“Hospice? That’s when you volunteer at the hospital right?” 

It’s a statement we hear a lot here at Hospice Huntsville. And to be perfectly honest, I didn’t totally know myself what Hospice was when I got involved with the organization back in 2003. 

Hospice work is completely separate from volunteering for the hospital or the auxiliary, though our volunteers do sometimes work in hospital settings.

In a nutshell, Hospice Huntsville is a not-for-profit organization that seeks to guide the provision of consistent, comprehensive and compassionate end of life care. We work hard to make sure that Hospice services are readily accessible to individuals, families and caregivers in the setting of their choice across the Huntsville area.

Many people get involved with hospice work because of a personal loss history; I simply responded to an ad in the paper expressing a need for volunteers. My husband and I had retired in the Huntsville area and I was interested in becoming involved with some volunteer work.  Working full time as a teacher and raising two children had left me little time for that type of thing.  I felt it was time  and I had the time to give back.  

It’s six years later, and I’m now the Program Co-ordinator for Hospice. I can tell you with certainty that the number of clients we see has increased slowly but steadily. 

When someone has been diagnosed as palliative, Hospice Huntsville is simply a phone call away. And I’d like to remind everyone that you don’t need a doctor’s referral to get in touch with us. 

It can be a difficult call to make, but our volunteers are trained to offer care and make each palliative client as comfortable as possible in all manner of setting. We will sit for overnight vigils at the hospital and in the home. We offer non-medical support, simple comfort measures such as cold cloths and offering ice chips and we’re able to offer respite for caregivers.

But the first step is often convincing caregivers to take a rest. I understand how hard it can be to walk away even for five seconds, with precious time being in such short supply for many of our clients. But recharging in those five seconds, ten minutes or hour away can help caregivers take a breath, take an emotional break and get some rest.

We can help with everyday tasks like grocery shopping and errands. We’ll go for walks with patients, read to them and help write letters to loved ones, help create scrapbooks and do memory work on home visits.

And  most often we are an ear to listen. It’s in that time, in those moments when our charges speak to us of what’s closest to their hearts, that we learn so much about the human condition and of people’s capacity to care for and love each other.

For example, Mr. Jones, who lived in Richmond Hill was diagnosed with terminal prostate cancer and indicated he had a last wish.  He wanted to spend one last time at his cottage here in the Huntsville area.  The fact that his cottage was on an island made the wish somewhat more challenging.  However, with the support of several local agencies Mr. Jones was able to see his wish fulfilled.  Hospice Huntsville was one organization that helped make it happen.  One of our volunteers lived on the same lake as Mr. Jones and was more than happy to jump in the family boat and motor over to the island to provide support to our client and his wife.  Our volunteer helped build a ramp that Mr. Jones could use to get down to the dock, where he and the volunteer spent many a memorable hour enjoying the beauty of the lake and sharing stories.  As the summer ended and Mr. Jones’ condition deteriorated, it was necessary he return to the hospital in Richmond Hill, where he peacefully passed away.  I can’t describe how rewarding it was to know that we at Hospice Huntsville had a part in helping Mr. Jones realize his final wish. 

Sometimes people first find Hospice in their search for grief support, like Jim did. His first involvement with Hospice Huntsville was as a grieving father who had lost his 22-year-old daughter to cancer.  He signed up to take our seven-week Grief Support Program, which is a peer support program facilitated by trained hospice volunteers.  In Jim’s words the program ‘saved his life.’  He not only found the strength to deal with his loss but was so appreciative of Hospice Huntsville that he wanted to do something in return.  Jim took the 10-week training program that all visiting volunteers are required to complete before they work with palliative clients. Once he completed the training he too began visiting a gentleman with a terminal diagnosis in a long term care facility in the area.  Recently, Jim has begun one-on-on bereavement visits with another gentleman who lost his daughter last year. His naturally empathetic nature and his personal experience with a similar loss have helped Jim support another individual on his grief journey.  It would seem that the circle is complete.

Many volunteer with Hospice wanting to give back, but in fact they get so much out of the experiences themselves — just ask any of our volunteers who worked with Monica. An amazing woman, Monica was not prepared to give up any kind of control over her personal situation as long as she had the strength to make plans.  Although she was diagnosed with terminal cancer she was anything but a quitter.  Two volunteers from Hospice Huntsville were regular companions for Monica.  Among the many things that our volunteers did with Monica, planning a Christmas party was certainly the one that kept them the busiest.  Monica was in the hospital and planned her party with the volunteers doing all the leg work.  They arranged to book a room for the event, organized the food, bought gifts, wrapped gifts and took care of decorations.  Monica called people on the phone and invited them personally.  She invited friends, doctors, nurses, chaplains, social workers and, of course, volunteers from Hospice Huntsville.  At the party, Monica presented a sizeable cheque to Hospice Huntsville, to be used for the building of our new Residential Hospice.  Monica knew that had the Residential Hospice been ready she would very likely have spent her last days there, rather than in the hospital. 

The Residential Hospice is something we are very excited about and the idea has received great support from businesses, the community at large and our politicians. To say it is desperately needed in our area would be an understatement. 

Anticipated to be five-bed, the residential hospice will sit up on land adjacent to Huntsville Hospital. It will offer a home-like environment in which clients can spend their last days with dignity and support provided by dedicated and caring medical staff and volunteers. 

It’s exactly because of people like Monica that I want this dream of a Residential Hospice to become a reality.  Monica had no caregiver and could not stay in her home on her own.  Her only option was to go into hospital.  Many Hospice Huntsville clients are in a similar situation.  They have no family, or their family lives too far away to be of support, or caregivers feel uncomfortable and unable to cope with having their loved one at home during their final days. 

I think Hospice’s new tagline ‘Sharing the Journey’ is such an accurate reflection of our organization and our volunteers. Each person’s journey is unique, and each person grieves differently. I’d like to thank all of our volunteers for their hard work and dedication, and invite any of you who may be interested in joining us to give me a call. Share the Journey with us.

Elaine Rose can be found in the Hospice Huntsville office on a weekly basis; she’s the lady with the brilliant smile and kind eyes. 
