another baby brother welcomed by 

two excited siblings the next morning.

We went into the birthing process without very much 

knowledge, only knowing that this thing called midwifery 

worked very well for some of our close family members. 

We followed up and will be eternally grateful that we did. 

We found an amazing process and a life changing guide in 

Noreen. We felt empowered in such a loving and natural 

approach. Noreen’s attitude, words and wisdom gave Patricia 

confidence in herself and her body. The warm, unrushed, 

comfortable sessions with Noreen and fellow moms-to-be 

were fun, exciting and fulfilling. In fact, Patricia felt much 

more in control and whole when delivering David on our 

own than when dealing with simple everyday challenges. We 

loved the birthing process and were not shackled in fear or 

worry. How comfortable it was to be in our own place, able 

to relax in the warm water of the birthing pool. The process 

was inside-out, rather than outside-in; focus on the body, the 

positive, the strength and then keeping an eye out for the risks 

rather than prioritizing potential risks throughout this natural 

process. The body knows and one just has to truly, and deeply, 

listen. Noreen taught us this and it made all the difference in 

the world. She was family and now her legacy lives on in us 

through her lessons and attitude. We look forward to passing 

that on to our own children when the time comes.  

Editor’s Notes
1.  Patricia and Joe met in an Organizational Development Class at the U of A in 2002 

when Patricia was participating in an exchange program. Four years later they 
were married and residing in Edmonton. They struggled to conceive so engaged 
in a number of fertility treatments which included a failed IVF. Unsuccessful, 
they decided to consult a local fertility specialist while visiting family in Peru. He 
outlined a natural supplement plan specific to their challenge.  They got pregnant, 
and then again, and again.

Patricia and Joe are the parents of Sophia (six), Alejandro 
(four), and David (three).who were born at home.  Patricia’s 
grandmother gave natural birth 13 times on her farm in Nazca, 
Peru.  Joe’s mom was one of the early ‘VBACers’, with her fifth 
child being born at home.   



www.birthissues.org  | FALL 2017  |     33

OWEN JACK: 
FAST AND FURIOUS
By Holly Couillard

I feel so blessed to have had the 
opportunity for Noreen to be by my 
side for the birth of my first son. It 
was rumored that you needed an ‘in’ to have 

Noreen as a midwife. I can say that rumor 

was true for me and I was definitely one 

of those people. Noreen was suggested to 

me by my childhood friend Dani Shaw. My 

husband and I had recently relocated to 

the Edmonton area and I was struggling to 

find a midwife when we did not even have a 

postal code yet! Dani had such high praises 

for Noreen as Dani herself was brought into 

the world through the hands of Noreen over 

30 years ago and Noreen had also recently 

delivered Dani’s daughter. 

I will never forget that first phone call with 

Noreen, I was feeling deflated and frustrated. 

I had applied online through midwifery 

Alberta with no success. In true Noreen 

fashion of not following any rules, she 

was able to tell me a few loopholes in the 

application system to get me at the top of 

her list and get my application on her radar. 

She accepted me a few days later stating that 

she could not say no to any friend of Dani’s (I 

will forever be indebted to my good friend).

This was my first pregnancy, I was anxious, 

had a lot of questions and felt I needed 

someone to hold my hand through the 

process. I was approaching pregnancy and 

birth as black and white, like there was a 

certain way it all should happen. I believed 

the experience should have an explanation 

for every emotion, feeling and concern. After 

meeting with Noreen the first time I quickly 

realized that this was not how she operated. 

PHOTO BY: LUCIDDREAM PHOTOGRAPHY INC
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If you are familiar with Noreen, you are familiar with her using 

riddles and funny quotes to explain a lot of your questions. 

She was so sure about the woman’s body and what it was built 

to do, she often laughed or smirked at my obsessive inquiries 

without a formal answer. Initially I struggled with this, I wanted 

my pregnancy and birth to be unique, special and like nothing 

she had seen before...it sounds so silly now. Why would you 

want your midwife to be experiencing things at your birth for 

the first time? Her approach came from a place of immense 

experience, confidence and calmness. In hindsight, this was 

her way of teaching me to let go, stop searching for the 

perfect answer and perfect result. She was showing me to find 

the strength within myself that I thought I needed to find in 

someone else. I could do this, my body could do this and it was 

exactly how it was supposed to be.

My homebirth experience was flawless and perfect, fast and 

intense. I woke up on May 29, around 4 a.m. and felt a little 

leaking. I could not go back to sleep so I got up to start the day.  

Around 6 a.m. I started having very irregular but fairly strong 

contractions. I woke my husband up and thought we should 

go for a walk. A few blocks away from the house, contractions 

stopped completely. I remember feeling so disappointed and 

was convinced this process was going to take days! 

I continued to go about the morning and felt the need to 

vacuum the entire house thinking the activity should speed 

things along. Noreen had a no-calls-before-9 a.m. rule unless 

it is an emergency (that woman needed, and deserved, her 

rest) so I was trying to keep myself busy until I could call and 

ask her what the heck was going on. After speaking with her 

she quickly reminded me to rest and relax, and that going for 

a walk or vacuuming was not advised (oops). I told her I was 

steadily leaking but I figured it was just part of the process to 

the days leading up to birth. I realize now that my water had 

broken and I did not even realize or, perhaps I was in denial. 

The contractions finally resumed around 4 p.m. and they came 

strong and fast with not a lot of break in-between. We called 

Noreen to let her know the spacing around 4:15 and at this 

point I could still somewhat carry a conversation. Well, by 4:20 

I urged my husband to call Noreen back and get her here ASAP. 

We had not even filled the pool yet! I remember my husband 

saying, “Are you sure? Are you sure.” We were so convinced I 

would labour for a very long time, neither one of us was ready 

for the speed and intensity at which it came on. 

I was not aware of a lot around me but I do remember feeling 

an intense feeling of relief when I heard Noreen open the front 

door, she brought with her calmness and a peaceful presence. 

She arrived around 6 p.m. I was not getting a lot of break 

between contractions and was feeling extremely exhausted 

and tired of the pain, I do not remember any transition from 

early to active labour. It seemed active labour just popped out 

of nowhere, without much warning! 

I will forever remember the moment I was almost about to 

give up. It was around 8:20 p.m., I looked up at Noreen and 

all she had to do was grab a hold of my hand and tell me I 

was going to have this baby tonight. I delivered my baby boy 

less than an hour later at 9:01 p.m., on May 29, 2016. I do not 

know anyone else that could have given me the strength 

and confidence that this amazing woman gifted me in that 

moment. Thank you dear Noreen, you will forever be my 

heroin.

A mother of one, Holly lives in Fort Saskatchewan with her 
husband. Prior to being a mom she worked as a Geologist 
overseas. Although ready to be a mom she was not fully prepared 
for the unpredictable challenges, the sleepless nights or for the 
amount of love that filled her heart.    
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TWO BABIES  
AND THE BIRTH OF  
A BIRTH PHOTOGRAPHER 
By Michelle Bressler

I did not know where to start my story. I read birth 
stories, I write them for my clients, but I did not 
know where to start mine. I do not want my story to be 

about just one of my girls but about something bigger, so I 

would like to share what led to my second daughter’s birth at 

home.

My first daughter was born in 2012. When I found out I was 

pregnant I did my research and knew I wanted to try for 

a midwife. There were only eight midwifery practices in 

Edmonton and, even though I was only eight weeks pregnant, 

I was too far along to secure a spot. So, instead, I ended up 

with a doula and a very supportive GP.  At my second-trimester 

ultrasound they had problems seeing some things so they 

requested I come back a week later for a follow up ultrasound. 

At that follow up ultrasound the technician told me that my 

baby had a two-vessel cord1.  Even though my doctor was not 

worried, I ended up with a total of ten ultrasounds. Google 

can be a scary place for information for a first-time mother, 

especially when researching two-vessel cords; the effects of 

a two vessel cord are not fully understood. The cord never 

affected my baby’s development or prevented us from having 

a vaginal birth.
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During labour I did what most labouring mothers do: I went 

into the hospital too early and was told to go home. I finally 

went back at 8 cm and pushed for three hours. When Ember 

was born, her lungs were full of fluid, and it took a while to 

stabilize her oxygen levels. Once her oxygen levels stabilized I 

was able to bring her back to my room and the next morning, 

about 27 hours after I had first checked into the hospital, we 

were able to go home.  Ember was born at a hospital on May 

28, 2012, weighing 7 lb, 13 oz, at 40 weeks, six days.     

From Ember’s birth I have only a few photos that my doula 

captured for me. As a professional photographer I was so sad. 

I have spent my life capturing weddings, family moments—all 

the best moments of life. Here was one of my most life-

changing moments, and I have a total of 4 fuzzy and out of 

focus photos.

That is when I discovered birth photography. I soon booked my 

first client, and I was so excited to capture her story in a way—

intimate and personal—that my first birth had not been. It was 

at this birth that I met Noreen Walker.  

Noreen was incredible. The environment at the three births I 

attended with her was always so peaceful. It is hard to put into 

words how it feels to be at a home birth, but the atmosphere 

is so very different than at a hospital birth. At that first birth I 

photographed, I captured amazing moments of Noreen with 

her client as the mom laboured to birth a baby girl. When 

the little one was born she had the cord around her neck and 

she was not breathing. I watched in wonder, afraid to take 

photos in case the baby did not make it, but Noreen was so 

composed. She stroked the baby’s back, and when baby still 

did not breathe Noreen gave that baby girl her first breaths. 

Soon the little girl made a tiny fuss and was alright, in her 

mom’s arms. I knew in that moment that if I ever had a second 

child I would want Noreen as my midwife. I later asked her 

how she stayed unruffled. She told me she was never worried; 

she had felt the baby’s heartbeat in her hand and knew it was 

all going to be OK. She spoke from a place of experience and 

true wisdom.

On Halloween in 2014, I was able to witness Noreen in action 

again, helping that same mom bring another child ‘Earthside’. I 

went home that day and found out I was pregnant. My first call 

was to Noreen. I said, “Hi, Noreen. It is Michelle. I saw you last 

night at a birth, and I just found out I am pregnant. Will you be 

my midwife?” She asked me a couple questions and told me 

she had a spot for me. She could only take six clients a month, 

and I was one. I know how lucky I was to have booked her.

I still had to get my fiancé Jeff on board. With Ember having 

needed help at the hospital, Jeff was worried about the, “What 

if?” What if we had not been at the hospital with Ember? What 

if our second baby needed that extra help? I managed to 

convince him to come meet Noreen, who answered our every 

question.

Noreen was always full of stories, and she made me feel calm. 

She used to ask her clients to pick three words to help envision 

their birth—something that I now do with every doula or 

birth photography client I have. She warned against using 

words such as ‘fast’, since the first year she used this technique 

so many moms picked ‘fast’, and she ended up missing a 

bunch of the births that year. There is power in words. So 

I picked, “Effective, efficient and enjoyable.” The first two 

words definitely applied to my next birth but, ‘enjoyable’? It 

happened very quickly and intensely, so perhaps that could be 

considered enjoyable? 

Like her older sister, my second daughter also had a two-vessel 

cord, but Noreen was not worried. There was none of the 

stress that I had experienced when I was expecting my first 

baby: no extra scans, no fear. My first daughter had been born 

six days past her estimated due date, and during four of those 

days I was in early labour. So with my second daughter I knew 

not to worry when I passed my estimated due date or to get 

excited at those early contractions. 

On the first night my contractions started as soon as the sun 

went down, and they kept up until the sun came up. Then 

they stopped and did not come back until nighttime. Again 

on the second night, they started up as soon as the sun set 

and stopped once the sun came up. On the third night, Ember 

tested the birth pool out for me to make sure that it was ready, 

and I put her to bed a little sad that this was likely the last night 

she would be my only daughter.  

At midnight on the third night the contractions started, and 

this time they meant business. I got up and made sure Jeff was 

ready for our baby to come. I called my doula and Noreen at 

1:00 a.m. Poor Noreen! That day she had delivered two babies 

already, and I am sure all she really wanted to do was catch up 

on sleep, but she did not hesitate. I told her I was sure I was in 

labour, that I needed her to come and she did. 

As soon as I hung up the phone the contractions ramped up. 

They were all down my front and felt completely different 
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from the contractions with my first daughter. I stretched 

my arms up over Jeff’s shoulders, and it was that stretch that 

made the contractions bearable. I went from uncomfortable 

to intense within minutes. I waited until both my doula and 

Noreen got to our house, at 2:00 a.m., and then I climbed 

into the birth pool. I had my camera set up, and my doula 

used it to take pictures as I laboured. As a professional birth 

photographer, I know that it is not the camera but who is 

behind the camera that ensures amazing photos and, sadly, 

I could not afford to hire a birth photographer for myself. I 

kept thinking, “I wonder if she took a picture of…” My body 

was in the pool and Jeff was next to me, sitting on the bottom 

of the stairs. My elbows dug into his knees as I squeezed his 

hands.  He joked about how I needed to remember that as an 

IT person he needs his hands to work.

Everything went very quickly from there. Noreen checked 

my dilation and told me I was 8 cm and very soft, and that in 

all likelihood I could push and fully dilate at the same time. 

Fifteen minutes later, Brynn Ryleigh was born nine days past 

her estimated due date, on July 26, 2015, at 3:16 a.m., weighing 

8 lb, 8 oz. She was born about three hours from the first 

contraction that night—very effectively and efficiently.

My baby girl was almost born in the caul2; the caul broke away 

just as her body was born. She also had the longest cord I have 

ever seen, and it had a true knot in it. I remember in one of the 

group meetings with Noreen, Jeff had asked what happened 

if there was a knot in the cord. Noreen had said how rare that 

was, as a cord would have to be long enough for a baby to 

make a loop with it and swim through 

the loop. To give an idea of how long 

the cord was, imagine me sitting in the 

birth pool, my 33” legs fully extended, 

with the placenta still inside of me and 

Noreen standing past my feet outside of 

the pool, holding the other end of the 

cut and clamped cord! 

