VOICES OF WOMEN AND MEN IN CANADIAN DISASTERS

First person accounts drawn from numerous publications by students of Canadian disasters. For more information and sources, please contact E. Enarson [enarsone@gmail.com]

Women as responders and leaders in recovery

***

If we can send these women back strong and productive and hopeful to their families, then the families will become strong and hopeful and productive and so will the communities. I think that by identifying the women as the real major caregiver in the community we’ve done a really wonderful piece of work to ensure the survival of these communities over the next several years—hopefully, before the next flood hits! [Government observer on BSE-affected families]

***

For the first time, I really felt like a mother—the feeling of putting my kids before me, leaving my husband and my  house. I have a lot more strength than I thought I did . . .I come from a family with strong women bonds. The women in my family have been through a lot—my Mom’s divorce, my sister was in an abusive relationship. They came out of them. I know it’s in me too, when I needed to. [Flood-affected mother, Southern Manitoba]

***

The masks were so large as they were designed for men… most of the equipment was

designed for males, we (women) had real issues around equipment fitting and the lack of

equipment. [Nurse responding to SARS outbreak]
***

As nurses we were conflicted about quarantine – what will happen if you have a baby or are pregnant…who will take care of my children at home, who will feed them, take care of them at night, help them with their homework. [Nurse responding to SARS outbreak]

***
Everything actually came to a standstill. The police services were overwhelmed and stretched. There were no phones, no electricity, no water. All the energy was spent fending off the most immediate problems and responding to essential needs. It required great flexibility on the part of the staff. [Flood-affected domestic violence shelter, Saguenay]

***

We had not received any weather warnings, and it was only after the sky changed colours that I phoned a neighbour to tell her that her TV antenna and garbage cans had been blown away by the wind.. . . I had two young children aged 1 and 3. I thought that by pushing a table against the fridge and huddling over my children, we would be safe. I thought of hiding in the basement, but was too afraid that we would not be found if, heaven forbid, trees fell on the house and a fire started. When the storm subsided, the house was surrounded by debris, and I immediately called for help. I have no idea how I managed to react like this in just a few seconds.  I later created my safety plan and emergency kit, because I now knew that this did not just happen to others. This came in handy because I was hit by the 1998 ice storm in Montreal. I was there for work and was staying at a hotel for what was supposed to be two days. I arrived Tuesday, only to leave Saturday. One could say that I could see the signs of this threat on Wednesday based on what I had experienced 20 years earlier. I put together my emergency kit by late Wednesday afternoon. I got a flashlight, radio, battery, juice and bottled water, as well as food I could keep and eat easily, and of course cash. When the blackout hit Montreal, I became the point of reference at the hotel, as I was autonomous and had information via the radio. This enabled the hotel to keep its clients informed because people were in a panic, and to take people in because they understood the scope of the problem. Today, I am ready. My kids and grandson know how to make their own kit, because they know the unexpected can happen to them. [Hurricane and ice storm affected mother, Quebec]

***

My husband does all the physical ‘man’ work but I’m the one that does the books. I’m the one that pays the bills, and I’m the one that can figure out how to keep all the finances going and our heads above water. When it came to all the flood stuff, my husband just walked away from it. It’s been me that’s been with EMO and Water Resources, with everybody. If you ask one question of my husband, it’s ‘well, don’t ask me, go ask her. She knows everything.’ All the contractors, me. Before we returned, I hired everybody. I had everybody all lines up and ready to go. . .and I’ve decided I’ve had enough for now. [Flood-affected woman, Southern Manitoba, three years  later]

***

You were just so busy. I was in the house and I had to feed the volunteers we had. There would be about 40 people and the kids wouldn’t eat the sandwiches made by the Salvation Army. I had to stand in the kitchen and make homemade soup and I was making them chicken sandwiches. I dug out all my borscht in the freezers because I figured, well we have to get out of here and I’m just going to have to throw it away. The volunteers were so thrilled t hey wanted to come back because we were the only ones that served desert. [Flood-affected woman, Southern Manitoba, three years later]

***

Everything was a mess. You’ve never seen such muck. Somehow you work, work, work, and you come back and you’re dead. You get up in the morning and you come back and you start the same thing again. . . We worked all day. . . Then little by little, my legs gave in. . . Until  now, my legs are no good but you keep on going because it has to be done. It has to be done, so you keep on. . . You got to do it. It has to be done. You got to do it.  [Flood-affected woman, Southern Manitoba, three years later]

Women and men at odds in a disaster

***

She took care of the kids. I took care of myself. [Flood-affected man, Southern Manitoba]

