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 Somewhere down the road 
you’re going to have to 

think about it. 

Call Pelham Funeral Home at 905 892-5762  

m pelhamfuneralhome@cogeco.ca

Spring is a time of renewal. Time to tidy up 
the house and yard.  But how much time have you allotted

to tidying up your affairs?  

You’ve probably revisited your Will, but have you 
detailed your final wishes? Prepared your Estate?

Let us help you get your affairs in order.

O
ne day in October 
1962 when I was 
eight years old and 
bored with watch-

ing Leave it to Beaver at home 
in Ancaster, Ontario, I went 
upstairs to snoop around 
in my father’s study.  Most 
of the stuff  in this room, 
like the news clippings on 
the tragic death of Marilyn 
Monroe that my dad  stored 
in a shirt box under a tallboy 
dresser, I already knew by 
heart.  But on this visit, on 
my father’s desk, right next 
to an old Valentine I’d given 
him, I spotted a booklet I’d 
never seen before. Its cover 
photo showed a rustic log 
gate in a deeply wooded area 
with a sign that said, “Sun 
Valley Gardens. Members 
Only.”

I fi gured Sun Valley Gar-
dens was one of the summer 
camps my parents had been 
looking into for me for the 
following summer. 

Boy, was I wrong.
When I opened up the 

brochure, my eyes just about 

Column Six

My father 
and the 

ever elusive 
SuVaGa
Mom said 

thanks but no 
thanks

BY VICTORIA BALFOUR
Special to the Voice

See COLUMN SIX Page 15

Throughout the Covid-19 pan-
demic, local politicians, social ac-
tivists, and health organizations 
have warned that our communities 
are suff ering through an escalat-
ing mental health and addictions 
crisis, which aff ects not just the 
affl  icted, but our hospitals, police, 
health-providing agencies, and 
court system.

Of particular concern is the vol-
ume of 9-1-1 calls received for peo-
ple in distress. 

A successful crisis-response pro-
gram is now in place in Niagara, a 
partnership between the Niaga-
ra branch of the Canadian Men-
tal Health Association (CMHA) and 
the Niagara Regional Police Service 
(NRPS). Working together, they 
have drawn on statistical analysis 
of police calls for service in rela-
tion to people in crisis and mental 
health-related incidents throughout 

the Region, and implemented teams 
to de-escalate crisis situations, and 
immediately assess individuals’ 
mental health and addiction care 
needs.

The Mobile Crisis Rapid Response 
Team (MCRRT) program was acti-
vated in 2015 in St. Catharines and 
Thorold, followed by Niagara Falls 
and Niagara-on-the-Lake in 2021. 
The teams consist of a full-time 
mental health worker, who works 
12-hour shifts (noon until mid-
night), seven days a week alongside 
a specially trained police offi  cer re-
sponding to 9-1-1 calls.

The program has recently been 
further expanded to include a one-
year pilot project in the NRPS 3 
District, which covers Welland and 
Pelham.

The latest data shows the team 
had some 1,800 face-to-face visits 
in 2021. Of those interactions, some 
1,300 individuals were diverted from 
hospitals, and almost 950 were con-
nected to various mental health 
and addictions services, without 
the need for police to make arrests. 
Between 2015 and 2019, the MCRRT 
had some 3,800 face-to-face in-
teractions involving almost 2,800 

people, which resulted in 73 percent 
diverted from hospital stays, and 84 
percent de-escalated to the point 
where apprehension by police was 
not required.

NRPS Superintendent Marco Gi-
annico oversees the program, and 
told the Voice that the service re-
ceived a grant from the Solicitor 
General’s offi  ce to fund the pilot 
project in Welland and Pelham, 
while the CMHA also received fund-
ing through their ministry. 

“Mental health is one of the 
NRPS’ highest 9-1-1 call volumes,” 
he said, noting that “persons in cri-
sis” is the proper term. “We attend 
numerous calls on a daily basis in 
that capacity.”

Giannico said that the NRPS pro-
vides training for the crisis inter-
vention team, and that many other 

Rapid response team expands to Pelham, Welland

Members of Niagara’s mobile crisis rapid response team (MCRRT), Vicky Looby of the Canadian Mental Health Association, and Constable Robin Bleich of the Niagara 
Regional Police Service. The MCRRT has expanded to include Welland and Pelham.                      DON RICKERS

Pilot program offered jointly by NRPS 
and Canadian Mental Health Association

BY DON RICKERS 
Contributing News Editor

See TEAM Page 14
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1507 Pelham Street, Fonthill    (289) 897-9191

      Finer Dining at Diner Prices

L.L.B.O.
Licensed

It’s Prime Time at the Grille!