While I held Brynn, Jeff woke up our 

Ember, and introduced her to her baby 

sister. When I was ready Noreen and my 

doula helped me out of the tub, and I 

settled onto my couch with my baby 

girl. We both checked out great. With 

the help of my doula I had a shower, and 

within a few hours our house was quiet 

and empty again.

Brynn is my luck baby. She was born in the caul, with a two-

vessel cord that had a true knot in it. On top of all those 

things, luck was with us when I met Noreen so many years 

ago. I would never have had such an amazing homebirth if I 

had not met Noreen at the first birth I photographed. I would 

not have fallen in love with capturing homebirths if I had 

not experienced the atmosphere she created. She was the 

reason I wanted a homebirth, and she was the reason that I 

felt confident in that decision. When I found out she passed 

away, I was in shock. I reached out to ASAC and past clients 

and collected images and quotes from all those who loved her 

to create a slideshow to celebrate her lifework so that in some 

small way I could help others see the amazing woman that 

I had the honor to have known. Her loss will be felt in every 

heart that she touched.

Editor’s Notes
1.  Two-vessel umbilical cords are rare; normally cords have three vessels. One of 

the biggest concerns with a two-vessel cord is the chance that other parts of the 
baby’s body, such as the heart and kidneys, might not fully develop. Later scans 
revealed that Michelle’s daughter was developing normally, but she had scans 
every month, and later every two weeks, until her daughter was born to make sure 
that she was growing properly. 

2.  Being born in the caul means that Michelle’s waters never broke during labour and 
that her daughter began to emerge with the amniotic membrane surrounding her.

Michelle is a professional photographer as well as a birth doula 
and lactation consultant.  Since graduating from NAIT in 2004 
with a Photography Diploma, she has captured more than two 
hundred weddings, and numerous special events and births.  
She lives in St. Albert with two wild-child girls, a techy partner 
and cranky old dog.   
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P A T I E N C E
By Tarynn Williams

I think of my very first encounter with Noreen. I 
was trying to find a midwife for my fifth baby. We 
had used a midwife with our fourth child but when 
I went overdue I panicked and had her in a hospital 
instead of at home as planned. When I found out I was 

pregnant again, in 2016, I submitted my request form online 

and waited very impatiently for two weeks to hear from 

someone. I started calling places, taking things into my own 

hands, with no luck. The Lucina centre recommended I call 

Noreen at Passages (which I never knew existed, even though 

she is three minutes down the road from me).

I think I called her number three times in an hour with my 

fingers and toes crossed.

As I think about the conversation with her now, I know the 

exact twinkle in her eyes as I expressed my concerns about her 

breaking my water as it had never broke on its own. I think I 

was about eight weeks pregnant at this point.

As time moved along with our group meetings, I learned so 

much about and from Noreen. She instilled a sense of trust in 

what my body was capable of. She had us envision our perfect 

birth and make a detailed plan which included our three 

power words. Peace, joy and empowered were the three I 

chose and carried with me through the rest of my 41+ 5 weeks 

journey.

A big moment in my pregnancy was when Noreen hosted 

us at the office for our dad’s group. My husband was very 

leery about a home birth and when anyone asked about it or 

expressed their concern he would say, “This is her dream, not 

mine!”

Our group was a good mix of previous home births, VBACs 

and a first time mom. We went through the dad’s roles on the 

day of birth: what to do if baby came before the midwife, and 

the equipment she would be bringing. Noreen did a fantastic 

job at supporting and answering all the dad’s questions and 

putting a sense of calm, especially over my husband about the 

home birth experience. We left there that day and he had a 

sense of peace that seemed to outweigh his nerves.

As we drew closer to the end of the pregnancy I was told at 

a regular doctor’s appointment for a sinus infection that the 

baby was probably breech. I called Noreen in a panic and she 

met with me at the office that night. I walked in with tears in 

my eyes and after she hugged me she said, “Even if this babe is 

breech we can turn it. You will still have the birth you want!”

She did a couple exams and said that the baby was not breech. 

This was the first time I realized that she had been a midwife 

for a long time and had attended 4000 births. I left there, 

overdue still, but so confident in her and in my body: knowing 

that my dreams of a home birth were still a reality.

Two weeks later, at 41 weeks and four days, I met with Noreen 

again for a strip and sweep. I agreed because at this point, 
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At 7:00 she arrived and did an exam to find that I had 

progressed some but that it was still early. She asked if I wanted 

to get some rest or if I wanted to get the show on the road. I 

opted for her to break my water and get things going.

Things moved very quickly from there. I stood in my kitchen 

quietly working through my contractions, listening to Noreen, 

my husband and my sister in law talking about birth and her 

experiences over the years. At one point Noreen came over 

and gently touched my arm and said it was ok if I got in the 

pool. I remember looking at her and saying how afraid I was of 

labour stopping. She reassured me that it would feel great in 

the pool and that, no, my labour should not stop.

She helped me into the pool and the conversation between 

the three of them continued as well she placed a phone call to 

her friend to come for backup.

As I kneeled in the pool I remember having a sense of what I 

had to do but also having a very strong awareness of where 

Noreen was and what she was saying. Noreen’s backup showed 

up and shortly after that Noreen stopped conversation and 

announced that I was close. I knew that pushing was coming 

soon but I remember wondering how she knew it too.

once again, panic slipped in that, “Maybe this baby is just too 

big and I am going to be pregnant forever.” My first child had 

been overdue, OP (facing my tummy instead of my back), 9 

lb, 4 oz, and a caesarean. All four of my first children had been 

OP and my last child, and first midwife assisted birth, had gone 

overdue sending me to the hospital out of worry. Large babies, 

going ‘overdue’, malposition and being a VBAC all weighed 

heavily on my mind. Noreen gave me a sense of peace saying, 

“Babies are never born before their birthdays.” I went home 

that night and had a great sleep and woke up to early labour.

I called Noreen at about 8:30 a.m. to find out if I should be 

calling her or the other midwife as labour progressed; I was in 

early labour but I knew that her and a friend were going out 

shopping for the day. She said that she would have her phone 

and to keep her posted.

The day went on and we filled the birth pool and went for 

walks. For my fifth baby it felt like things should have moved a 

lot faster. I walked and walked and bounced on the birth ball 

and finally I called Noreen at about 6:00 p.m. and said that 

things were progressing. She was on her way from the city and 

said she would be at my place shortly.
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I started pushing with each contraction that came but then 

fear set in again that this baby was just too big. Noreen came 

and checked and said there was a cervical lip which was why 

pushing was not working and that she was the master of 

helping get past them. After a couple more contractions and 

with Noreen’s help I pushed babies head past the cervical lip 

and was crowning.

The game plan for birth was that once baby was born she 

would catch the baby and pass it through my legs for my 

husband to catch so that I could announce the sex.

The second attendant was up by my head and she kept saying, 

“Focus Tarynn. Just listen to Noreen.”

After only two more contractions baby was born. Noreen very 

calmly told me to not move. I later found out that the cord was 

wrapped around baby’s neck four times. My husband clearly 

remembers her looking at him and saying she could not see 

under the water and with a sadness in her eyes asking if she 

could bring babe out of the water to unwrap the cord. He said 

she was very calm but it seemed like she was so sad that she 

could not fulfil that part of my birth plan, of me being the first 

to see and announce the sex of the baby.  After a few tense 

seconds she unwrapped the cord and handed me our baby.

“It is a boy!”

Zac Anthony was born Saturday, April 8, 2017, at 8:47 p.m. He 

weighed 9 lb, 7 oz, and was 21.25 in long.  

Noreen stayed until about 10:00 that evening checking me and 

baby and enjoying a glass of wine with us.

Noreen came for our home visit on Tuesday morning. Both 

Zac and I were doing very well. We talked about adjusting 

to having five children and we talked about her surgery that 

was the next day. Noreen shared her knowledge on vaccines, 

circumcision and hemorrhoids and as selfless as she is even 

offered to help me push mine back in (which I declined for the 

record).

I remember hugging her, not able to quite express how truly 

grateful I was to her and for her and the incredible birth 

experience I had. I commented on how much I loved her 

purple shoes as she got in her car to drive away. As I watched 

her leave I felt so sad that we would probably not cross paths 

again. Thinking that my midwife care would be over before 

she would be recovered from surgery. Never ever did I imagine 

that my son would be her last delivery as her time on earth 

with us was coming to an end.

I am so shocked still that Noreen is gone. She was an amazing, 

inspirational, peaceful woman. She gave me a new strength 

and confidence that I never knew existed. I look at my son and 

am so grateful that I got to be one of Noreen’s clients. One day 

I look forward to telling him his story of pregnancy and birth 

and our time with Noreen.

When I remember her I think about this acronym of how we 

should live our lives and how to remember what is important.

S for shoes

H for hot tub

O  for obstetrics (as she delivered babies into the world, it is our 

job to deliver them ready to the world)

W is for wine

I am eternally grateful to have a piece of the Noreen, “SHOW,” 

as a lesson to live by. May you rest in peace Noreen. You will 

be missed by so many with the thousands of lives you touched 

and brought into this world. Part of me will always see you 

when I look at Zac and remember just who I want to live my 

life like.

Tarynn is a wife and mother of five children, three boys and two 
girls from the ages of nine years to new. She is currently a stay 
at home mom with a certification in Group fitness training. Her 
hobbies include canning, camping and reading.   
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MOMENTS:  
EVERLEY’S BIRTH
By Talia Schreiber

The moment, or ripple in time, that sowed the first 
seed on my journey of a home VBAC and eventually 
led me to Noreen, would be my precious daughter 
Royen’s birth, by caesarean, February 22, 2014. 

Early labour began at home with my water breaking at 4 a.m. 

As things progressed we met our midwife at the Lucina Birth 

Centre in the afternoon. Labour went on all night and into the 

following morning when we opted to transfer to hospital due 

to malposition (posterior and acynclytic1) and the appearance 

of meconium while pushing. The drive to the hospital was 

awful but paled to my experience there. I opted for an epidural 

and four to five hours of rest before we continued pushing 

unsuccessfully for another two hours. 

The on-call OB was consulted, I felt he was abrasive, arrogant 

and belittling towards my partner and the midwives:  not 

what a woman needs at her most vulnerable, it was jarring 

compared to the compassion of our prenatal care. After barely 

introducing himself he elbowed my knees apart and roughly 

checked my cervix and baby’s position. I was so taken aback at 

the pain I swore and writhed. “No bad words,” he joked as he 

continued. I had the urge to kick him to stop. He concluded, 

“I refuse to do a vacuum or forceps, it will be a C-section.” I 

had known a caesarean birth was likely but I was fuming over 

the way he disrespected me and my support team. I was so 

done, absolutely exhausted, defeated and broken. Frustrated 

that I was still in pain and that my body did not understand the 

change of plans, it kept involuntarily pushing as I was wheeled 

through the OR doors. 

I remember cold and using every ounce of energy to keep 

my eyes open; I could not fall asleep until I heard that cry. 

My nurse brain urged me to watch the monitors as my blood 

pressure fell. I caught whispers of possibly separating my 

symphysis pubis. Just then, my shy girl was un-wedged from my 

pelvis with much difficulty and pulled through an incision. In 

doing so, that incision would tear 4 cm further down my uterus 

and give me three new titles, “Mama,” “Special scar2,’and “Not 

a VBAC candidate.” 

That third label sparked the first conversation with my husband 

on the drive home from our postpartum appointment with 

the surgeon who had scrawled it on my operative record. I 

felt robbed, raw, defeated. Physically everything hurt, I was 

mentally exhausted but mostly emotionally disconnected 

from motherhood and from those sweet newborn blue 

eyes. My partner was furious: traumatized by witnessing me 

disempowered, in pain and turmoil. I could not even fathom 

another pregnancy or birth but knew I could never endure 

another traumatic experience. I could not put that on myself, 

or have my partner and my children witness me struggle with 

the anxiety and emotions that left me empty yet so full of 

anger and grief for that birth. I needed familiarity, comfort and 

healing love next time, something a hospital could not offer. 

July 2016, I discovered I was pregnant in the early morning 

while staying at the lake. I discreetly went back in to grab my 

phone and ran around to get enough cell signal to get on the 

midwifery wait list, with Passages as my first choice! I knew if I 

was going to have the VBAC I dreamed of it had to be Noreen. 

She was my beacon of light. I announced the good news to my 

husband and daughter and began the excruciating wait to hear 

if we got a midwife. 

I heard back promptly from my previous midwife, she was 

happy to have me again, the only thing was a home VBAC 

was off the table; I could not say yes. I immediately emailed 

and called Katherine and begged her to ask Noreen if she 

would take me. I openly shared my story, a registered nurse 

in women’s health who endured an arduous birth and ended 

up with this scar. I also had a profound trust that my body 

could birth as I had gotten fully dilated and pushed even with 

malposition.

Bing! An e-mail from Passages, I raced to open it. I could 

hear the sincerity in the message: Katherine was so sorry but 

Noreen was not able to take me on, if I went into labour early 

she would not be back from holidays and her back up was not 

as well-versed in VBAC. I quickly phoned the practice, it was 

an unfamiliar voice, Noreen’s! My hero even though she did 

birth stories
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not know it yet. I begged her once more. I had my Operative 

Record in my hand. “Can I read it to you?” I pleaded. I quickly 

condensed my 40+ hr labour and waited, my heart in my 

throat. “Well, that is not that bad,” she paused, I steeled myself 

for the, “But,” and it never came: triumph. She agreed! Noreen 

was my midwife. I felt like I could finally breathe; I was in near 

tears the rest of the day.

