Aventa is fabulous at 50!
On our Golden Anniversary, we take a look back through 50 years (1970 to 2020)
Although 2020 has been memorable for all the wrong reasons, there is a positive and exciting reason to
mark this milestone. Aventa is proudly celebrating 50 years of providing addiction treatment services to
women in the province of Alberta!
We are pleased to have you join us as we take a retrospective walk down memory lane. We will share
an interesting look back at Aventa’s history from its fledgling, grassroots beginnings to the modern day
Centre of Excellence for Women with Addictions, and how addiction treatment services have changed
to better meet the needs of women. One thing that has not changed in 50 years, is the need for help for
those seeking to overcome their addiction, and ongoing support throughout their recovery journey.
We have certainly come a long way since the early days; a lot has changed in the field of addictions, not
to mention our ever-growing city and province. In 1970, the population of Calgary was a mere 385,000,
the brand new Calgary Tower would own the title of the tallest structure in Calgary’s skyline for another
13 years, and completion of the LRT was still 10 years away. Calgary’s Mayor was Rod Sykes, Alberta’s
Premier was Harry Strom and Canada’s Prime Minister was Pierre Elliott Trudeau.
Times were changing for women in 1970 – the Royal Commission on the Status of Women Report made
167 recommendations to the federal government to try to ensure equality for women, and served to
mobilize women’s organizations around common goals.
Canadian women were finding their voice and being formally recognized as equal players in the Canadian
economy and society. As the women’s movement gained momentum, many women’s shelters were
being set up across the country by grassroots activists. Some of these fledgling agencies have evolved to
become much more than just a safe place to shelter abused women and children; many expanded
services to meet a greater need with the addition of counselling support, and addiction and mental
health treatment for a vulnerable population.

In the Beginning…
And so it was that The Riverside Villa was born out of a great need in the community for a place where women
with an addiction to alcohol could recover ‘in an atmosphere of warmth and understanding.’
Led by Reverend George Whitford of the Trinity United Church and philanthropists Mr. and Mrs. R.J. Robb, who
donated the residence at 1338 – 8 Avenue S.E. Calgary, a halfway house was opened on April 1, 1970 overlooking
the Bow River. Then known as the Pearce Estate Area and built in 1908, this 112 year old house still stands today!
The Riverside Villa was a pioneer in every sense, being the first
organization of its kind in Alberta for women. Described at the time
as a place for ‘attempting to overcome an alcohol problem’ and
‘women with a problem of emotional or social maladjustment’
(before the term ‘trauma-informed’ was coined) founders of The
Riverside Villa realized that access to services for women dealing
with alcohol addiction and trauma were completely lacking. Their
innovative vision helped create a place where women could get
help, find hope and cope with the devastating effects of addictions,
in a safe, home-like atmosphere.
The original site of The Riverside Villa 1338 – 8 Avenue S.E.

At its inception, The Riverside Villa offered 8 beds and a 21 day program consisting of individual counselling
provided by Alcoholics Anonymous, who worked with residents to construct a program of rehabilitation. Services
were also provided by the Foothills Hospital Psychiatric Service and the Medical Social Service. Housemother Mrs.
Margaret Constant was the only paid Staff Member, the rest were all volunteers. Clients participated in daily
chores and helped with cooking, and in summer, they helped with gardening and harvesting food. Clients
participated in sewing, knitting, crafts and recreation activities. The home provided a safe place to recover, and it
was truly through the support of women helping women, that they were able to overcome their addictions.
Operating funding came from private donations, service clubs and welfare agencies. Luella Mitchell, Chair of the
Villa Management Board, was also a volunteer with the Canadian Mental Health Association.

Clients lived two to a room and had their own bathroom and telephone

Mrs. Medora Murray ensured mealtimes were a cozy, family affair

The kitchen was the centre for communication
Mrs. Medora Murray, The Riverside Villa’s first Director, knew she could help women with an addiction to
alcohol…she had been there herself, seen the doubts in her eight children’s eyes. She started drinking at 17, and
at age 53, 6 years to the day she became sober, she accepted the challenge to help other women like herself.

