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Marion Rattray changed everything about Roger’s House
with a simple question: ‘Why limit the number of children?”
Today, she isin charge of palliative services at the stand-alone,
broad-based, eight-bed hospice she envisioned....

After hearing
that Roger's
House was
Intended as a
palliative care
centre for
children with
terminal cancer,
Marion Rattray
suggested it be
opened to
children with any
terminal
disease.
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p A CEC that speaks of love,

of children and community

t was on the radio in the sum-
mer of 2003 that Marion Rat-
tray first heard the Ottawa
Senators were going to build a
hospice for children with ter-
minal cancer,

It would be built to honour assis-
tant coach Roger Neilson, who had
died from the disease four days ear-
lier, on June 21, The hospice would
be called Roger's House, She had to
hear it again, on another newscast,
before believing what she had
heard, She was on her way to work
and, as the person in charge of pal-
liative services at the Children's

Hospital of Eastern Ontario, the
news was a surprise. She had heard
nothing about it.

When she arrived at work, it was
the talk of the hospital and, at some
time during that day, Garry Cardiff,
the hospital's CEO, asked what she
thought about it

“It's great news," she answered.
“But I don't know if it can work, if
it's just for children with cancer.
There aren't enough of those chil-
dren for a full, stand-alone hospice."

She went on to say Roger's House
should be a hospice for any child
with a life-limiting illness. Muscular
dystrophy. Niemann Pick. Whatever
genetic, metabolic or neurological

disease a child suffered from, what-
ever was going to cut their life short
— these should not be reasons to
close the door.

She wondered later that day if
she had been too harsh, There was
nothing wrong with wanting to
help children with cancer. A noble
idea, Maybe there was something,
on a smaller scale, that could be
done,

Of course, maybe nothing would
happen at all, and this was moot,
That was another thought.

The Senators had not contacted
CHEQO. In the grief of losing their
beloved assistant coach, perhaps
the hockey team had simply stated

a wish, more than a fact, something
that would occur to them before
long.

She went about her business, that
being the care of dying children at
the Children's Hospital of Eastern
Ontario, and even forgot about the
story.

A week later, she was summoned
to the CEO's office, Inside, there
was another man waiting, He intro-
duced himself as Dave Ready, from
the Ottawa Senators Foundation,

He shook the nurse's hand, and
then said: “So, I hear we should be
doing more,"

Continued on PAGE E4
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Continued from previous page

Ottawa Senators president and CEO Roy Mlakar was
a close friend of Roger Neilson. It was Mr. Mlakar who
phoned the coach, three days before he died, to tell
him about Roger's House.

“It was a Wednesday, and Roger had gone back to Pe-
terborough that Monday, saying he wasn't feeling
well,” remembers Mr. Mlakar.

“The next day, we discussed in a meeting doing
something to honour him. It was Dave Ready who
came up with the idea of a pediatric hospice. Everyone
at the meeting loved the idea.”

Without even checking into what was involved — a
charming part of the story — Mr, Mlakar was designat-
ed the one to tell the hall-of-fame coach the news, So
he called his friend. He expected, in the same call, to
tell Mr. Neilson he would be coming to Peterborough
that weekend to visit him.

“Roger came on the phone, and you could tell right
away he wasn't feeling well," says Mr. Mlakar, "1 told
him the news, and when I finished there was dead si-
lence on the line. I asked him what he thought, and
there was more silence,

“Finally, he croaked out, you could tell he was
touched, and you have to know Roger maybe to appre-
ciate this, but he said: "Gee, that sounds neat. Sure, go
ahead."

Neat, It was one of his favourite adjectives, The kind
of thing people said in a different time, and a gentler
age.
Mr. Mlakar went on to say he was coming to Peter-
borough that weekend, and his friend cautioned him
away. Said he really wasn't feeling well. Don't bother
making the trip. He'd see him back in Ottawa next
week. That Saturday, Roger Neilson passed away,

The proof of what this place meant to him, though,
was left behind, Mr. Neilson gave instructions that
anything the hospice wanted from his Peterborough
home was theirs for the taking. Chad Schella of the
Senators backed a van to the front door of that home
last autumn and took away a fortune's worth of hockey
paraphernalia.

It is all on display at Roger's House — vintage hock-
ey sweaters, game-winning pucks — although the
b t score may have been the contents of the coach’s
game room, His shuffle board and foosball game can
now be found in the playroom of the hospice,

“If he could have seen this place," says Mr. Mlakar,
"“I'm sure it would have humbled a humble man,"

In the end, Roger's House became an eight-bed hos-
pice that would offer respite care, pain management, be-
reavement counselling and end-of-life care for termi-
nally ill children and their families. A lot of people and
organizations stepped forward to make that happen.