My husband and daughter accompanied me to that first 

appointment of many. It was a little odd to have known of 

Noreen through other births and my involvement in the 

birth community but to be meeting her in person for the 

first time. We spoke at length about my prior pregnancy and 

birth and another pivotal moment surfaced. “Who was the 

OB?” The rage I fostered for this man, who on multiple levels 

disrespected me, chastised my husband and care providers 

but ultimately, “Saved the day,” in his eyes, had dissipated 

some over the years but I am sure she could feel the emotion 

behind my words. I muttered his name and she heaved back in 

her seat, “I could have guessed. Well do not worry, I hate him 

too. Trust me, I always call ahead, if he is on-call I will take my 

chances at the Alex, for you, we will even drive to Calgary!” Her 

humour and confidence in birth was second to none but it is 

that conversation that solidified it, a perfect fit. My husband 

always boastfully recounts it, the moment that Noreen won 

him over. 

As many of Noreen’s clients remember, she encourages you 

to choose three words to describe your upcoming birth. I 

remember her saying, “You know, something like: ‘peaceful,’ 

‘empowered’ and ‘quick’.” Being a nurse, I heard ‘quick’ and 

immediately thought, “Precipitous birth.” Ack! I did not want 

that quick! Shorter than my first labour, absolutely, but quick? 

No. At the next appointment she asked if I had picked my 

three words and I had not. I explained, “I just cannot find the 

right words, all that comes up is ‘leisurely’ but that is kind of 

a ridiculous word for birth! All I know is I do not want ‘quick’, 

I want it to progress normally, so I can stay on top of it.” I 

nervously laughed and she chuckled, I am also pretty sure she 

rolled her eyes. I sheepishly reassured her I would work on my 

words... but my birth words list never got shorter than 13! 

My pregnancy continued without any concern, in fact I felt 
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much better than the first time around. I took a new position 

in Labour & Delivery in September and kept the news fairly 

quiet. Who wants to be the new pregnant girl anyways? I loved 

the change of pace and I was thrilled to be back immersed in 

birth. To my surprise, my coworkers even valued my previous 

experience in postpartum and as a doula. I was apprehensive 

and overwhelmed but it felt so good to be a part of such a 

supportive team. As time went on, scrubs could only hide so 

much and of course I announced my pregnancy. The general 

slurry of mundane questions of gestation and gender led 

to, “So, are you delivering here?” “Oh, you have a midwife?” 

eventually followed. I put out my ‘birthy’ feelers to those who 

whole-heartedly believed in women and birth and gravitated 

to them. Nevertheless, I only actually shared my plans of a 

home VBAC with a select few, mostly family3. 

As our April 2017 group was nearing our due dates Noreen 

came to us, her face betraying her still upbeat voice as she 

broke the tough news. She had to have surgery, an aneurysm 

repair, right in the middle of when our babies were slated to 

arrive. We knew she had been through heart surgery before 

and had more than enough determination to do it again. She 

would try to attend as many of our births before her pre-op 

and would be back on her feet in no time. “I only catch babies, 

it is not like I am huckin’ hay bales!” she reassured us. I was 

due five days before her surgery, I felt like I was in the clear, 

my water broke on my due date last time, and with all these 

Braxton Hicks, especially at work, I was bound to go early or at 

least be on time. 

At 36+6, on the drive home from an appointment another 

round of Braxton Hicks was starting, these were stronger 

though. The seat belt kept feeling like it was tightening over 

my hips but it was just my belly getting rock hard. I peeked at 

the clock on the dash each time. “Six minutes apart? No, I will 

wait for the next one… six again... Hmm!” I thought to myself, 

“Figures! It is my last night shift tonight and I will not even 

make it to my own pizza party!” They continued like this for an 

hour or so and fizzled out. I was a little disappointed but I was 

glad to go to work for goodbyes, well wishes and pizza, but not 

without a little drama, to prove that yes, at 37 weeks I could still 

literally sprint for a Code Pink! (STAT C-section) 

My time off was filled with to do lists, freezer meals and quality 

time with my daughter. As much as it went by quickly, it also 

dragged on as each day drew closer to my due date and 

Noreen’s surgery. I was surprised that two of our April babies 

had arrived as my due date (the 7th) came and went, I still 

had faith that this baby would want to meet Noreen over the 

weekend since her pre-op was Monday. Of course, several 

rounds of Braxton Hicks gave me hope, but Noreen only 

welcomed one more April baby that weekend and it was not 

ours. 

Our window of time passed, she would not be there for the 

birth. Noreen was the reason I was afforded the chance of this 

birth and I knew I could do it, even without her in the room. 

I had to make peace with it. I knew I was in good hands with 

Jenni, an exceptional midwife who was taking over Noreen’s 

clients while she was on leave. She was so gentle and caring 

and I felt we bonded as she also had a nursing background and 

had a long first birth. Being now past my due date and having 

a 9 lb, 9 oz baby previously, I did not want to wait anymore, so 

I started induction acupuncture, craniosacral treatment and 

started crossing out items on the natural induction lists.

At 40+6, I went to the group appointment I had been certain 

I would be toting my baby to, but I was only toting a giant 

belly. We all had Noreen in our thoughts as two days prior her 

surgery had went well, an update we all needed to hear. Jenni 

invited me into the office and asked if I wanted to attempt 

a sweep and I agreed, it was time to give things a nudge. 

She gave me encouraging news that my cervix was soft and 

could stretch to 2-3 cm! For the rest of the appointment I had 

twinges that continued on the drive home, quite regularly, but 

I would not be fooled this time. I went for a sushi lunch with 

my mother-in-law, at times squirming in my seat, but again a 

nap proved all that was needed to de-rail my hopeful labour 

kick-start. 

At midnight I was awoken, not by labour waves, but by my 

daughter suddenly screaming out in her sleep about her foot 

she had stubbed earlier. An ice pack and some convincing 

shushes sent her back to dreamland, but I was now wide 

awake. As I was getting frustrated with this bout of insomnia, 

I felt a twinge. “You have got to be kidding me!” It was 1:30 

a.m., I did not want to stay up any longer for another stint of 

false labour. I decided to go to the couch and wait out these 

cramps, God forbid I wake the sore-footed toddler. It felt 

best to stay perfectly still, willing myself to sleep in between, 

Hypnobabies tracks lulling in my headphones. Suddenly, I had 

the urge to use the washroom, maybe this was the, “Clear out,” 

that meant maybe it was early labour. I settled back to the 

couch, the next few waves were much milder, so I continued 
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letting them wash over me. I was not timing them, but after 

an hour I determined a glass of water, chapstick and a hot rice 

bag were necessary enough to get up again. As I changed 

positions, I was peeved that I was feeling it most in my lower 

back. I thought to myself, “This cannot be another OP baby, 

not after all that Spinning Babies I did!” 

Sometime after 3 a.m. it dawned on me that my daughter’s 

twin bed was probably more comfortable than the couch. 

So I set myself up there, pressing myself into the wall to keep 

the hot pack firmly against my back, the contractions now 

radiating down my upper thighs too: like a Charlie horse that 

surged on and off. I propped my leg on my peanut ball and 

went back into absolute still mode. I was really trying to focus 

on the Hypnobabies tracks still playing in my ears but I felt so 

distracted. I got discouraged, abandoned the headphones and 

decided to try a different Hypno technique the ‘Peace’ cue. It 

was easier to focus on and being that I still just wanted to sleep, 

I slowly melted myself into the bed and chanted, “Sleeeeeeep,” 

as my cue word instead during each contraction. 

As things got more intense I experimented with my breathing, 

long deep breaths messed with my stillness, so I felt like I had 

to keep them shallow, in control and precisely even. I kept my 

eyes closed and visualized a little blue sound wave coinciding 

with my breath: in, out, keeping the peaks and valleys of 

the inhale and exhale perfect little rolling bumps. Then one 

contraction really shook me out of it, I could not keep still, my 

breath was lost. I could not get on top of it so I just rolled my 

leg back and forth on the peanut ball and waited for it to peak 

and wane. I checked in with myself, “This is probably still early 

labour,” if being still was not going to work anymore I knew 

movement was the next step, then if I needed to try something 

different I had the shower or the pool. I briefly wondered if I 

should give a heads up to our doula. I picked up my phone. 

“No,” I convinced myself, “If I feel like I need anybody else, I 

should probably wake my husband up first!” Besides, another 

wave was fast approaching, I had to prepare, back to still. 

The next few were manageable in the bed with my even 

breathing. I felt like I was back on track. A few more passed. 

Then out of nowhere, this intensity washed over me. “It is ok, 

just do what you have to do, it will pass.” My body contorted 

and I went back to rhythmically rolling back and forth on my 

side, leg still draped over the ball. Another strong one followed 

soon after. While trying to wrap my head around those two 

contractions, I again had the urge to void my bowels. “Thank 

God,” I thought, “At least I know the next few will be milder.” I 

checked my phone 4:11 a.m. 

I got up to the bathroom. I tried to time it in between 

contractions because I remembered loathing labouring on the 

toilet from my last birth; it did not work. I had to sit through 

a contraction on the toilet, but it was not as uncomfortable 

as I remembered. I sat a few seconds longer and felt the 

tiniest pop and maybe a dribble of fluid. “Was that really my 

water just breaking?” A little perplexed, I wiped...bloody show! 

Immediately my hands started shaking uncontrollably, I took a 

second just to watch them tremble. “Oh no, if I am shaking, I 

must be further into this than I thought.” Another contraction 

was coming and I did not want to sit through it. I quickly got 

up and the new pressure was overwhelming, I gripped the sink. 

“That was my water breaking and I am way further along than I 

thought!” as I bared down with a little groan. 

I regained my concentration during the break and called out 

“Kurtis!” hoping he would hear but not wake up the sleeping 

babe. I heard groggy footsteps, it worked. Opening the door, 

he rubbed his eyes asking what was going on. A contraction 

ramping up before I could answer. I knew I did not have time to 

explain. Again, leaning over the sink I belted, “Call everyone!” 

He likes to say I sounded possessed, either way, those two 

words meant business! The pressure was too much to keep 

standing and if it was going be this quick I figured laying in 

the water was the best place to catch this baby. I clambered 

over the tub edge and turned on the shower. The warm water 

streaming on my belly was so comforting. 

Kurtis returned with my phone, trying to dial family from his 

own. “Jenni’s number is not in here!” As another wave was 

upon me, I managed, “Just look under Passages...or Noreen…” 

between grunts. Then I remembered, the Passages Facebook 

page, Kurtis handed me my phone but my wet fingers were 

useless on the touch screen. Finally getting her number, his 

call was answered as he went to drag out the hose to fill the 

pool. Over speakerphone, the midwife began asking the usual 

labour questions to Kurtis, but since he had no idea, I called out 

what I could before the next one hit. I groaned and she simply 

said, “I have to hang up, I need to leave right now!” 

In the commotion, my daughter had been awoken too, she 

groggily wandered to the tub where I lay, “Mama did you bonk 

yourself?” she asked. “No, no sweetie, baby Marshmallow 

is just coming! It is time to have a baby!” Knowing another 

contraction was coming, I quickly tried to prepare her. 
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“Remember those videos? Having a baby is hard work and 

sometimes you need to breathe and make funny noises to 

help.” No sooner I let out a roar, like we had practiced, but 

more guttural than she was used to. She burst out laughing! 

Breaking any concentration I had, we were both giggling, 

the energy totally shifted as she came closer and rubbed my 

shoulder with her tiny hand. Kurtis peeked in and gave a loving 

smile. 

We had another problem though, the pool was nearly half-

full before he realized the hot water had ran out. Setting up 

the kettle and pots to boil, he made a couple trips before 

everyone started to arrive. The midwife and Kurtis’ parents 

arrived simultaneously around 5:15 with the second midwife, 

not far behind. Such relief to see their faces and they busied 

themselves to set up for this ever-impending birth. My primary 

midwife came into the bathroom and asked if I would mind 

to head to the bed, to check progress, before getting into 

the pool. In my mind, the task of getting off the floor of the 

tub seemed daunting enough, let alone making a stop before 

hitting the hopefully now warm and soothing water. I knew I 

had to get up but my legs felt numb and I doubted if I could 

even stand. Wrapping his arms under my armpits Kurtis lifted 

me up enough to steady myself and I made the dash to the 

bed. Indeed, I was fully dilated and baby low. The pool was 

still too cool and I knew I had no motivation to go anywhere 

else. My legs still had that sore, irritating, dead-legged feeling 

during each contraction, it was worse than the contraction 

itself. Heidi, our doula, had arrived and soon I saw a flash of 

blonde beside me in bed and our eyes met briefly, instant 

relief! Everyone was here! 

I continued pushing as Kurtis kept warming the pool, he would 

check in periodically and once, peeking over the second 

attendant’s shoulder, he could see baby crowning. She simply 

said, “Maybe it is time to ditch the pool, we are just going to 

have a baby in here.” So he joined me laying across the bed. I 

could feel baby’s head inching down with every push so I knew 

it was close. “Where is Royen?” I asked. Kurtis sprang up to find 

her. He carried her in and looking a bit apprehensive, she took 

her perch on daddy’s back. 

A few more pushes and the head emerged, the intensity yet 

relief felt crazy. I blurted, “I need a break or something” as I 

caught my breath. The midwife reassured me, “The head is 

out, baby already rotated, whenever you are ready.” I breathed 

through the next contraction and soon after the body was 

born, at 5:43 a.m.! 

I could not believe it! The cord was quite short so the baby 

only made it up to my stomach. I turned its head, deep blue 

eyes and so alert. For a split second I only saw Royen in that 

tiny face, I think I even said, “It is her twin!” It was another 

perfect girl! 8 lb, 13 oz. Looking back now, I think I did see a 

flash of her sister, I had given birth to her again. We still had 

our own birth story but I had healed that missing piece of her 

birth in that moment. It felt whole. I had not envisioned a big, 

“I did it!” moment, I did not cheer or even cry but I was just 

so in awe of just how normal it was. After everything we had 

been through, all I wanted was normal. A natural, instinctual 

birth, family-centred and surrounded with unwavering trust 

and support. You do not get that anywhere but home. The 

way those two sisters first laid eyes on each other, recognizing 

the voice that so often laughed on the outside of my womb, a 

place they both shared, is indescribable. Both of our families, 

patiently waiting on a familiar couch, able to meet their new 

grand-daughter minutes old. My daughter got to witness the 

most transformational event a woman can go through. I hope 

it serves her well to remember it, remembering she is strong, 

brave, soft and vulnerable.