1507 Pelham Street, Fonthill    (289) 897-9191 L.L.B.O.
Licensed1507 Pelham Street, Fonthill    (289) 897-9191 L.L.B.O.

Succulent
Canadian 
beef, 
cooked to
perfection, 
$38.99

Includes
 potatoes, 

vegetables, 
Yorkshire 
Pudding, 

dessert, with 
coffee or tea

     Chicken option available

RESERVATIONS REQUIRED

On-street parking
 and plenty more in our own lot 

Breakfast & Lunch every day
Open 8 AM to 3 PM

It’s Prime Time at the Grille!  It’s Prime Time at the Grille!

Presenting our classic, all-inPresenting our classic, all-in

PRIME RIB PRIME RIB 
DINNERDINNER

SATURDAY, MAY 28

     Chicken option available

(289) 897-9191 • Easy prescription transfer
• Locally owned and operated
• Free prescription delivery
• Fast, friendly, courteous service
• Free on-site compliance packaging
• Seniors save every day

Monday-Friday, 8:30 AM - 7:00 PM       
Saturday, 9:00 AM - 5:00 PM

In Fonthill Marketplace Next to Food Basics

(905) 892-1888 Like us on Facebook
facebook.com/pch663/

pharmachoice.com
HOURS

NEW Larger retail space
MORE Of your favourites 

NEW Product lines
SAME Friendly service

Coming Soon: The new PharmaChoice

popped out of my head. Sun Valley 
Gardens, it turned out, was a camp 
for grownups who didn’t wear 
clothes.

I gaped at a photo of a woman 
diving into a kidney shaped pool 
wearing nothing but a white bath-
ing cap. I gawked at a picture of a 
group of men and women baring 
their breasts, bottoms and other 
private parts as they stood around 
a volleyball net. What I couldn’t 
get over is that no one in the pho-
tos was acting the least bit embar-
rassed about being naked for all the 
world to see.

I ran to the kitchen to quiz my 
mother about this camp for na-
ked grownups. In our family, I was 
known as the quiet and obedient 
child. But every once in a while 
I liked to puncture my good-girl 
reputation by asking my mother 
blunt questions on shocking sub-
jects, just to stir things up. And I 
knew the question I was about to 
ask was going to be a bombshell.

“Mom, what’s ‘SuVaGa?’” I 
asked. This was the acronym that 
Sun Valley Gardens used on their 
mailing envelope. I pronounced it, 
“SUEVaGa.”

I fully expected the usual frosty, 
“Never mind” response I got 
whenever I asked my mother how 
babies were born.  But to my sur-
prise she seemed relieved.

“SuVaGa is short for Sun Valley 
Gardens,” she said. “It’s a nud-
ist camp in Fonthill, near Niagara 
Falls. People don’t wear any clothes 
there. Your father is a member. He’s 
tried to make me join but I won’t.”

She then launched into a wild tale 
about how the year before, while 
driving home from a trip to Cape 
Cod, my father had made a myste-
rious detour on a road that ended 
up with them right at the wooden 
gates of Sun Valley Gardens. 

“Your father wanted me to go in 
with him,” my mother told me. “I 
refused. We had a huge fi ght. So he 
went in without me and I hid in the 
woods by the gate. I was never so 
embarrassed.”

That my father had joined a club 
where people ran around nude did 
not come as a total shock to me. 
Ever since I could remember, ev-
ery morning in the hallway on the 
second fl oor of our house my father 
made a point of sauntering back 
and forth multiple times between 
the bathroom and his study in his 
birthday suit. In clothes, his body 
encased in trousers and belt and 
a button-down shirt, my father 
looked trapped and timid. But in the 

hallway, naked, my father walked 
with a freeness and a swagger that 
you might see on a male model on a 
runway. Nevertheless his au naturel 
strolls made my siblings and me 
very uncomfortable. My mother, 
powerless to get my father to quit 
walking around in the nude, tried 
mockery, dubbing him “The Mar-
ble Statue.” My father would just 
laugh.