The Children's Hospital of Eastern Ontario donated
land for the hospice. Construction companies and
tradesmen stepped forward next and pretty much built
the place,

But it didn't stop there, The city of Ottawa waved its
normal fees and development charges, saving the Sena-
tors nearly a million dollars in construction costs. The
province of Ontario announced it would cover 9o per
cent of the hospice's operating budget, once it was up
and running,

Companies around the city began holding golf tour-
naments to raise money for Roger's House, Boy scout
troops sold apples. Neighbourhoods held garage sales.
A telethon was started, which raised nearly a million
dollars last year. Before a child even came through the
door, Roger's House was beécoming one of Ottawa's
favourite charities,

None of which surprises Marion Rattray.

“People are greatly affected by dying children,” she
says,

"“We live in a death-denying culture and, to have a
child die, most of us have trouble even imagining it.
There's something not right about that. It's something
we want to change, even when we can't.”

Ms, Rattray has always shown a special affinity for
children with terminal illnesses. Even as a young nurse,
she had a way of talking to them that was neither pa-
tronizing nor denying. Yes, this is happening to you.
‘What can we do to make the days ahead a little better?

She had this gift at a time when the medical profes-
sion, for the most part, saw palliative care as a waste of
time. Doctors were put on this earth to heal, Nurses
were there to help doctors, And when a patient could
not be healed, when all the pieces could not be put back
together, then the work was done,

The young nurse ran across family after family that
had to suffer through the death of a child, almost in iso-
lation, Shunted to a distant hospital bed in the last days,
50 they wouldn't cast a pall over the other patients, Left
in their homes for the rest of the time because — well,
there's nothing we can do for them now.

“We were so far behind other countries when it came
to palliative care, it was embarrassing,” she remembers,

“The U.K, has had a pediatric palliative hospice since
the '6os. The United States has them. But here in Cana-
da, you couldn't get anyone interested in the subject.”

Even when the Children's Hospital of Eastern On-
tario asked the provincial government for funding, sev-
en years ago, to create a palliative department at the
hospital, it was turned down. Funding for the program
was only approved this year.

“That's why news of Roger's House came as such a
surprise,” says Ms, Rattray. "It was like the answer to
my dreams, to a lot of people's dreams, This was finally
the chance to make a difference. To help children in
ways we never could before, in ways we couldn't imag-
ine,"

After the official opening of Roger's House six weeks
ago, the dignitaries went away and the people who
work at the hospice went back to business, The nurses
and personal-support workers continued their training,
Lloyd Cowan continued tweaking the operating bud-
get, The people in the kitchen began experimenting
with chocolate-chip cookie recipes,

Marion Rattray, for her part, began compiling a list of
children who might come to the hospice. She knew
every name, every family, on the list. Had a mental im-
age of each child, and knew what each family had en-
dured,

She did her work in a building that is a testament to
the city, the legacy the Senators wanted for Roger Neil-
son. There is workmanship here that rivals the mason-
ry work on Parliament Hill. Rooms that are so bright,
and beautiful, you can easily forget you are in a hos-
pice.

Everything about this place screams love — love of
work; love of children; love of community. You walk
through the doors and are overcome with the feeling
the outside world — with its breakneck pace and tran-
sitory concerns; its love of success and money — that
world is behind you, retreating like people you passed
on a long walk to get here.

Here, you're someplace else, In Vancouver, people
say of Canuck Place it is someplace special, “that place
between heaven and earth,” It will be that way in Ot-
tawa as well.

Anyway, the building stood ready, with only one last
task to complete before the doors opened. It happened
three weeks ago, when Marion Rattray picked up her
phone, looked again at the list of names in front of her,
and made a call, The next day, a five-year-old boy from
Hearst, Ont,, was airlifted to Ottawa,

TOMORROW: THE CHILDREN OF ROGER'S HOUSE
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The first child

at Roger’s House

Marc Blanchette has Niemann-Pick type C, a degenerative

and fatal disease that requires round-the-clock care. On May 15,
an air ambulance brought the small boy from Northern Ontario
to Ottawa and Roger’s House, where he was greeted with love
and compassion and a brightly frosted birthday cake.

Today in the Citizen’s Weekly, writer RON CORBETT and photographer
JULIE OLIVER tell the story of a remarkable boy in a remarkable place. B1
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