Now, I do not even know how to transition this story from such 

an incredible high to an unbelievable low. That is how abrupt 

and devastating this loss is, for a loving family, her loyal clients, 

her dedicated colleagues and a birth community as a whole. 

Five short days after Everley Corinne was born, Noreen passed. 

I received the news while on an errand, I bawled in the parking 

lot as my sweet daughter asked what happened from the 

backseat. My first emotion was anger, much like grieving birth, 

I wanted to blame someone, to right this wrong, to restore the 

beautiful life that had just been stolen. It was some sick karmic 

joke, she did so much good, how dare you take her now, when 

we all still needed her? She was not done yet. My heart grew 

heavy, hurting for her family and every family she helped grow. 

If I already missed her this much, the others must be gutted 

too, her family exponentially crushed. Thinking broader, I 

pitied the women who would now go into birth without her, 

never getting the privilege to share that piece of her heart 

and soul. A fleeting hopelessness for midwifery, its pivotal 

resurgence in this province was now lacking its true pioneer, a 

wisdom only experience and perseverance can manifest. She 

was incomparable and irreplaceable in every aspect of her life. 

Her loss is heartbreaking on so many levels. Heidi came over 
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that night and we reminisced, she had touched both our lives 

and families so profoundly. Sometimes in words but mostly 

in those moments, a chuckle, a smile, the way they hug you 

or hold your hand. I credit her for so much on my journey 

and hope that everyone who reads this story and the others 

in these pages can take a piece of her legacy with them and 

make the difference for someone. By simply being the, “Yes,” 

to someone, you never know whose life you could change. 

Editor’s Notes
1.  A posterior position in labour refers to the baby facing the mother’s stomach 

instead of the optimal positioning of towards the mother’s back. Acynclytic refers 
to the head of the baby tipping towards one of the shoulders. Although this is 
normal as the baby enters the rim of the pelvis, a baby that has engaged deeply 
into the pelvis, around 5 cm or later, and is still acynclytic will have a much harder 
time passing through the narrow passage of the pelvis, the ischial spines. Spinning 
Babies has detailed techniques that can be used in labour, including side lunges, 
resting on the toilet with alternating legs up on a stool, and standing positions with 
a slight bend in the knees to allow the belly to dangle. “Acynclytic” Spinning Babies. 
Accessed on August, 1. https://spinningbabies.com/learn-more/baby-positions/
other-fetal-positions/asynclitism/

2.  A vertical downward extension, I knew to most it would write-off any normal 
labour but it was the best kind of, “Special scar,” (compared to a classical or T 
incision), it was short and downward. That was where my hope clung onto.

3.  I kept a lot of my answers short and sweet, I had practised Hypnobabies in both 
pregnancies and I knew negativity had no place in my birth preparation. I did 
not want the pressure of hearing judgments, or having to explain my choices, to 
interfere with my mental preparation.

Talia Schreiber is an RN in L&D and a birth doula. Wife and 
mother to two personality-filled daughters, and their Boxer, 
she is a VBAC advocate and recently began leading meetings 
for the Edmonton VBAC Support Association. Learning to 
love triathlons, she completed her second race at 11 weeks 
postpartum following her HBAC.    

PHOTO BY: VANNESSA BROWN PHOTOGRAPHER
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a pain free, healthy, vibrant  
& empowered pregnancy



articles

48     |  FALL 2017  |  www.birthissues.org

GOODBYE MESSAGES  
TO NOREEN AND FAMILY

“Some memories that stand out for me: Noreen arriving to back me up at a birth 

and promptly leaving as a mom with twins had gone into labour. I did that one on 

my own! That was in the days before licensing of course but Noreen was always out 

there pushing the limits. Our VBAC births were part of that radical midwifery which 

she embraced,” Marilyn Shinyei who attended 150 births with Noreen and Sandy 

between 1983 and 1986, and whose daughter Marlo Shinyei attended 75 births with 

Noreen in the early 2000s before life took her in another direction.

Erin Faith: Marilyn’s 100th birth, with mother Dana Leonard

Noreen Walker was a tireless advocate for midwifery care and 

instrumental in the legalization of midwifery as a profession. 

She was a teacher to her client’s and their families: running 

early prenatal classes out of Dr. Ben Toane’s office, and never 

hesitating to take a moment to teach a family member or birth 

worker during a labour. 

She truly loved the families who she served and gave up 

numerous holidays and events to be by the side of her 

mothers. Noreen created a calm, normalized, birthing 

experience that invited husbands into their roles, welcomed 

children to the birth room, and held grandparents as they 

witnessed their grandchildren enter the world. She birthed 

families into an empowered and conscious new way of living. 

She worked tirelessly for her clients and spent more than 

her share of hours dedicated to the profession of the Alberta 

midwife. 

Noreen will be deeply missed in the Edmonton, and area, 

birthing community. Our deepest condolences to the family 

she has left behind—her mother, Eileen Walker, her four 

children, Sharlene VanEtten and Kenneth, Katherine and 

Richard Walker, and Noreen’s four grandchildren, Andrew 

VanEtten and Alyxandra, McKenzie and Matilda Walker—that 

must be missing her tremendously. Thank you for sharing her 

with us.

PHOTO BY: VANNESSA BROWN PHOTOGRAPHER

THESE TWO PHOTOS WERE SUBMITTED BY NOREEN’S FAMILY
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“My condolences to the Edmonton midwifery community for the recent death of Noreen Walker.  What a great loss,”  

Kathryn Molloy

“Noreen was made for this calling. She was very calm and natural. She was very 

knowledgeable and confident and quirky, a little bossy in her offhanded way. She 

was perpetually smiling or laughing and always putting everyone at their ease. 

She wanted women to know if they could do this, and they were made for having 

babies. As only a competent and confident midwife can do, she instilled calm 

and confidence in her mothers and, as a result, I am certain that their labours and 

deliveries went more quickly and smoothly,” Dr. Benjamin Toane.

“[T]hose home births, like all of the ones that Noreen and Sandy and all the 

subsequent midwives have attended, were very exciting and magical. With partner, 

children, mother and fathers, and friends surrounding the bedside, there was rarely 

a dry eye. Then, with mom and baby and birthing bed cleaned up, and baby nursing, 

we got to celebrate: good food, birthday cake, and probably wine or champagne to 

toast the new mother and baby. It was always special afterwards, to leave the family 

in the comfort and security of their own homes with their new baby and family.” 
Photo Credits: Vannessa Brown Photographer

“First, a big thank you for your decision to dedicate an issue to Noreen as a tribute.  

As a friend of Noreen’s for 33 years, I have so many fond memories.”

“Over the years Noreen and I traveled to speak at birth conferences and I grew to 

love and respect her courage, wisdom and compassion helping women give birth. 

It soon became obvious that midwifery had to be legalized and I was appointed the 

ASAC rep on the Midwifery Services Review Committee set up to start the process.”

“...so much love we shared,” Judy Cochrane

I had originally sought out Passages Midwifery to have Noreen as my midwife. 

Unfortunately due to her yearly travels out of the country she was not taking clients 

with my due date. I was lucky however as she was the backup when I went into labor, 

2 weeks plus overdue! Noreen was the midwife for my mother’s three home births 

in ’89, ’92, and ’93, I was the ’89 baby. It was fate that she was available to deliver my 

baby Jade on February 18, 2017. Her presence was calming, her tone ever reassuring, 

her wit was quick. Moments before having Jade I said, “I do not think I can do this.” 

Noreen quietly said, “You do not really have a choice now,” with a slow smile. She 

was an excellent midwife, a credit to her profession, and such a leader in home births 

advocacy.

Ashley Polimac, Sherwood Park, AB
Photo Credits: Two Point Photography and Design
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Noreen attended the planned home birth of our first child, 

Zoe, 25 years ago on January 29, 1992. Her presence, along 

with our primary midwife, provided the calming support, 

experience and expertise we needed for the long labour. Less 

than 15 months later, we were fortunate to have Noreen once 

again in assisting our second home birth of our son Clay on 

March 21, 1993.   

We will forever be grateful for Noreen’s contribution in making 

our first two birth experiences so wonderful and amazing.  

We are also grateful for all that she has done for the birthing 

community in Edmonton and Alberta.   

Our sincere condolences to her family and friends.   

Jody & Gordon Francis, Beaumont, AB

Dr. Jack Stonehocker worked with Noreen at the Shared Care Maternity Program run out of Stony Plain hospital, which ran from 

2001-2012 and included collaborative care between midwives and obstetricians.

“It was a wonderful partnership between a doctor and a midwife and for me that was some of the best years of my life.”

“We have lost something very important to the landscapes of our lives. We have lost something that we can never replace. A 

woman who has been there at those precious moments of life.”

“I think many of us will be mourning for quite a while yet.”

I have been having a really hard time coming 

up with the right words because I do not think 

there will ever be the ‘right’ words but these 

two photos mean the absolute world to me and 

embody everything Noreen taught me being 

under her care. I chose midwifery care because 

I wanted to be involved in the process. Noreen, 

of course, was not only on board with this, but 

made it happen. 

The first photo is my favorite of Noreen and my daughter, Whitney, while Noreen was 

weighing her. The second is of me being involved, and hands on, while Noreen lets me 

measure my baby girl’s length. 

Michelle Styles
Photo Credits: J. Penner Photo Co.

 Zoe, 1992 Clay, 1993
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In May, 2013, I gave birth to my son. 

After 72 hours of labor, three epidurals, 

forceps, tearing and an emergency 

caesarean section, he was born at 8 lb, 

15 oz. To say that I was traumatized was 

an understatement. The whole time 

I was told that was normal – the way 

birthing a big baby works. 

My past birth left me labeled as high risk, 

a VBAC. I was nervous that this would 

not be possible: a home water VBAC in 

rural Alberta! It can be hard enough to 

find a midwife willing to take on a VBAC 

at home, unlikely to find a midwife able 

to travel to rural Alberta, and nearly 

impossible to find a hospital which would allow a water birth for a previous caesarean mom! 

My good friend, who happened to be a doula and had birthed her daughter with Noreen, gave me her direct number. I called 

and timidly told her my story. I remember clear as day, I was four months along already and she calmly said, “What does your past 

birth have to do with anything? What kind of birth do you want to happen? Can you trust your body to follow through on it? If so, 

I’ll see you on Tuesday.” 

My daughter Kashtyn was born October 14, 2016. In two and a half hours, with minor tearing, and supported by Noreen Walker as 

my second attendant.

It was the most empowering and exhilarating experience, exactly like Noreen said it could be if I just trusted my body. 

Kashtyn passed from SIDS on December 21, 2016, and I can wholeheartedly say that her birth has been the biggest comfort: a 

memory I go back to for peace. 

I will forever be grateful for her birth, for bringing out the hidden courage I did not know I possessed. It was Noreen Walker that 

opened that door and instilled belief in me from the very beginning. 

The CEO of Success magazine Darren Hardy has said something to the effect that success is when, at the end of your life, you can 

look in the mirror and know that you lived your life based on your value system and made an impact on others’ lives because of 

those firm values and beliefs. Noreen was a woman who greatly embodied this definition of success. She lived her value of natural 

birth out daily by putting us and our children first. 

Because of her dedication to the power of birth and her conviction that we are the masters of our bodies, women like myself 

were empowered to birth how we always knew we could. Her encouraging spirit and strong heart guided us to bring many, many, 

children into the world. 

My hope is that we raise these children to succeed: to succeed by living according to our values and beliefs – as Noreen did from 

their first breaths to her last. 

Angelique De Jong

Kashtyn, VBAC, born October 14, 2016
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 “I wanted to share something with everyone that my mom, Noreen, and I talked about when we were in Mexico on holiday. We 

were talking about the upcoming surgery, all of the very scary risks the surgery had, of course that would never happen because 

everything was going to be fine, and she did say to me and I found comfort in this when I watched her struggling in the hospital, 

she said, “You know, hey Sharlene, worst case scenario if I do not make it, I had a great life. I got to do everything I ever wanted 

and that is pretty good. Not everybody gets to say that,” Sharlene VanEtten, Noreen’s daughter.

“She was a wonderful mother and grandmother, completely devoted to her family.”

“There are no words to express how sorry we are to tell you that our beautiful mother, Noreen, passed away today, April 19, 

2017, after suffering complications from her surgery. She may have been the most loved woman on the planet, as our mother, 

a wonderful grandmother, and an amazing midwife who welcomed thousands of babies into this world. I miss you mom. This is 

hard to process,” Katherine Walker.   

Maizie’s Speech at Noreen Walker’s Celebration of Life

By McKenzie Walker (9)

Noreen Walker was so much more than you know. She was a midwife, some might 

say the best. She was a sister to seven, a daughter, a mother to four, a grandma to 

four and a person that changed the world. She was the midwife to life. She was my 

midwife and my sister’s. I loved her more than you will ever know and I bet all of you 

had feelings for her. Her body might be gone but her spirit is with us wherever we go. 

My mother Katherine Walker is following Noreen’s footsteps and is prepared to be a 

midwife, and someday I will be a midwife like my mom and grandma. So good luck 

to you all. If you have a dream live that dream and follow your heart, and know that 

Noreen Walker will always be with us.

PHOTO BY: VANNESSA BROWN PHOTOGRAPHER
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 Noreen’s presence could create calm in any storm.

She had the most perfectly timed touch,

 her steady hand upon my trembling shoulder.

It grounded me momentarily back to earth,

 she smiled as I confidently gave birth.

Despite the thousands of    ‘thanks you’s I have told her

 it could never, ever be enough.