***

Packing and moving things upstairs took a couple of days. Since I didn’t want to come back to a messy house, I cleaned at the same time as packed. It was a couple of nights staying up until two-three a.m. I did the cleaning while the others sandbagged. I kind of thought to myself ‘Who’s gonna’ help me while you help the neighbors?’ The whole thing was nerve-wracking, always thinking about what you forgot. It’s exhausting both physically and emotionally. [Flood-affected woman, Southern Manitoba]
***

I work, I hunt, she’s a homemaker—that’s it. . . You can’t live on handouts. There wasn’t much choice. She didn’t want to leave, but I pay the bills. There was no choice.  [Flood-affected man, Southern Manitoba]

***
After we moved back, my husband would go to the Arena and find out what was happening. He also went there to eat meals from time to time. I didn’t. I stayed here to eat so I could keep working. There was so much cleaning to do. [Flood-affected couple, Southern Manitoba]

***

He thought I was crazy to take all these things. I wanted the bedding to smell like home and make things as homey as I could. We put pictures of Dad to put on the fridge . . .I packed up my wedding dress! [My husband] thought I was nuts . . .I packed up my diaries and calendars of my pregnancies . . .I packed up my rocking chair. It’s my chair and my time with the kids when I rock them to sleep. My Mom doesn’t have one. [Flood-affected woman, Southern Manitoba]

***

We had a difference in opinion about whether we should move basement furniture upstairs. [He] didn’t think we needed to, but we brought the furniture upstairs and raised it. I was actually wanting to move the furniture out of the house, but he thought I was over-reacting at first. I insisted furniture come up from downstairs. [He] was quite confident in the dike system . . .We met halfway and moved the furniture upstairs. [Flood-affected woman, Southern Manitoba]

***

The facilities [in the hotel to which they were evacuated]weren’t good for washing clothes. I did the laundry between one and two a.m. During other times it was always full . . .A lot of the girls’ stuff was wash and hang to dry so one table was used to dry clothes flat. I did the laundry. The girls tried to be out in the evenings as much as possible . . .[We] just carried over from our normal jobs . . .I kept track of things, [he] carried things. I did clothes. He left at six a.m. to go to work and came back at seven p.m. and then ate. Therefore it wasn’t a major imposition on him . . My youngest daughter and I spent many evenings in the lobby because my husband and the oldest girl like to go to bed early. When my husband watched TV the volume was too loud. [Flood-affected woman, evacuated from Southern Manitoba home]

***

It was really hard. Our youngest was forgetting his daddy. So did [the toddler].  He would cry every time his daddy would leave [after a weekend visit]…[He] had to get readjusted to seeing his father every day. It took him a good two months to get readjusted. He didn’t really see him as his father. [Flood-affected woman, Southern Manitoba]

***

I asked my husband if we were going to flood. I counted on him and he said we weren’t going to flood. He told me not to worry, so I ignored the whole thing and went about my life . . . He kept telling me not to worry and that if we flood, the city of Winnipeg will flood. [Flood-affected woman, Southern Manitoba]

***

My wife is always a bit more scared than I am. She gets worried. Right away, she wanted to move stuff from our basement, get the furniture out. I said ‘let’s take it easy, don’t panic . . .The river doesn’t mean get worried. They can sandbag it. I never thought the water would get here. . . . Don’t think you know it all--move your stuff up. [Flood-affected man, Southern Manitoba]

***

It wasn’t a big deal before the flood. If conflicts never got fixed they would just go

away . . . I think the flood changed this. There were more decisions to be made . . .We’re

not agreeing on anything . . .He’s not taking me seriously. You can’t go your whole life with someone without having something to offer them . . .It’s his way and that’s it. It wasn’t a big deal before the flood. Now it is. We should fix this or it could be marriage counseling . . .I think it will be better once the flood decision are made. To offer them . . It’s his way and that’s it. It wasn’t a big deal before the flood. Now it is.  [Flood-affected woman, Southern Manitoba]

***

My daily life is lost now. I’m slowly starting to get back into a bit of a routine. I’ve lost my creative aspect. I have no time for naps—I’m a lot more short-tempered. My husband and I fight more often. Before, we didn’t fight much, but now I find I’m picking at him more . . . He has an escape from this—his work. Everyday I’m reminded things still aren’t normal. [Flood-affected man, Southern Manitoba]

***

And it used to really frustrate me that I wasn’t more part of those conversations because why would you think that I wouldn’t understand or if I couldn’t understand or why wouldn’t you [husband] take the time to explain. [BSE-affected farmer]