In summers up at the family cot-
tage in Muskoka my father never 
wore a bathing suit when he went 
for a swim.  There were no excep-
tions to this rule—even when we 
had guests. Like clockwork, late in 
the afternoon on a summer Satur-
day, my father would stride down 

from the cottage to the dock where 
the guests in Adirondack chairs 
would be having drinks.  He al-
ways wore the same skimpy wrap-
around over his lower half that 
was only slightly bigger than a tea 
towel. Then with a defi ant expres-
sion on his face, he would climb to 
the top of the diving tower.  I knew 
what was going to happen next, but 
the guests did not. As long as I live, 
I’ll never forget the nervous titters 
and guff aws from our guests as my 
father executed one of his signa-
ture soaring swan dives from the 
top of the tower, always performed 
in the raw. 

Had my father done this at Sun 
Valley Gardens, of course, no one 

would have batted an eyelash.
Sun Valley Gardens nudist resort 

was founded by a German couple 
named Karl and Marlies Ruehle 
on a secluded 24 -acre site in Pel-
ham in 1955. In the beginning there 
were only 18 members. When my 
father joined in 1960, that number 
had grown to over 100. Accord-
ing to Michael Ruehle, the own-
ers’ son, who wrote about his ex-
perience growing up at the resort 
for the Voice two years ago, at the 
club’s peak in the early ‘60s to the 
mid-’70s, there were about 500 
adult members. At one point it was 
believed that Sun Valley Gardens 

COLUMN SIX
continued from Page 1

FADING INTO THE BUSH  Right, the famed kidney shaped pool at Sun Valley Gardens, in 1974. Left, its remains in late 2020, as nature reclaimed the former resort.    
                  RUEHLE FAMILY ARCHIVES (1974) / BRUCE FORSYTH (2020)

See COLUMN SIX Page 17
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Above left, club members enjoy a dip, 1956. Above, Marlies and 
Karl Ruehle, and their son Michael. Left, the guest card kept by the 
author's father.        RUEHLE FAMILY ARCHIVES / VICTORIA BALFOUR

P U B H O U S E  &  E A T S

111 Hwy 20 East
FONTHILL

DAILY
SPECIALS!

Call 905-892-0782 
to book a table or order take-out!

Opening Hours
Sun  12-8 PM, Mon & Tues 11 AM-9 PM,  Wed & Thurs 11 AM-11 PM, Fri 11 AM-12 AM, Sat 12 PM-12-AM


Friday night, 8 PM

Natural Wood w/Max & Dave
Saturday night, 8 PM

The Rhythm Hounds

Sunday afternoon, 2 PM
The grand finale of this season’s

Jimmy’s Juke Joint Blues Party
Featuring The Johnny Max Band!

PUBLIC NOTICE

niagararegion.ca

Motorists and the general public are hereby advised that Niagara Region’s Annual 
Strengthening and Resurfacing Program has commenced. For updates on this 
project please visit niagararegion.ca/roads. This project is required to increase the 
lifespan of the road sections by improving the structural integrity.

The proposed work includes:
    • Replacing selected cross culverts
    • Milling off the top course of asphalt or doing a cold in place strategy of the road  
      section
    • Repairing cracks in the base course asphalt and replacing concrete curbs that  
      are in poor condition
    • Paving new top course asphalt, line marking and adding granular to shoulders
Please expect traffi c delays and that daily road closures and detours as identifi ed 
will be required for paving operations during construction.     
The contractors’ anticipated hours of operation from 7 a.m. to 7 p.m., weather 
permitting.  

Businesses and residents will have access during the closure but may be directed 
to take an alternate route to get to their destination.

Emergency services will also have access if required.

Any inquiries concerning this project may be directed to Niagara Region Dispatch 
at 905-984-3690 or Melissa Tomascik, C.E.T., Project Manager Transportation 
Engineering, at 905-980-6000 ext. 3189.

Your co-operation and patience during this period of inconvenience is appreciated.
Bruce Zvaniga
Commissioner of Public Works (Interim)
Niagara Region

Annual Strengthening and Resurfacing Program 
Various locations throughout the Niagara region 
Commencing Spring 2022 - weekdays

was one of the largest nud-
ist clubs in North America, 
with members coming from 
all over Canada and the US. 
My father was a member of 
the resort twice, fi rst from 
1960 to 1963, and then again 
from 1966 to 1970. Unbe-
knownst to my mother, both 
times my father signed her 
up for a membership, too.

While the Sun Valley Gar-
dens brochure I’d stumbled 
upon claimed that the pic-
tures of the place will “let 
you see the wholesome and 
decency generated by hu-
man nudity,” I’m pretty 
sure my father joined for the 
same reason that he took 
along a pair of his moth-
er’s opera glasses when the 
whole family went to see a 
production of Hair in To-
ronto at the Royal Alex in 
1969: to see naked women.  
Before marrying my mother 
when he was 21, my dad had 
only kissed one other girl, 
a fact that I suspect by the 
time he hit his mid-30s, he 
was regretting. But when he 
fi nally got a chance to see 
naked women at Sun Valley 
Gardens, he confi ded to me 
years later that he had been 
a bit disappointed. “The 
women certainly weren’t 
models,” he said. 