She had the ability to find the right words at just the right time

 helping babies be born and mothers transform.

Her faith in birth, in my body, helped me heal

 past trauma and self-doubt

 into a woman with confidence and self-worth.

She often said, “We are all just women on earth.”

Though birth is a very normal part of our lives 

 and supporting mothers a normal part of hers,

She never lost that sparkle in her eyes 

 when a baby was born earthside.

Noreen did not simple catch babies,

  she helped mothers and midwifery in Alberta be born.

She was a midwifery pioneer with an unstoppable spirit,

 when you open your heart you may still hear it.

Noreen stood up for women and her profession

 defending it without question 

 for she was never simply a drop but a wave.

The tributes to Noreen spoke volumes about her role as a mother, 

 a mentor, a midwife, and a friend.

What I would not give to sit down for another cup of tea,

 to hear another great birth tale,

 or to thank her a thousand times again.

Heidi Taphorn’s previously published birth, assisted by Noreen 
Walker, can be found in Birth Issues Winter, 2016, Waterbirth: 
From water into water.    

A Thousand Thank Yous
By Heidi Taphorn

poem

PHOTO BY: VANNESSA BROWN PHOTOGRAPHER
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THANK YOU
By Kirsten Goa

This is a long, and long overdue, thank you to a much loved 
midwife who has made a tremendous difference to our family.

Dear Noreen,

I want to thank you for calling me back when I was first 

pregnant with Talia, I remember you letting me know that 

the water would not, “Get rid of,” the pain (which is what I 

naively said), but that it would help and that the pain did have 

a purpose. This was the beginning of my education in the 

psychology of birth.

I want to thank you for the long visits, just talking, answering 

my pages of questions, which now seem so silly. Thank you for 

your competence and professionalism which made me and 

Shawn, and my mother, feel so much more comfortable and 

confident. Thank you for talking about the psychology of birth, 

the way our personalities, wishes, foibles and resistances can 

get in the way or fully realize our hopes in birth. Thank you for 

not making any issue of my weight, which secretly concerned 

me more than I even consciously realized. Thank you for the 

pre-natal classes and the library.

Thank you for your patience with all my pre-labour phone 

calls: for helping me figure out what kind of labour I might 

have, empowering me to be consciously in tune with what was 

happening with my body, but also helping me remain open to 

the newness, wonder and surprise of it all. 

Thank you for coming to my house straight from another 

birth, on clinic day, to take care of all of us as my labour with 

Talia came on like gang busters. Thank you for the pool which 

made such a wonderful difference and did make the pain 

more manageable. Thank you for empowering me to make 

my labour work for me, this made it possible for me to give 

ward 8
GoaKirsten

Connection. Vision. Action.

587.598.GOA8 (4628)     www.kirstengoa.ca

Thank you for reminding me: 
“Don’t forget – you always 
have a choice.”

Thank you for showing me 
that you could follow your 
calling, trust your gut, listen 
to your heart and do the thing 
that didn’t make logical sense, 
but was what you were made 
for.

Thank you for living from 
the fullness of who you are, 
putting yourself on the line 
for others. Losing you made 
me realize I needed to make 
another one of those choices.

Thank you for reminding me,  
I always have a choice and that 
I will regret the things I don’t 
do, not the chances I take.

I miss you.

Lots of Love,

Kirsten, Shawn, 
Talia, Neil, Theodore, 
Nikolas & Patrick

“ Thank you for believing in me and my ability to birth my babies even when the rules said  
I couldn’t... thank you for believing in me, empowering me, pushing me, and trusting me.“

(From “Thank you” to Noreen Walker originally published in Birth Issues Fall 2002)
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up control but also take it when I needed to. It was my belief 

in the mind-body connection coupled with my belief that 

you believed too that made it possible for me to ask for and 

receive short breaks when I was in transition. Thank you for the 

arnica! Thank you for helping me change positions so I could 

see Talia’s birth on video later (crazy request but you honoured 

every one). 

Thank you for the time to just gaze at our little one while 

everyone else desperately wanted to know if she was a boy or 

a girl. Thank you for cleaning up, for washing the towels, for 

celebrating with us. Thank you for reminding us to burp her, for 

reminding me to nurse her early and often, for the home visits 

and the reassurances about her jaundice and other quirks.

Thank you for the open houses, the opportunities to meet 

other moms and babies, to socialize and build a bit of 

community.

I have even more to thank you for the second time around. 

Little did we know what kind of adventure it would be this 

time. Thank you for all your reassurances about having a 

second child – I was so scared of how (and if) I would cope 

and you did not tell me how silly I was, you simply reassured 

me, gave me moms to talk to who were doing it and 

encouraged me to talk it through.

Thank you for your calm reassurances and helpful advice when 

I had early intense contractions.  I was scared and you were 

realistic, but hopeful, positive and helpful.  Thank you for your 

twin jokes; as much as we were not serious, it was enough to 

get me wondering and to pay more attention to my growing 

belly. 

Thank you for taking me seriously when I said I was suspecting 

twins. You did not doubt me, you simply asked me why and we 

went to check right away. Thank you for spending the entire 

open house listening to my two babies and trying to sort it out. 

Thank you for having Elizabeth Noble’s book Having Twins. 

Thank you for getting me in to get an ultrasound early and for 

calling me from Rankin Inlet to find out for sure if there were 

two babies.

Thank you for laying the issues, political and medical, on 

the table, for being direct and for pushing me to follow the 

rules and jump through the hoops, without disempowering 

me. Thank you for letting me write long letters, long birth 

plans, long arguments for why I still wanted a home birth, 

long analyses of my risks and long discussions of what the 

hospital would have to be for me to be willing to go there to 

PHOTO BY: LUCIDDREAM PHOTOGRAPHY INC
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birth my babies. These extensive documents were perhaps 

too thorough but they helped me take real ownership of my 

experience. They helped me refocus on the fact that this is my 

body, my babies and my birth, and that I was the person with 

the decisions to make and the responsibility that goes with 

those decisions. 

Thank you for doing so much to try to make the hospital 

work for me. Thank you for coming to the doctor’s with me 

and for helping me cope with the extra worries of a first twin 

breech presentation, and low amniotic fluid. Thank you for 

planning to come and talk about how we could make the 

hospital work for us the day after my non-stress test, so soon 

after Christmas.  When I went to the hospital for the non-stress 

test, the assumption of a planned caesarean was too much to 

bear; I knew I could not fight for the birth I wanted when the 

environment assumed I was incapable of birthing my babies. I 

do not think it was a coincidence I went in to labour that night. 

Thank you for coming so quickly when we called you, and 

thank you for staying with us when we said that we wanted 

to stay home. Thank you for believing that it would be fast 

(it was), thank you for your calm manner despite the stress, 

you helped us focus on the moment. Thank you for helping 

me release the pressure in my back, when I thought the 

contraction would never end. 

Thank you for believing in me and my ability to birth my babies 

even when the rules said I could not. It is circumstances like 

mine that push the boundaries of real choice in birth for 

mothers, thank you for standing up for my right to birth my 

babies how I needed to. Thank you for empowering me in 

birth, even when things got complicated and there were no 

straightforward answers. 

Most importantly, thank you for believing in me, empowering 

me, pushing me and trusting me. Thank you for helping us 

welcome Talia (Feb 17, 2000) and Neil and Theodore (Dec 28, 

2001) in to our home, and our lives, with such grace, courage 

and compassion. You are a true midwife, you have stood 

with women for a generation despite great personal costs 

and ongoing harassment. There is no way we can thank you 

enough for being ‘with’ us as we have brought our children in 

to the world.

Lots of Love

Kirsten, Shawn, Talia, Neil and Theodore  

July 2017

Dear Noreen, 

I have a few more things to thank you for. I did not say it the 

first time but while we were waiting for Neil and Theodore, 

more than anything, thank you for telling me, “Do not forget – 

you always have a choice.” Those words shaped my births but 

they have also shaped my life, my choices and the way I have 

also supported other families. 

Thank you for providing care and support as we navigated yet 

another twin birth (Nikolas & Patrick, 2006). Once again you 

worked so hard to find options for me and supported me as 

I walked my journey with my family. I know you could not be 

there, but you were in spirit. Thank you for your faith in me and 

in birth. 

Thank you for showing me that you could follow your calling, 

trust your gut, listen to your heart and do the thing that did 

not make logical sense but was what you were made for. It was 

not a safe choice you made: it was the choice to live from the 

fullness of who you are, putting yourself on the line for others. 

Thank you for modeling a rich, vulnerable, authentic life. You 

will always be one of my touchstones. You have over and over 

again helped me make the right – hard, scary, vulnerable – 

choices. 

Losing you made me realize I needed to make another one 

of those choices. Thank you for reminding me I always have 

a choice and that I will regret the things I do not do, not the 

chances I take. 

I miss you. 

Lots of Love

Kirsten, Shawn, Talia, Neil, Theodore, Nikolas & Patrick

Editor’s Notes
1. The first half of Kirsten’s story was originally published in Birth Issues Fall 2002.

Kirsten Goa is the mother of five (two sets of twins). Former 
editor of Birth Issues and Birthing magazines, she has worked 
on maternity care and breastfeeding rights for 15 years, as 
well as, land-use planning, local food and public engagement 
policies. She is now running for City Council in Ward 8.    
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celebrating holidays when we were 

together, rather than on specific days. 

Sharing my mom with the community 

was sometimes hard but the trade-off 

was incredibly valuable: I was raised by 

a strong woman, who served strong 

women, who believed in birth and 

themselves. I know that growing up 

nourished by that strong, feminist birth 

energy has definitely shaped who I am 

today. I am so grateful to my mom for 

this gift. 

I did not decide to become a midwife 

until my daughter McKenzie was 

born; her birth did not go as planned 

and was a traumatic experience for 

everyone. I was overdue, and diagnosed 

with preeclampsia; my dreams of a 

quiet home birth were dashed when 

I was admitted to the Royal Alexandra 

Hospital. I began the induction on a 

Friday, and endured an augmented, un-

medicated labour until Monday evening, 

when a medication error sent me to the 

OR and my amazing child was born by 

caesarean section. This was not the birth 

I had planned but it was the birth that 

ultimately made me decide to become 

a midwife: my mother showed me that 

a midwife’s skill shines brightest, not 

when everything is going perfectly but, 

THANK YOU, MOM
By Katherine Walker

I used to joke with my mom that, 
until I had kids, I had no idea 
how much she loved me. There is 

just nothing that compares to that kind 

of love; the kind where the edges of 

your identity dissolve to completely 

encompass and protect your children. 

Now that she is gone, I am again made 

aware of the intensity of that love, in its 

sudden and abrupt absence. Losing my 

mom feels like I have been ripped in half, 

and I am suddenly acutely aware of the 

wounded edges of my being. 

My life, so far, has been amazing and I 

can attribute almost every good thing in 

my world to my mother, beginning with 

my first breath. 

I was my mother’s first home birth, just 

over 41 years ago. She was not a midwife 

at the time, and was attended by a newly 

graduated nursing classmate; my older 

siblings were born in the hospital, but my 

mother envisioned a different entrance 

for me. Home birth was unheard of at 

that time, but my mother was brave, and 

discovered a confidence in herself that 

allowed her to have the birth experience 

she wanted. I like to think that I was born 

from that bravery, that resilience, and 

that perhaps it has become part of me 

as well. 

Growing up with a midwife for a mother 

was not always easy; she was always on 

call, and often missed school events 

and special occasions. There was always 

someone in labour on Christmas, 

and our family got into the habit of 

 One of the most important lessons my mother taught 
us was to do something you love with your life and to be 
willing to s tand up for it no mat ter what the cos t , 

– Katherine Walker

Noreen and her daughter, Katherine, in the Rockies: 2006.
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when everything goes off the rails. She was 

a pillar of calm and loving support, giving 

me strength when mine had run out. Her 

voice, her touch, her knowledge and her 

love got me through the most challenging 

experience of my life. Her guidance helped 

me to reframe that defeating experience: 

finding within it seeds of personal growth, 

joy and triumph. 

For the birth of my second daughter my 

mom helped me reconnect with my inner 

strength and together we welcomed 

Matilda into this world. It was the healing 

home water birth that we had both 

dreamed of. 

It was not long after my first daughter was 

born that I decided to follow in my mom’s 

footsteps; I had a sudden realization that 

someday, my mother would be gone and 

there are no other midwives in the world 

like her. I had found my calling. 

Passages Midwifery is part of my mother’s 

great legacy, and I am so thankful that I am 

able to keep it running the way my mother 

would have wanted. Being able to catch the 

babies of the babies my mother caught: 

that is an incredible thing.

It is hard to say if this is ever going to get 

easier, or how long it will take to heal. My 

mom was larger than life, and still is, even 

now. Mom, I am so thankful for everything 

you taught me. I am so thankful for all of the 

love and support you gave me and for being 

a wonderful grandmother and inspiration 

to my daughters. We miss you every waking 

moment and dream of you every night.    

Noreen Walker, January 2017, in Mexico. “Mom loved mojitos.” Katherine Walker.
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NOREEN WALKER
THE LIGHT, THE LOVE 
AND THE CELEBRATION
By Ava Curtola

I look at Noreen’s picture and I smile, then I cry. This 
is very tough. 

Many emotions occur during birth, just as in when 
we celebrate life at the other end of the cycle. We 

will cry, laugh, be joyous, and there will be tears, some very 

intense moments, deep reflection, soul-searching and most of 

all, love that is everlasting. I prefer being at births rather than 

celebrations of life and passing, but I do realize that it is the 

circle of life. So with the dichotomy of emotions, the happy 

memories are blended with the sad reality that this physical 

portion of the journey is over, I reflect on my dear friend and 

soul sister, Noreen… 

I remember Noreen always commenting on and asking her 

clients about three words that are important to them that 

they will take into their birthing experience, as focus words. 