***

We could built a house and pay cash, we would not need a mortgage.  I just cannot talk him into it.  In fact, I don’t even try to talk him into it anymore.  For some reason, there has to be so much money in the bank, in case of BSE and a drought comes.  It is just really frustrating to me because as a woman’s point of view, a house is really important…people are going to judge us by the outside of the house and that causes me a lot of stress. [BSE-affected farmer quoted by Reinsch]

***

People were all working like dogs. No one would stop to eat, but I baked when the Army was in town and brought cupcakes to the Legion. It was hard because I didn’t have anyone to leave my kids with. I felt tied down and I had to watch them. I couldn’t get out.  [Flood-affected woman, Southern Manitoba]

***

Women were more physical. Men hemmed and hawed—women did the work . . . [Women] are more ‘get it done’ rather than sit back. They’re more panic stricken. There’s no ‘wait and see’ attitude . . .Women do whatever has to be done to get the job done. Like mum’s protecting kids, the house is the same. I didn’t think a lot of times, I just did it. [Flood-affected woman, Southern Manitoba]

***

My son-in-law was angry (that I was working) but you just reassure them that you’re taking a shower and you’re taking all the precautions.  And my boyfriend was the same way.  You make sure that you wear that stuff and take all the safety precautions because he didn’t want me getting sick. I think we were more at ease, but our family members were definitely upset. [Nurse responding to SARS outbreak]
Men under stress in disasters

***

Yeah, well I guess I have to use a lot of black humor to keep going. You know, when you’re spending—ah, we’ve got to the point now we’re spending savings so that doesn’t do my mind any good. . . Either you have an off farm job or you’re spending savings. …I end up not going to sleep and then, you know, going to sleep too late and then…I feel poorly. And then, also, you know, used to come this time of year and you have a lot of enthusiasm for doing a lot of work and getting prepared for things, and I don’t have the enthusiasm that I would normally feel to get out and get doing things. So that part is kind of. . .and that’s affected myself and a lot of people too. 
Then, you don’t like to talk about it because it gets you down and some people it does get really down. In fact, hum, what just happened –a real good friend of ours…committed suicide.” [Third generation family farmer affected by BSE]

***

I know my wife took it a lot better than I did. I was more stressed than anything else. She was my shoulder. I was the weak one in this one. [Flood-affected man,  Southern Manitoba

***

He started crying when I was leaving. I knew as soon as he started, I couldn’t. He needed to see  me being strong and all right. I said, ‘We’ll be back.’ He’s crying—I have to be strong. But as soon as I got into the car, I started bawlin’.  I cried the whole way into Winnipeg. I was scared. I left not knowing what would happen. There was nobody around. It was silent, no people, no cars.  [Flood-affected woman, Southern Manitoba]
***

One of the most stressful things I’ve ever had was the week I had to spend in the hotel room. At the [hotel], there were three floors of evacuees from [the neighboring town of] Morris and here. I’d get up and people were walking up and down the hallways at six a.m. crying. You didn’t have to ask, you knew they’d lost their homes. Boy was that stressful. I booked off work . . .The really tough part is knowing people who are coming home and their home has been lost. How do you talk about that? . . .It was hard. A lot of the time I had tears coming down my face thinking about them . . .I preferred to be [lodged in the hotel] with the people from here, because we were going through the same thing. Just by being with them—they’re doing OK, so I must be doing OK. [Flood affected man describing evacuation]

***

He ran about nervous. I tried to keep him busy…My husband just worried the whole time. I called the municipality and told them we were available to sandbag wherever they needed us. [Flood-affected woman, Southern Manitoba]

***

He lost weight, he wasn’t shaving. I at least could take some down time and take the kids out in the wagon. He would gobble down some food at noon and then go back to [flood] work.. . . . He started crying [when he saw the flooded house]. You wouldn’t know unless you’re from a small town.  [Flood-affected woman, Southern Manitoba]

***

He said just by him working for those four months [in British Columbia], they put money in the bank. They paid up all their old bills, the ones that they couldn’t pay because the farm wasn’t giving them enough money. He gave up four—you know, first of all, he gave up four months of his children’s life. He was home for awhile and then he was gone again. . . Money---money is all fine and dandy, but you know in the end of it —and I’m a guilty person for this—but at the end of it,  he’ll never get back that time with his children.  Yeah, he’ll never—he’ll never get it back.” [Community observer on BSE-affected farmers]

Women under stress in disasters

***

Because people could not see my disability, they assumed I was OK. So, no one offered to help. I paid the consequences of this later as the pain was so bad for weeks after the storm.