I suspect my father also 
joined to break up the mo-
notony of his life. He was 
living in the same town 
where he had grown up, one 
that he had always yearned 
to escape. He was work-
ing at a dead- end job as a 
salesman for his father’s 
wholesale food company. 
He was trapped in an un-
happy marriage. I think he 

saw Sun Valley Gardens as 
an escape, a means to spice 
things up.

I don’t know what my fa-
ther was thinking when he 
signed up my mother for a 
membership. When I was 
growing up, my siblings and 
I never once saw her naked. 
The closest I ever came to 
seeing her in the nude was 
when I was seven, when 
I walked into my parent’s 
bedroom as my mother was 
getting dressed. She was in 
a bra and skirt, but given 
the look of panic in her face 
and how fast she moved to 
cross her arms over her bra 
you would have thought 
I was some thug who’d 
walked in off  the street and 
caught her totally naked. 

Despite  my mother’s on-
going refusal to visit Sun 
Valley Gardens, my father 
and the owners kept work-
ing on her to change her 
mind. Imagine my mother’s 
astonishment when one day 
my father announced that 
the Ruehles themselves 
were going to be making 
a house call to show home 
movies and to preach to her 
about the benefi ts of nud-
ism. My mother told me 
years later that she dread-
ed their visit and on the 
appointed day, stayed out 
shopping as long as she 
could in the hopes of miss-
ing them entirely. But when 
she got home, there were 
the Ruehles on our chintz 
couch in our living room, 
with big smiles, their movie 
projector set up and ready 
to go.  My mother had no 
choice but to sit and squirm 
through their home movies 
about the joys of nudism. 
But in the end she was not 
swayed by their pitch. As 

long 
a s she lived, my 
mother never set foot in-
side the gates of SuVaGa.

Over the years though, 
she would make jokes about 
my dad belonging to a nud-
ist club. Sometimes, out of 
the blue, she would war-
ble, “Su-Va-Ga” (using my 
original pronunciation of 
the resort’s acronym) to 
the tune of “Do-Re-Mi” 
from The Sound of Music. 
This would make everyone 
in the household, including 
my dad, break out into a fi t 
of giggles.

Sun Valley Gardens did 
not permit single men to 
visit on their own, so my dad 
ended up going to the re-
sort only a handful of times 

during 
his lifetime.  But 

that original Sun Valley 
Gardens brochure I had 
spotted in 1962 always re-
mained a fi xture on his 
desk, year in and year out, 
through the assassinations 
of the Kennedys and Mar-
tin Luther King, through the 
Vietnam War, and the Wa-
tergate hearings.

In 1977, my mother left 
my father for another man. 
This meant that in theory 
my father was free to fi nd 
a partner who shared his 
enthusiasm for nudism. By 
that time, however, he’d 
developed an almost patho-
logical fear of skin cancer. 
No more skinny dipping 
and diving during the day-
light hours for him.  When 
he went out in the sun, he 

always covered up with long 
sleeves, long pants and a 
hat. After my mother left, he 
never returned to Sun Valley 
Gardens. The resort itself 
closed for good in 1982.

In 2013 my father died, at 
90, from complications from 
a fall in my childhood home 
where he lived alone. He left 
behind a mountain of stuff  
collected over the years. In 
my childhood bedroom I 
found a 1962 Life magazine 
with a wistful looking Mar-
ilyn Monroe on the cover 
that I had loved to pore over 
in my father’s study as a 
child.  Even better: I found 
an old, unused guest card 
for Sun Valley Gardens.  The 
message on the card, signed 
by owner Karl Ruehle in red 

ink, does not mince words: 
“This one day visit is to in-
troduce you to nudism.”

I keep this Sun Valley 
Gardens Guest Card in a box 
with a brick from my child-
hood home that was torn 
down in 2014. 

Like my mother, I’ve 
never visited a nudist re-
sort and have no plans to. 
Nevertheless, along with 
his stint in the Navy during 
World War II and becom-
ing a chartered  accountant 
well into his 50s, I con-
sider my father’s long-ago 
membership in Sun Valley 
Gardens to be an essential 
and colorful element of his 
complex personal history, 
one of the many facets that 
made him who he was. ◆

COLUMN SIX
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