So I reflected and asked myself, what three words would help 

Noreen in this transition that she is partaking in and inevitably 

help me too.

What would help us all?

The first word that came to me is Light. Noreen was the light. 

She will always be light. That needs to be honored. She lit the 

PHOTO BY: VANNESSA BROWN PHOTOGRAPHER
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passageway for me. Soon after we met, the year 2000, we were 

enjoying a glass of fermented grape juice and she asked the 

question, “Are you going to be scientific or a metaphysical 

‘woo-woo’.” She asked this as I was wearing my crystals and 

doing my meditation’s.

I said, “I am scientific and kind of woo-woo.” She said, “Oh no, 

you are woo-woo.” (The science is catching up though!) I tried 

to dodge the question but you cannot do that with Noreen. 

She helped me understand where I belong, somewhere 

between the medical and the metaphysical world.

She continued, “You better start your class preparations for the 

energy of birthing, as I have already got some clients for you, 

three couples in two weeks, so stop procrastinating and get it 

done.” 

As the shock slowly subsided, I decided to get my pretty little 

butt in gear. So my first class included my Mom and Babe 

Meditation, some photocopies, a few charts and many little 

pieces of sticky notes… and ‘the Energy of Birthing’ began.

So from there, with Noreen’s encouragement, I taught many 

moms with their partners and practitioners to become ‘the 

Energy of Birthing’ spokespeople and facilitators; to make a 

difference in how we birth our babies.

So as well as being the beacon of light, she lit the passage for 

my purpose in life. Thank you Noreen.

Noreen continued to mentor me as I wrote 14 more 

meditations and the energy of birthing book in which she 

wrote the preface about personalities of women and how that 

influences the birthing process. How synchronistic it was to 

have her open this door for me, allowing me to birth what I 

was supposed to do. I found a place in the birthing community. 

Noreen commented that I looked high after I attended births. 

My pupils would dilate when I went to a birth, as I finally found 

my purpose and meaning in life and the reason for my journey 

PHOTO BY: VANNESSA BROWN PHOTOGRAPHER
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NOREEN WALKER THE LIGHT, THE LOVE AND THE CELEBRATION

on this beautiful planet Earth. Being at a birth was such an 

amazing event and it touched my soul.

I know that Noreen is with us in some way. I just know. Her 

spirit is with every single one of us. Smiling and shining down 

on us. She is the light.

The next word is Love. Noreen is love. She was an amazing 

spirit and had such kindness and love for everyone she met. 

She loved every single birth and mom and baby and family that 

she was with. She infused and shared this love to the people 

around her. She loved this weird wonderful metaphysical being 

that was around and helping her (me) and I so loved being a 

part of her energy. She infused love into life, and because of 

her we, the women of birth, are more empowered and we 

are stronger. She encouraged us to be the best that we can 

be. She believed in us till we had the confidence to believe in 

ourselves.

She helped me see the beauty in life, even though it is mixed 

with the not so beautiful things. Now I go around chanting 

beautiful thoughts about life. This keeps me positive, when the 

world throws a curve ball.

The last word is Celebration. This woman of wisdom knew her 

‘stuff’ and she knew how to bring that to a birthing situation. 

We would celebrate the birth day with smiles and laughter. We 

were a dream team. 

So here is a funny story. We were in my basement making 

some very fermented grape juice and I was trying to open the 

top of the juice portion of the wine kit and was having a few 

struggles. So Noreen says, “Give me that I will do that.” She 

takes the opener, struggles for a moment and gets in there 

and flips the lid… and red! I mean very red grape juice explodes 

everywhere: on the ceiling, couch, rug and the beautiful white 

dog, who now is covered with bright red streaks.

I am not sure if I was upset about the wine everywhere or that 

we lost a liter. Noreen said, “That is not how you do it.” Being 

problem solvers extraordinaire, we altered the recipe and 

enjoyed the batch!   

Many monumental brainstorming sessions happened in 

Noreen’s hot tub, along with joy and laughter. Before Noreen’s 

surgery in April of 2017, she also talked about what a wonderful 

life she has had, that she has no regrets and she was okay if it 

was her time to transition.

We will all have our own way of grieving just as we have our 

own way of birthing. We truly are missing one of the most 

amazing women I have ever met. I do not believe we have lost 

her, it feels as she though she has transformed into a spiritual 

energy angel: I feel her strength, love and compassion. In the 

spirit of the next generation of women demanding choices 

in childbirth, we feel Noreen: as she birthed those mothers in 

many ways (literally birthed those babies who grew to women 

educated in respectful childbirth, and birthed a movement in 

women’s maternal rights that continues to grow today).

Thank you Noreen for the light and the love. We will cherish 

this connection forever.  So we celebrate life at the beginning 

with the first breath and so it is just as important to celebrate 

life on the final breath.

We need to allow ourselves the time to go through our 

mourning and transition, reflecting upon the light, the 

love and to allow ourselves to celebrate these memories 

that continue to infuse us with such positive feelings and 

memories, which is food for our soul.

I love you Noreen. I miss you.

Ava

Ava Curtola (RN+RM), a holistic prenatal practitioner, has 
over three decades nursing experience. Ava merges modern 
energy concepts with traditional medicine and has been back-
up for midwives and doctors at hospitals, birth centers, and 
home births. Her focus is to promote the energy of birthing, 
create global awareness and practical instruction in the field of 
alternative health.   

Ava Curtola and Noreen Walker, in Mexico, wondering why the medical advice there is, “Free.”
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When we think of Noreen’s legacy we cannot help 
but feel sadness and grief over the loss. For some 
it is very tangible, Noreen is missing from the day 
to day of life, and for others it is knowing that a 
community we love has lost part of its foundation. 
There is a feeling of uncertainty: will the structure still stand, or 

is this enough for it to crumble?

We also cannot help but see Noreen’s accomplishments and 

her views of success. We see her wins against court cases and 

the strength of weathering through long underpaid periods 

of on-call work and emotional labour. Her calm faith – in 

women’s bodies, in her role to advance midwifery recognition 

and in the face of scepticism or outright derision – is inspiring 

and can anchor ASAC, and other Alberta birth communities, in 

our roots of supporting women’s choices: in part by educating 

about and expanding those options.

In the same way we can look at the positives we have 

experienced in our birth community since funding for 

midwifery first came through in 2009: increases to midwifery 

funding, the creation of the Mount Royal University’s Bachelor 

of Midwifery program in Calgary, the opening of birthing 

centres in both Edmonton and Calgary and an increase to 

the overall number of midwives across Alberta, including 

rural and remote areas gaining, or improving, midwifery 

services (such as Cardston, Lac La Biche and most recently 

in Fort Saskatchewan). However we also cannot lose track of 

the fact that midwifery is still in high demand. Thousands of 

women are still turned away every year, and without increasing 

midwifery education, future generations of midwives, and 
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Alberta women, will continue to leave the province in search 

of education. We have come a long way in nearly 40 years, but 

there is still so much work to be done!

“It is impossible to say for certain how ASAC’s persistent 

lobbying efforts, in the end, affected the timing of the 

legalization and funding of midwifery in Alberta, but there is 

no doubt that they helped keep the issues in public view, and 

helped maintain political pressure to make real birth choices 

available to Alberta women1,” Michaels. “I think it is really 

important for people to continue writing letters. The Health 

Disciplines Board has been flooded with letters and it has 

really made a big difference to what is happening with the 

legalization process2,” Noreen Walker.

So please, keep talking about birth. Talk to your friends and 

family members, talk to our politicians and post on social 

media. Talk about birth and Alberta’s maternity needs; just 

keep the conversation going. 

Write to your MLA
Send in your letters to your local MLAs and send along a copy 

to our Premier, Health Ministers, and the Minister for Status of 

Women.

Send in your personal experience with how your birth went. 

Share your traumatic stories with our MLAs; make them care 

about the issue. Share your positive stories and let them see 

the value to respectful, woman-centered, care. You can look 

up ASAC’s Maternity Care in Alberta report (http://www.

asac.ab.ca/maternity_care_report) for the most recently 

published Alberta maternity statistics to back up your personal 

experience, or add the link itself into your letter to help 

encourage our Members of Legislature to keep reading the 

most up to date facts about women’s treatment in childbirth 

and the financial savings available to our government.

You can find your riding here: 

https://www.assembly.ab.ca/lao/mla/mla_help.htm 

With your constituency you can then find your local MLA: 

http://www.assembly.ab.ca/net/index.aspx?p=mla_home

Premier: The Honourable Rachel Notley 

Inside Edmonton: 780-427-2251  

Outside Edmonton: 310-0000-780-427-2711 

Use 310-0000 before the area code and number to avoid long 

distance calling to government offices. 

Email: premier@gov.ab.ca 

Office of the Premier: 307 Legislature Building, 10800 - 97 

Avenue, Edmonton, Alberta T5K 2B6
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Health ministers: 
The Honourable Sarah Hoffman – Deputy Premier, Health 

Minister 

Phone: 780-427-3665 Email: health.minister@gov.ab.ca 

edmonton.glenora@assembly.ab.ca

The Honourable Brandy Payne – Associate Health Minister 

Phone: 780-427-3665 Email: health.minister@gov.ab.ca 

calgary.acadia@assembly.ab.ca

Minister for the Status of Women:  
The Honourable Stephanie McLean 

Phone: 780-422-6880 Email: sw.minister@gov.ab.ca 

@Alberta_Woman

Find these MLAs on social media and tag them to let them 

know you have written about maternity care, #ABMidwives 

or about the #MaternityCareCrisis. Tell them about maternal 

mental health, birth trauma, the story of #mybabymybirth 

or how you were #MistreatedInChildbirth. Share your birth 

pictures with your story briefly captioned. Talk about birth.

Make sure to tag ASAC Facebook and Twitter: @ASAC_

Childbirth.

Meet your MLA in person
If you are able, add impact to your request, and story, by 

meeting with your MLA in person: 

1. Call/email/go to your MLA’s office and make an 

appointment with his/her assistant. 

2. Explain that you would like to meet your MLA to increase 

access to midwifery care. 

3.  Mention you will send briefing notes via email to prepare 

MLA for the meeting. 

4.  Mention the names of others who will be part of the 

meeting. Give their contact info. There is always strength 

in numbers!

5.  Send a follow up email with contact info, time and date 

of the meeting, a fact sheet and your personal story (story 

and fact sheet in an attached document). 

6.  When writing your story, include your address, date, 

caregiver’s name, hospital name and the details of the 

birth. Write a paragraph that outlines what you suffered 

through, or how midwifery care made a difference to you, 

and another explaining what your solutions would be. 

Solutions are important! 

7.  Do not email multiple MLAs and Ministers or use CC. Send 

individual emails or BCC them. 

8.  Always include your phone number, full address and legal 

name. 

9.  Provide MLA with a complaint they can act on and 

solutions that they can use.

Report a difficult or traumatic birth 
experience
ASAC encourages parents to speak up about traumatic birth 

experiences. The first step is always to speak directly to your 

care providers. There are times when simply pointing out 

how a birthing client and support people have been made to 

feel can be very revealing and eye-opening to the birth team. 

There are times when the relationship has been damaged by 

a difficult experience or when the trust was never established 

in the first place. In this case it can be difficult to express your 

feelings without feeling judgement or disapproval.

The next step in the reporting process is to contact the Patient 
Relations Department.

Telephone: 1-855-550-2555, Fax: 1-877-871-4340 

Mail: Patient Concerns Officer and Executive Director, Patient 

Relations 

Mail Slot #57, 11111 Jasper Avenue, Edmonton, Alberta  T5K 0L4

You can complete an online patient feedback form at: http://

www.albertahealthservices.ca/about/patientfeedback.aspx 

If your experience and complaint cannot be resolved through 

your care provider or Patient Relations, the next step is to call 

the Alberta Health Advocate: 780-422-1812.

Other contacts to escalate your report, when needed:

Ombudsman 

780-427-2756 or 403-297-6185 or visit www.ombudsman.ab.ca

College of Physicians and Surgeons of Alberta 

http://www.cpsa.ca/complaints/file-a-complaint/

College and Association of Registered Nurses of Alberta 

http://www.nurses.ab.ca/content/carna/home/learn-about-

carna/complaints---conduct.html

Health Quality Council of Alberta 

http://hqca.ca/about/resources-for-albertans/concerns-and-

complaints/



birth stories

66     |  FALL 2017  |  www.birthissues.org

  THE ROAD AHEAD

Alberta Health 

http://www.health.alberta.ca/about/health-care-concerns.

html 

Form: https://www.albertapatients.ca/Portal/default.aspx

Again, tell your birth stories, make specific complaints and 

offer solutions. If you need a little inspiration for what to write, 

here is a quote by Dr. Benjamin Toane about the importance 

of how a physician treats a mother in childbirth: “Physicians 

can make a huge difference in the way in which pregnancies 

and childbirths are delivered. The most important thing they 

can do is to acknowledge to the pregnant woman and her 

partner that pregnancy and childbirth are first and foremost 

normal, natural events which in all likelihood will proceed 

safely and without complication. I believe that a physician 

should do everything possible to reaffirm the woman’s ability 

to birth normally and naturally. He or she can do this by their 

attitudes and conduct throughout the pregnancy to support 

what the pregnant couple is doing to educate themselves and 

prepare themselves physically, emotionally, and intellectually 

for their birth experience. He/she can do so throughout the 

labour process by patiently watching the natural process 

unfold and only intervening if absolutely necessary. Physicians 

can also involve the patient along every step of the way by 

educating them and informing them about their options and 

their ownership of their birth process. The physician has to 

realize that although he/she may have hundreds of deliveries 

throughout their career, most parents may have just a few such 

experiences. These experiences, if made meaningful by their 

active participation and their taking personal responsibility, 

will set them on the pathway to more effective and loving 

parenting3.” 

