
the Alzheimer Society for education, support, and 
information about community resources including 
the 5-part First Link Learning Series that provides 
in-time education through the dementia journey.

Discussion and Support Groups Choose from fi ve 
different groups that bring people together to share 
their similar experiences, feelings, common problems, 
and fi nd solutions and strategies for coping.

Intergenerational Art Program Pairs persons living 
with early stage Alzheimer’s disease or dementia 
with youth volunteers and a professional artist. 
Creations are displayed at a gallery showing and 
featured in notecards that are sold as a fundraiser.

Caregiver Retreat All caregivers associated with the 
Alzheimer Society can enjoy a full day of pampering 
with manicures, skin care, massage, tai chi, and 
much more for just $35. The 15th annual retreat 
takes place October 5 at the Victoria Inn.

“I wasn’t listening to Reg. The house was a constant 
source of worry for him and he couldn’t keep up 
and he hated it.”

So they sold it and bought a bi-level that Susan 
knew she could manage on her own if it came to 
that. Reg was a full partner in the decision.

Reg’s disease progressed. Susan became his 
24-hour caregiver and life with her husband was 
getting more diffi cult. Susan admits that she was 
running out of answers (and steam) and fi nally made 
an appointment to speak with someone at the 
Alzheimer Society. “It was a huge relief,” Susan 
says. “The Alzheimer Society staff work with scared 
people like me all the time. They helped me think 
about arranging respite care and gave me all kinds of 
information about services and supports I could access.”

Respite care worked for a while, but Reg began to 
view their home as threatening and respite became 
increasingly diffi cult. Reg started to run away, and 
he was beginning to get rough. “This was the most 
gentle man on the planet,” Susan says sorrowfully. 
“He lost other ways to communicate and anger 
became his tool of last resort.”

Then one night, the slow-moving freight train that is 
Alzheimer’s disease took a bad turn and Reg had to 
be removed from their home. After spending many 
weeks at Thunder Bay Regional Health Sciences 
Centre’s Adult Mental Health Unit, Reg was placed 
in long-term care. It didn’t work out. Reg was sweet 
but stubborn and strong and after an incident, 
long-term care could no longer accommodate 
Reg. He lives now in the Older Adult Mental Health 
Unit housed at the Lakehead Psychiatric Hospital. 
“It’s perfect,” says a relieved Susan. “The facility 
is fl ooded with light, the staff are exceptional, the 
grounds are gorgeous, and Reg receives the one-
to-one care that he needs.”

� e Alzheimer Society has many programs and 
services to help you on your journey.
Susan Bithrey has blunt words for caregivers who 
are trying to do it all. “Don’t think you know best. 
Other people have learned the hard way and might 
be able to save you time and trouble.” As she 
ruefully admits, “I didn’t know everything.”

All groups and services are free of charge. 
Here are some that Susan accessed:

Family Support Services Counselling and 
information for persons with dementia, their partners 
in care, and other family members or friends.

First Link Health care professionals refer persons 
with Alzheimer’s disease or other dementias to 

To all who knew them before Reg’s dementia 
advanced, the Bithreys were an active, fun-

loving, generous, spirited couple always on 
the go. Reg, raised in a close-knit Fort William 
neighbourhood, chose his hometown to raise two 
young boys with his wife Susan. Once the boys 
grew up and settled on their own in Southern 
Ontario, Susan and Reg – now retired – made the 
diffi cult decision to relocate to Meaford, a small 
town on Georgian Bay near skiing and their sons, 
and got busy creating a new life for themselves.

Not surprisingly for this outgoing couple, the 
move went well. They settled in, made new friends, 
and, in the true spirit of their lifelong renovation 
compulsion, were undertaking yet another home 
improvement. Susan laughs that their long-time 
friend and realtor always answered calls from them 
with, “When are you selling?”

Susan knew Reg, a building designer and builder, as 
a man who “could do all things.” So when Reg had 
trouble estimating materials for a simple garden 
shed project, Susan instinctively knew that things 
weren’t right. Off they went to their local physician 
who helped rule out obvious physical causes. 
Finding none, he referred Reg to Dr. Sandra Black, 
a world-class neurologist at Sunnybrook Health 
Sciences Centre who runs a research program 
specializing in stroke and dementia.

Reg was diagnosed with early onset Alzheimer’s 
with aphasia, which meant that he would lose his 
language ability. Right away, Reg and Sue wanted 
to know, as Susan so succinctly puts it, “How long 
before this gets real?”

Unfortunately, there’s no easy answer. Alzheimer’s 
disease is not predictable. With the ease of much 
use, Susan quotes Family Support Coordinator 
Kelly Brunwin-Harding’s often spoken truism, “If 
you’ve met one person with Alzheimer’s, you’ve met 
one person with Alzheimer’s.” Susan and Reg knew 
that Reg’s symptoms would progress but not how 
quickly or what that would look like. On the drive 
home from Toronto to Meaford, Reg said simply to 
Susan, “I want to go home.”

Within the year they were home in Thunder Bay 
where they bought what Susan felt would be a 
perfect little house in Port Arthur despite the fact 
that it needed work and upkeep. She couldn’t 
imagine Reg as anything other than the capable, 
handy, problem-solving man she loved all her life. 
“That was one of my fi rst wake-up calls,” she says. 

By Janine Chiasson

Who needs the Alzheimer Society? It might be you.
Once upon a time, there was a couple who had everything they hoped for: two grown sons, beautiful healthy grandchildren, enough money  to live comfortably 
in retirement, interesting hobbies, good friends, engaging volunteer activities, and a sustainable healthy lifestyle. � eir story was too good to be true. 
With Reg’s o�  cial diagnosis in the fall of 2007, Susan and Reg Bithrey became a couple coping with early-onset Alzheimer’s disease.

ABOVE PHOTO:  REG, HIS WIFE, AND SASHA. ABOVE INSET: REG WITH HIS ’74 MGB. BELOW PHOTO:  REG ON A BIKE RIDE IN DULUTH

Reg only speaks 
about 6 words 

now. One of 
them is reserved 
for “Sasha” – his 
yellow lab who, 

as an offi cial pet 
visitor, always 

brings her 
unconditional 

furry love.

REG (IN WHITE) WITH FRIEND DAVE MORRIS ON A HABITAT FOR 
HUMANITY BUILD IN 2002.

Tbaytel plays an important role 
in supporting the Alzheimer 
Society of Thunder Bay
In the District of � under Bay, over 2300 people 
live with dementia. Hundreds of new cases are 
diagnosed every year with numbers expected to 
double in the next 20 years.

“We rely heavily on individual donations, grants, 
and fundraising from our events to support local 
and district programs and services for persons 
with dementia and their families,” says Alison 
Denton, Executive Director, Alzheimer Society of 
� under Bay. “We simply couldn’t do what we do 
without the support of partners like Tbaytel.”

Tbaytel generously sponsors their Rendezvous 
event speaker – this year it’s Steve Paikin, host of 
TVO’s � e Agenda who will engage guests with 
his thought provoking re� ections on current 
a� airs and social issues. Why not boost Tbaytel’s 
support of this evening by planning to attend?

� ursday, November 28
Victoria Inn Embassy Ballroom
Symposium 5:30 | Dinner 6:30
Speaker Steve Paikin, plus gourmet dinner, silent 
auction + balloon ra�  e
Tickets $75 or $550 for table of 8

To learn more about any of the Alzheimer Society 
of � under Bay programs, services or events, call 
345-9556, 1-888-887-5140, or visit alzheimer.ca/
thunderbay.