[1998 ice storm testimonial]

***

Some women in the shelter lost their homes, many had indirect problems not related to family violence to be solved. Some women were not able to see their children who were not with them. Increased stress and worries. [domestic violence shelter employee,  Saguenay flood]

***

I really can’t over-emphasize the need for child care workers. I worked 18 hour days seven days a week for several months on end and my children just got left to fend for themselves. My community had promised they would like after my kids while I worked by that promise soon went by the board. We had no trauma team in place. It took three and a half months from the blizzard to get a trauma team in place working in our community.  They had workers in Winnipeg at reception centres, but when we moved home there was nobody there to help us re-enter into the community. [Flood volunteer, Southern Manitoba]

***
She’s the one that gets the phone calls from the bank. She’s the one that gets phone calls from the fertilizer place. She’s the one that gets the mail. . .The wives probably are the ones that do the books….So the stress is on her. Then she has to go and try buy groceries, and she has no money to buy groceries and how are you going to feed your children, especially if you’re a young family? [Community observer on BSE-affected farmers]

***

Women are there to back them up but now they’re, we’re finding more men are leaving the farm to work leaving the chores to the women and the women already were—like men are not as multitask as women—and so they already had 10 hats on and now they’re doing the main job as well. [The men] are away for weeks at a time and the women are in the barns in the morning and they’re getting the kids ready for school and that’s where the kids really suffer. Then they’re coming in and phoning us and saying ‘I just can’t do this anymore.’ [Counselor  on BSE-affected farmers]

***

‘What’s wrong with me? Why can’t I get over it?’ And particularly for the women, because they had to look after their husbands, their children, their normal house accounts, their EMO account, their Water Resources account. They had to go out and buy whatever they needed for their new house and make a thousand decisions every day if they were rebuilding. And they had to make the decisions that kept them going in their apartment or their mobile home. They were literally exhausted and worn out, and there was nobody they felt safe turning to. If they’d go to work and talk on coffee break, people would turn on them and accuse them of expecting the government to look after them. People started to feel very, very isolated quite early on.[Flood volunteer, Southern Manitoba]

***

The mothers were horrendously over-loaded. The men went off to war, they went off to hunt and did their thing. I’m sorry to generalize, but you know I’ve been watching this pattern emerge. And the women stayed home and tended the fire. They gathered the food, they made sure they had a roof over their head, whether it was a mobile  home or an apartment. They had to rebuild their house. They had to deal with all the home bonding issues. [Flood volunteer, Southern Manitoba]

***

We needed to be together for this and we weren’t. [Flood-affected wife  on evacuation of women and children, Southern Manitoba]

***

She identified that I looked safe to talk to and so she confided in me how much it all hurt. And how much the grief of the flood was compounding the death of her daughter many years ago, that she was now reliving the death of her daughter through the stress of the flood. And she felt so isolated, because she has so much financially that there was nobody that she could talk to or share her hurt with. They wouldn’t understand, because she had money and so she had “everything she needed.” There were very few people who could understand her emotional needs. [Flood volunteer, Southern Manitoba]

***

It’s our poor daughter who gets the worst of it . . . My temper with her now is worse. I didn’t expect for things to be lasting so long . . . Personally, I want to get back and do the things that are most important to me . . .I even yelled at the baby the other day—now that’s real stress. [Flood-affected woman, Southern Manitoba]

***

They will call me and ask me things like, ‘I don’t know how to help here, can you help? Can you help me figure out how I can help my husband who—he won’t talk to me. He hasn’t talked to me in weeks. You  know, I know it’s not me. Can you help?  [Counselor on BSE-affected wives]

***

My younger one went to live with my mom in a senior’s complex. So for seven months, he’s had no supervision whatsoever. My mom didn’t even know how to discipline him. He decided to quit school,  just to have a gay old time and because I wasn’t hands on, I couldn’t control  him. We’ve been going through this rebellion bit with him and it’s been hell. Now I’ve got 7 ½ months to undo and see if I can get him back on track again. . . We’re exhausted, both of us, you know. It’s always me that keeps everything going and I’m so tired. I’ve always been the strong one. I had to do it all. Keep the house going. I feel that I’m the one that’s kind of holding things together. Flood-affected woman, Southern Manitoba, three years later]

***

I am often asked about working in a “man’s world.” I believe it is not a man’s world but the world you make it out to be. The emergency management “world” encompasses not only the traditional first responder roles – police, fire and emergency medical services – but also the military, volunteer agencies, government departments and industry. Traditionally, female emergency managers have been represented in the health care, social service and educational agencies, while male managers have represented the police, fire and emergency medical services agencies. However, I have noticed that when municipalities move from using traditional first responder agencies such as fire and police for their municipal emergency managers to hiring a civilian emergency manager, a woman is often the successful candidate. As well, there seem to be more men in health care emergency manager positions in the last few years. The message? Emergency managers should not be defined by gender, but by the education and experience they bring to the job.