Complaint about a midwife?
To contact the Registrar at the College of Midwives of Alberta 

Telephone: 403-474-3999 Office: 119E 1144 29 Ave NE, Calgary 

AB T2E 7P1

Email:  registrar at albertamidwives.org 

http://www.college-midwives-ab.ca/about-us/complaints/

For complaint form: https://docs.wixstatic.com/ugd/

c3647a_5e88cc677c434112a194fecac517cd44.pdf

Editor’s Notes
1.  Michaels, Cherilyn. “Multiplying alternatives: ASAC and the development of 

midwifery in Alberta 1979-2009.” Birth Issues 24, no. 4 (2009): 32.

2.  Horricks, Barb. “Midwife charged: An interview with Noreen Walker.” Birth Issues 7, 
no. 1, (1991): 3.

3.  Von Selzam, Grudrun “Interview with Dr. Ben Toane” Birth Issues  
(Fall 1999):10-11.   
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 One day we will finally have midwives in every corner of this province , 
but we will not have done it without Noreen, 

– Debbie Jabbour , M LA, Peace River Constituency ;  
Deputy Speaker , Legislative Assembly
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PLACENTA ENCAPSULATION SERVICES IN ALBERTA

A Beautiful Child: Marissa Dean
Serving Calgary and surrounding communities 
marissadean2009@hotmail.com  
403-560-6470  
www.facebook.com/abeautifulchildservices

A Conscious Birth: Candyce Morris
Serving Edmonton and area 

candyce@aconsciousbirth.com 

780-709-9514 

www.AConsciousBirth.com

Alicia Farvolden
Serving Edmonton and surrounding areas  

doula.alicia@live.ca  

780.982.0175

Amanda Radcliffe
Serving Wabamun, Stony Plain and Spruce Grove 
amanda.radcliffe88@gmail.com  
780-231-3355

Birth Roots Placenta Encapsulation Services
Lexi Shepetys 
Serving Calgary 403 612 1626 
lexi@birthroots.net 
www.birthroots.net

Central Alberta Placenta Encapsulation
Serving Red Deer and Central Alberta 
www.centralalbertaplacentaencapsulation.com 
info@centralalbertadoulas.com 
403.396.3747

Doula Moon Birth Services: Justyna Czort
Serving Edmonton Area 
Doulamoonbirthservices@gmail.com 
Facebook.com/doulamoonbirth 
Instagram: doulamoon 
www.doulamoonbirth.com 
780-716-7180

Erin Church
Serving Edmonton and area 
www.madebyyou.ca 
erin.117@gmail.com 
780-716-7180

f.a.b. birth services: Kimberley Girard
Serving Calgary and the rural Foothills (Okotoks, High River, 
Nanton, Pincher Creek, Black Diamond, Turner Valley, Bragg 
Creek, Cochrane) 
info@fierceandbeautiful.com  
403-971-8094

from Baby, with Love: Sandra Finlan
Serving Red Deer to Rocky Mountain House and area 
sfinlan@frombabywithlove.com  
403.896.7809  
www.facebook.com/frombabywithlove

Full Circle Birth Collective
Sonya Duffee CLD CLDT (CAPPA) 

Serving Edmonton 
fullcirclebirthcollective@gmail.com  
587-521-2717 
www.facebook.com/FCBCdoula

Healing Tree Essentials: Sara Dvorak
Serving Lethbridge 
healingtreeessentials.com 
587-220-0936

Krista Oestreich
Serving Didsbury to Blackfalds 
kristaoestreich@yahoo.com  
403-559-9329

Lacey Park (Chinook City Doulas)
Serving Calgary and Southern Alberta  
www.chinookcitydoulas.com  
info@chinookcitydoulas.com 
403-510-8834

Natasha Longridge CD(DONA), PES
Serving Edmonton and area 
natashalongridge@hotmail.com  
www.placentaedmonton.webs.com 
780-318-9336

Nine Months & Beyond, Doula
Krystal Bartz  
Serving Lethbridge and area 
403-360-5357 
krystal@ninemonthsdoula.com 
www.ninemonthsdoula.com

Your baby’s placenta contains your own natural hormones and is perfectly adapted to your needs. Thanks to it some women 
dehydrate their placentas and put it in capsules to use during the initial months after giving birth. It is believed to balance your hormonal 
system, replenish depleted iron, lessen bleeding, increase breastmilk production, ease your postpartum moods, and hasten the return of your 
uterus’ pre-pregnancy state! To include a listing contact info@asac.ab.ca and become an ASAC member! Go to www.asac.ab.ca, click on 
“About ASAC” and “Join/Renew Membership”.
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PLACENTA ENCAPSULATION SERVICES IN ALBERTA
Pure Birth Services: Susan Stewart LaForest 
and Kitana Demers
Serving Calgary, Cardston, Okotoks, Airdrie, High River, Bragg 
Creek, Banff, Canmore, Red Deer, Didsbury, and Nanton 
susan@purebirth.ca  |  www.purebirth.ca 
403-668-7732 or 403-801-4081

Roots of Life Placenta Encapsulation
RootsofLifetn@gmail.com  
www.placentaroots.com 
Serving Edmonton and area: Trudi Rumball RAc., HHP, PES  
780-298-9811 
Serving Calgary and area: Nicole Stevens RAc., HHP, PES 
587-984-4915

Stefanie McKinnon CD(DONA), CBE, PES
Serving Edmonton and area 
beautiful.beginnings@shaw.ca  
780-966-3828  
www.beautiful-beginnings.ca

Women’s Balance Health
Serving Sherwood Park and Edmonton 
Addie Baklinski PE 
info@womensbalancehealth.ca  
780-919-6870  
womensbalancehealth.ca

The Crunchy Mommy: Elisabeth Hoffman
Serving Central Alberta,  
located minutes south of Red Deer 
elisabeth@thecrunchymommy.ca  
403-357-2444 

Niko Palmer CD(DONA), PES
Serving Edmonton and area 
niko.palmer@gmail.com 
780-965-6585

Lactation Consultants @ Home

Alberta Independent Registered 
Lactation Consultants
www.ailc.ca

Shannon Bayer RN, IBCLC, RLC 
Sndanforth@hotmail.com| 403-618-5326  
www.entirelymom.com 

Leah Cadieux IBCLC 
ulactation@gmail.com| 780-299-9354 www.ailc.ca 

Pam Davey BSc., IBCLC, CD(DONA) 
birthingsinceforever@gmail.com | 780-554-8475 www.
wix.com/birthing/sinceforever 

Jenni L Duke PP IBCLC, RN, BSc, LLL 
Leader (Red Deer and Central Alberta) 
comfortu@liva.ca| 403.596.3853  
www.asnewbornbabes.jimdo.com 

Krystal Hoople RN, BScN, IBCLC 
NaturalConnections@shaw.ca | 780-907-3481 

Kim Johnstone IBCLC 
kim@rootsfamilyservices.com| 780-490-8902 http://
www.ailc.ca 

Fiona Lang-Sharpe IBCLC 
fionalangsharpe@gmail.com | 780-886-6818 www.
fionalangsharpe.com 

Erie Melnychuk IBCLC 
erie@edmontonibclc.ca| 780-887-1189  
www.edmontonibclc.ca 

Mimi Pendlebury IBCLC 
mimi.pendlebury@gmail.com| 403-771-4770  
www.ailc.ca 

Christine Schubert IBCLC 
christine@overthemoonls.com | 403-688-7955 
overthemoonls.com    

Certified Lactation Counselors 
CLC

Arie Brentnall-Compton LE, CLC, CBE
arie@tadpoles.ca | 780-777-9525

Lee-Ann Grenier LE, CBE, CLC, LLL Leader
lacgrenier@gmail.com | 780-571-4039

Niko Palmer CD (DONA), PES, CLC
niko@blossomingbellies.ca | 780-965-6585 
blossomingbellies.ca

Ashley Polimac CLC
ash.polimac@gmail.com | 780-236-3575 
https://ashpolimac.wixsite.com/topknotnursing

Certified Breastfeeding 
Educators

Susan Prendergast MN, RN, NP, CBE 
info@ellithia.com| 780-293-6999  
http://www.ellithia.com/  

This section is reserved for lactation consultants who do home visits in Alberta. They do not ask their clients to come to them, at their office or clinic. 

We know that there may be many Lactation Consultants in hospital and clinical settings; however most mothers find it difficult to leave home when they 
have a newborn. They will delay accessing help because of it, which has an impact on her breastfeeding success.

La Leche League leaders (LLL) are enthusiastic women who have breastfed their children and are leaders in their community. They can be of great help. 
Give them a call.

To include a listing contact info@asac.ab.ca and become an ASAC member! Go to www.asac.ab.ca, click on “About ASAC” and “Join/Renew 
Membership”.
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Community Resource Listing
Alberta Health Advocate
Alberta’s health system is complex and people don’t always find 

or receive the kind of care they are looking for. The Office of the 

Alberta Health Advocates brings together Alberta’s Mental Health 

Patient Advocate, the Health Advocate and Seniors’ Advocate. 

It’s a place where Albertans can come to for advice and help in 

dealing with their issues. People will be helped to find their way 

to the services and patient concerns offices they need. Albertans 

don’t have to know which Advocate they need before calling or 

writing. The Office will help people sort through the issues and 

solve problems. 

Address: 12th Floor, Centre West Building 10035-108 Street 

Edmonton, AB T5J 3E1 

In Edmonton: 780.422.1812 

Toll-Free: 310.0000 

healthadvocates@gov.ab.ca 

www.albertahealthadvocates.ca

Doula Association of Edmonton
Are you pregnant? Have you just given birth? Would you like extra 

professional support during your pregnancy, birth or even after? 

Talk with a doula from the Doula Association of Alberta. 

780-945-8080 

contactus@edmontondoula.org 

www.edmontondoula.org

Friends of Freebirth 
Planning to freebirth? Experienced freebirth? Support the 

freebirth option? Our growing community of families shares 

wisdom and resources. 

friendsoffreebirth@yahoo.ca

Friends of Medicare
Do you care about your healthcare system? FOM is a non-

partisan provincial coalition raising public awareness on 

concerns related to Medicare in Alberta and Canada, lobbying 

governments to maintain a health care system that adheres to 

the spirit and the letter of the Canada Health Act, and opposing 

investor-owned, for-profit, two tiered or private health care. 

780-423-4581 

info@friendsofmedicare.org 

www.friendsofmedicare.org

Edmonton VBAC Support Association/ICAN 
of Edmonton
Cesarean and VBAC parent meetings. Cesarean prevention class. 

Our Facebook page is where everything happens. 

#201, 8135 - 102 Street, Edmonton, Alberta 

edmontonVBAC@gmail.com

Postpartum Depression Awareness
Resources for families and women who suffer from postpartum 

depression. Find about the many groups and professionals that 

can support you. 

780-903-7418 

info@ppda.ca 

www.ppda.ca

Postpartum Progress
Postpartum progress is a nonprofit that offers resources for 

moms suffering/recovering from a maternal mental illness. 

Resources like the Mom Checklist, list of local specialist and 

support groups and peer-to-peer support. 

780-554-7383 

kayla.yttri@gmail.com 

www.postpartumprogress.org 
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PRENATAL CLASSES IN EDMONTON AREA

A Helping Hand: Nancy Johnson
Location: Edmonton 
Time: 6 weeks, 2 hours/class—12 hours 
Phone: 780.916.8066 
Email: helping_hand@shaw.ca 
Website: www.helpinghandprenatal.weebly.com

Alicia Farvolden
Location: Edmonton 
Time: Private customized prenatal classes in your home on your 
schedule 
Phone: 780.982.0175 
Email: doula.alicia@live.ca 

Ananda Labour & Birth Workshops
Annemarie van Oploo, BScN, mom of four, doula and childbirth 
educator and Ryan Vogelaar, new dad, yoga and prenatal yoga teacher 
Location: Grow Centre on Whyte, 10516 - 82 Avenue, Edmonton 
Time: Sundays, 4 hour workshop 
Phone: 780-721-5430 
E-mail: birthspace@yahoo.ca 
Website: www.facebook.com/birthspace

Conscious Birth Circles: Claire MacDonald, MA, 
(CD)DONA
Location: Edmonton 
Time: 6 weeks, 2 hours/class—12 hours 
Phone: 587-920-7911 
Email: cveisseire@yahoo.ca

Doula Care: Mitzi Gerber CLD, LE(CAPPA), CBE
Niko Palmer (CD)DONA, Stefanie McKinnon CD(DONA), PES,  
Heather Hill 
Location: Edmonton, Lucina Center 
Phone: 780-450-0983 or 780-266-3773 
Email: mitger@telus.net 
Website: doulacare.vpweb.ca

Energy of Birthing: Ava Curtola R.N.
Location: Spruce Grove and Edmonton 
Time: Weekend, 4 hours/class—8 hours 
Phone: 780-504-1424 
Website: www.theEnergyofBirthing.com

Hypnobabies Childbirth Education: Full Circle Birth 
Collective
Nicole Sailes, Certified Hypnobabies Instructor 
Serving Edmonton, Beaumont and area 
Time: Sundays at 1 pm and weeknights at 6 pm 
Website: www.fullcirclebirthcollective.com 
Email: Nicole@fullcirclebirthcollective.com 
Telephone: 780-929-0103

Hypnobabies Childbirth Education: Ricky Issler 
CD(DONA), HCHI
Location: Edmonton and Beaumont 
Time: Weekly for 6 weeks, 3 hour/class (see website for class schedule) 
Phone: 780-929-4669 
Email: comfortinghands@telus.net 
Website: www.comfortinghandsdoula.com

International Cesarean Awareness Network (ICAN) 
Canada
Location: Online 
Time: Ongoing web seminars—unlimited! 
Phone: (780) 444-9527 
Email: edmontonVBAC@gmail.com 
Website: edmontonvbac.com

Midwifery Care Partners:  
Barbara Scriver, RM
Location: Edmonton South 
Time: Weekly, Mondays, 2 hours/class—6 hours 
Phone: 780-490-5383 
Email: barb@midwiferycp.ca 
Website: www.midwiferycp.ca

Motherizing Childbirth Education:  
Lisa Cryderman, R.N.
Location: Edmonton 
Time: Weekend (Fri, Sat, Sun) or over 4 weeks—12 hours 
Phone: 780–901-1178 
Email: lisa@motherizing.com 
Website: www.motherizing.com

Ohm Birth Angel: Childbirth classes
Moonlight in the night: Abortion healing circle
Gwladys Jousselme, Phd, Childbirth educator
Location: Bonnie Doon 
Time: on week-ends, weekly for 9 weeks, 3 hour/class 
Email: contact.gwladys@gmail.com 
Website: www.the-womb-of-love.com

Soul Birth ~ Midwifery for the Soul: Jennifer 
Summerfeldt
Location: online 
Time: 8 modules in your own time 
Email: Jennifer@soulbirth.ca 
Website: www.onlinechildbirthclasses.org

Terra – Centre for Pregnant & Parenting Teens  
Location: Edmonton Centre 
Times: Weekly, 2 hours 
Phone: 780-428-3772 
Email: terra@terraassociation.com 
Website: terracentre.ca

Transition Doula Collective  
Trish Walker, Kayla Becvar & Erin Liber Birthing From Within Mentors & 
Doulas 
Location: Edmonton 
Times: Six Weekly Sessions (2hrs each) or Weekend (six hours each day) 
Phone: 587-596-5878 
Email: transitiondoulas@gmail.com 
Website: www.transitiondoulas.ca

To include a listing contact info@asac.ab.ca and become an ASAC member! Go to www.asac.ab.ca, 
click on “About ASAC” and “Join/Renew Membership”.
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ASAC BIRTH & BABY TALKS  
FALL 2016

Looking for something to compliment your prenatal 
classes? Looking to expand your knowledge about  
topics from pre-pregnancy, pregnancy and beyond?  
Or just to make some connections?

ASAC runs a free 11 week Birth & Baby Talk Series covering topics 
that vary from Fertility and Nutrition to Making the Best of Your 
Hospital Birth and Post-partum Health.

2017 Fall Session runs every Wednesdays, 7—9 pm  
at the ASAC office, 7219 106 Street, Edmonton, side door

September 6 until November 15 

Register for all or only those you are interested in by e-mailing Michelle at  
presentations@asac.ab.ca.

Sep 6: Cycle Charting and Fertility
Sep 13: Nutrition in Pregnancy and Beyond
Sep 20: Doulas and Prenatal Classes
Sep 27: Alternate Health Care
Oct 4: Pelvic Floor Health
Oct 11: C-Section Prevention
Oct 18: Making the Best of Your Hospital Birth
Oct 25: Breastfeeding
Nov 1:  Babywearing, Cloth Diapering and  

Elimination Control (EC)
Nov 8:  Post Partum Depression  

and Mood Disorders
Nov 15: Dads Night
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ASAC CONTACTS
President
Dana Weatherhead 
president@asac.ab.ca

Vice-President 
External
Vacant

Vice-President Internal
Christine Armitage 
vp_internal@asac.ab.ca

Vice-President Finance
Cynthia Hnatko 
vp_finance@asac.ab.ca

Treasurer
Cynthia Zische 
treasurer@asac.ab.ca

Secretary
Kirsten Zieglar 
secretary@asac.ab.ca

Casino
Monica Eggink  
casino@asac.ab.ca

Membership 
Coordinator
Christina Louise Pettigrew 
membership@asac.ab.ca

General Info
Niko Palmer 
info@asac.ab.ca

Birth & Baby Talk
Michelle Neraasen 
info@asac.ab.ca

Library Coordinator
Yuliya Theriault 
library@asac.ab.ca

Gala Coordinators
Rita Ramkissoon and Vanlee 
Robblee

Diversity Committee 
Coordinator
Monica Eggink

Volunteer Coordinator
Kirsten Zieglar 

Social Media 
Coordinator
Morgan Reid

Playgroup Coordinator
Vacant

Bookings Coordinator
Ricky Issler 
bookings@asac.ab.ca

Mail Pick-up
Niko Palmer

Webmaster
Vacant

Join the conversation about options in birth and parenting
 ASAC (Association for Safe Alternatives in Childbirth)  @BirthIssues 

Be part of a unique 
organization!

ASAC educates women about 
pregnancy, birth and parenting.

 ❉ Publishes Birth Issues magazine
 ❉ Makes available its extensive library
 ❉ Information on midwifery care, doulas, 

VBAC, and natural childbirth options
 ❉ Presents free lecture series
 ❉ Organizes guest speaker special events
 ❉ Public outreach at Mom Pop & Tot Fair, 

Women’s Shows, and baby fairs

ASAC creates community and support 
for new families

 ❉ Weekly playgroup
 ❉ Monthly meetings
 ❉ Birth movie screenings
 ❉ Support other local groups such as 

doula associations, VBAC associations, 
Alberta Association of Midwives, and a 
large network of Alberta and Canadian 
natural childbirth consumers

ASAC is working to increase the number 
of midwives in Northern Alberta

 ❉ Lobby for midwifery education
 ❉ Political action through rallies and letter 

writing campaigns
 ❉ Social networking

 ❉ Membership to boards
 ❉ Policy work

ASAC improves birthing conditions for 
local women

 ❉ Donating birth stools to Lois Hole 
Hospital

 ❉ Campaigning to change waterbirth 
bans at hospitals

 ❉ Encouraging cooperation between 
doctors, midwives and nurses

For more information | ASAC 
meetings 7219 – 106 Street, side door 
ASAC mailing address Box 1197, Main P.O. 
Edmonton, Alberta T5J 2M4 | Website  
www.asac.ab.ca | E-mail info@asac.ab.ca

Become a Member of ASAC 
for just $25 a year (or $100 for a 5-year membership), you can support the organization that supports safe 
childbirth and parenting alternatives! Become a member @ www.asac.ab.ca

ASAC
Association for Safe Alternatives in Childbirth
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ALBERTA MIDWIVES

Edmonton, Sherwood Park, and 
Stony Plain areas

Beginnings Midwifery Care
Gaelyn Anderson, Megan Dusterhoft, Mia Fothergill, 
Teilya Kiely, Heather King, RaeVeillard 
beginningsmidwiferycare@gmail.com 
780-490-0906

HOPE Midwives*
Heidi Coughlin, Tara Tilroe 
www.hopemidwives.ca | hopemidwives@gmail.com

JoySpring Midwifery
Cathy Harness, Heather Martin, Ola Mebude 
joyspringmidwifery.ca 
loveyourbaby@joyspringmidwifery.ca

Lucina Midwives
Frances Ahmed, Carly Beaulieu, Mélanie Chevarie, 
Jeneve Edwards, Joanna Greenhalgh, Krista Hamblin, 
Megan Lalonde, Michelle McEwen, Marita Obst, 
www.lucinacentre.ca  
midwives@lucinacentre.ca 
780-756-7226

Meadowlark Midwifery
Jenna Craig, Marie Tutt 
www.meadowlarkmidwifery.com 
meadowlark.midwives@gmail.com 
587-523-0099

Midwifery Care Partners*
Barbara Scriver 
www.midwiferycp.ca | info@midwiferycp.ca 
780-490-5383

Passages Midwifery
Jenni Cruse, Melanna Mamo, Heather Martin, 
Samantha Stupak 
www.passagesmidwifery.com 
info@passagesmidwifery.com | 780-968-2784

Serving Red Deer and Rocky 
Mountain House areas

Blessingway Midwifery
Barb Bodiguel, Nicole Matheson, Maria Schier 
www.blessingwaymidwifery.ca 
blessingwaymidwives@gmail.com

Prairie Midwives
Jenn Binden, Tina Henry, Melissa Roberts, Shehana 
Woodland 
prairiemidwives.ca | midwives@prairiemidwives.ca

Serving Calgary area

Alba Midwifery
Vivian Maclean 
www.albamidwifery.com | vivmaclean@me.com 
403-370-9773

Aurora Midwifery
Anne-Marie Brash, Robyn Cowie, Laura Dhanwant, 
Sara Grundle, Rebecca Poitras, Alisha Julien Reid, Ali 
Reimer, Caroline Rocliffe, Hayley Schmidt, Kimberley 
Schmidt 
www.auroramidwifery.ca 
info@auroramidwifery.ca 
403-203-5105

Birth Partnership Midwifery
Theresa Barrett, Helen Cotter, Catherine Nicole 
Dakin, Tiffany Harrison, Susan Jacoby, Patricia 
Lenstra, Taryn Lynkowski, Michelle McEwen, Chelsea 
Miklos, Jeannette Page, Elise Pellegrini-Ferraro, Julie 
Pohoresky, Connie Sandau, Deborah Smith-Keen, 
Nicola Strydom, Nemi Tobins, Deepali (Deepa) 
Upadhyaya, Jennifer Wright-Maley 
www.birthpartnershipmidwives.com 
birthpartnershipinfo@telus.net 
403-246-8968

Briar Hill Midwives
Natalie Beauchamp, Maura Burns, Toby Douglas, 
Nicole Guay, Rachel Kemp, Tamara Lacelle, Mary 
Landsiedel, Kim Little, Carol Stehmeir, Tietje White, 
Wendy Wood 
www.briarhillmidwives.ca 
info@briarhillmidwives.ca 
403-474-8260

Calgary Midwives Collective
Alissa Bergsma, Hilary Field, Jamie Horn, Eileen 
March, Peggy Maudsley, Janna Miller, Avery Nixon, 
Aura-Taina Turcasso 
www.calgarymidwivescollective.com 
info@calgarymidwivescooperative.com 
403-452-6070

Honeycomb Midwives
Melissa Andrusiak, Cassondra Evans, Krysta Hatlen, 
Christy LeBlanc, Shannon Sutherland 
www.honeycombmidwives.ca 
admin@honeycombmidwives.ca 
403-286-9945

Matronae Midwifery
JoanMargaret Laine 
www.matronae.ca 
jm@matronae.ca

Red Community Midwives
Maryam Gjerde, Erin Laing, Babil Pobee, Hsiao Lan 
(Nancy) Tsao, Monique Unrau 
www.redcommunitymidwives.com 
info@redcommunitymidwives.com

Serving High Level area and 
Mackenzie County areas

Loving Arms
Tamar Quist  
(currently on maternity leave) 
780-464-3082

Serving Lac La Bche County areas

Tree de la Vie Midwifery
Chantal Gauthier-Vaillancourt, Marianne King 
www.treedelavie.weebly.com 
treedelaviemidwifery@gmail.com | 780-798-2395

Serving St Albert areas

St Albert Community Midwives
Anna Gimpel, Janelle McLeod, Jennifer Thomson 
www.stalbertmidwives.ca 
info@stalbertmidwives.ca | 780-470-0707

Serving Fort Saskatchewan area

Comfort Midwives
Bolanle Oyewole

Serving High River and Okotoks 
areas

Foothills Midwifery 
Gisela Becker, Kathleen Miller-Jobson, Marie 
Wilkinson 
www.foothillsmidwifery.com 
information@foothillsmidwifery.com 
403-995-3995

Serving Bow Valley, Cochrane, 
Canmore and West Calgary area

Cochrane Community Midwives
Elizabeth Larsson, Carly Scrymgeour, Chelsea 
Schneider, Shianna Pace,  Jessica Swain, Hannah 
Stewart-Vermette 
www.cochranemidwives.ca 
cochranemidwives@gmail.com | 403-932-3176

Serving Lethbridge, Medicine Hat 
and Fort Mcleod areas

Grassland Midwifery 
Erin Giles 
www.facebook.com/pg/grasslandmidwifery 
erin@grasslandmidwifery.com | 403-977-3391

Midwives of Medicine Hat 
Cherry MacLagan, Terri Shaw 
www.facebook.com/pg/midwivesofmedicinehat 
403-866-1416

Serving Cardston County and 
Pincher Creek areas

Cardston Midwives 
Terri Demers, Eve Verdon  
www.birthpartnershipmidwives.com 
403-246-8968

To request midwifery care please fill out the centralized intake form found at www.aamclientcare.ca/waitlist/register

* These midwifery practices are not on the central intake form. It is recommended that you fill out the intake form found at the link in the top right corner, as well as 
contacting each of the midwifery practices in your area that are not on the central form.



Providing exceptional experiences in health and well being since 2003.

Specialized Services for Expecting & Current Mothers 

EMPOWER AND ENHANCE YOUR  
HEALTH AND WELL BEING

 ✽ Pelvic Health Physiotherapy  

 ✽ Rost Therapy

 ✽ Post partum Screening

 ✽ Physiotherapy

 ✽ Visceral Manipulation

 ✽ Low level laser therapy- phototherapy

No Physicians Referral Required.

780 443 4473     
www.curaphysio.com
17032 90 Ave Edmonton T5T 1L6 (same complex as West side Italian Center) 



FALL/WINTER/SPRING

"I feel such a sense of relief because I feel like I 
can finally stop hating myself for the things that 
happened during my labor." ~ Mother

A TRAUMA 
INFORMED 
MATERNAL 

MENTAL 
HEALTH 

PROGRAM 

FOR MOTHERS WHO ARE

Experiencing difficulties letting
go of what happened during 
their childbirth experience

Move through stuck emotions;
Make sense out of your birth; 
Find closure

REGISTER: JENNIFER@JFSE.ORGNEXT SESSION - SEPT.12/2017

HEALING AFTER BIRTH 

"I gained the courage to believe that future 
births do not have to be the same way. I 
have realized how strong my body was, and 
how amazing it is for what it does." ~ Mother

YOU WILL BEGIN TO 

GENEROUSLY SUBSIDIZED BY:

C R E A T E D  &  F A C I L I T A T E D  B Y :  J E N N I F E R  S U M M E R F E L D T  M A C P ,  C T R C ,  C G S C  
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