
was talented in this area
too.” The couple would go
on to enjoy many more
dances over the ensuing
months where they discov-
ered they had a lot in com-
mon and going on to meet
each other’s family.

Ms. McDougall’s family
moved briefly to Little Cur-
rent after her parents, Don-
ald and Grace McDougall,
purchased a hotel there.

The two young people
moved to Toronto where
each found jobs, but the
lure of  the Island remained
strong. By December 1949
they had returned to the
Island to tie the knot that
would bind them for the
next 73 years. The wedding
was blessed with an
absence of  snow. Jim’s
brother Harry served as
best man and Doris
Hutchinson attended to the
bride. Their reception was
held in the Providence Bay
Hall before going on to a
honeymoon in Sault Ste.
Marie where they visited
relatives.

The Nevills settled into
their first home, a farm-
house across from where
Community Living is today
in Mindemoya. After rent-
ing another house behind
St. Paul’s Anglican Church
in Mindemoya they built a
home on Mr. Nevill’s prop-
erty and went on to have
five children together.

Mr. Nevills worked for
the Ontario Department of
Transportation and Com-
munication (which became
the Ministry of  Transporta-
tion) and Ms. Nevills did
hairdressing in the family
home. In 1969 they took a
big leap, purchasing Stan-
ley Park and moved to the
site. Both kept up their day
jobs.

“The park was smaller
then,” said Mr. Nevills’ son
Brent, who agreed to sit
down with The Expositor to
talk about his parents’ life
and their decision to leave
life as they had lived it, on
their own terms—together.

The younger Mr. Nevills,
like his father and his
father’s father before him,
is a mechanic and a veter-
an, having served for 33
years in the Canadian
Forces (first in the army
and then moving on to the
air force).

“My father was very
proud of  the (Royal Canadi-
an) Legion (his father
belonged to Little Current
Branch 177). He didn’t get
involved in the running of
the Legion, but he was at
every Legion event,” said
Mr. Nevills. The Nevills’
Island roots run deep,

descending on the maternal
side from Humphrey May,
the first male “Haweater”
(settler born on Mani-
toulin).

The couple settled into
retirement. 

“Even after retiring, my
father always had a fond-
ness for his coffee break,”
relayed his son. “They
would each sit in their
chairs here (in a sunroom
with glassed doors over-

looking the back yard of
Mindemoya’s Sparrows’
Nest apartments) and have
their coffee and cake.”

“If  there were people
over, then they pulled out
all the stops,” laughed
daughter-in-law Tami. The
Nevills delighted in com-
pany and entertaining
their friends and family.

Mr. Nevills was a man of
few (and carefully consid-
ered) words, taking time to
think things through
before answering a ques-
tion. That was a character-
istic that only increased
after a being afflicted with
a series of  mini strokes
since the fall of  2019. The
cascading implications of
those strokes would even-
tually see Mr. Nevills move
from the couple’s ground
floor apartment in the
Sparrows’ Nest to the Wik-
wemikong Nursing Home.
It was the first time the
couple had been separated
for any long length of  time
in nearly seven decades of
marriage and proved terri-
fying for both of  them.

“That was their biggest
fear,” said their son, “that
one of  them would be left
alone.”

It was certainly a ration-
al concern. In addition to
Mr. Nevills’ strokes and
intermittent bouts of
dementia, his mother had
battled cancer twice and
was dealing with immense
pain from osteoporosis, a
debilitating condition that
an operation might have
helped alleviate, but Ms.
Nevills resisted. “She was
afraid she would die on the
operating table and then
who would look after her
husband?” said her daugh-
ter-in-law.

Mr. Nevills’ move to the
nursing home, while a
wonderful atmosphere
and supported by a caring
staff, added to the chal-
lenge. The couple still
managed to reunite regu-
larly in spite of  their sepa-
ration, but the advent of
the pandemic made every-
thing a thousand times
worse.

“Up until the pandemic,
I was able to be the miracle

guy,” said their son. “What-
ever came up, I was able to
find a way.” 

“We could order some-
thing online, we could take
mom to see him,” said their
daughter-in-law.

But then the pandemic
shut down access to the
nursing home.

“It was to keep everyone
safe, we get that,” said Mr.
Nevills. “But it was really
hard on mom. I couldn’t
explain to her why I could-
n’t make it better, why I
couldn’t fix things.”

The idea of  medical assis-
tance in dying (MAID) actu-
ally came to the couple well
before the advent of  the
pandemic, however,

through a friend. Ms.
Nevills was in the habit of
visiting friends who were
laid up in hospital and one
day, while visiting one of
her closest friends, she
stopped in to see a 100-year-
old neighbour who was also
in the hospital.

“As she was leaving the
room, she said ‘well, I will
see you next week’,”
recalled Ms. Nevills. “The
lady replied, ‘oh, I won’t be
here, I am leaving tomor-
row’.” In the ensuing con-
versation, Ms. Nevills dis-
covered that her neighbour
was to be among the first
people on Manitoulin to
access MAID.

She went home and told

her husband what she had
discovered. The couple
decided to further explore
the potential solution to
their mutual fear of  one of
them dying first and leav-
ing the other to face life
alone after their long jour-
ney through a life they had
shared together.

The couple had always
been “take charge” kind of
people, noted their son. A
fact graphically illustrated
when he hauled out a large
bin filled to the brim with
cards and favours, each lov-
ingly hand crafted by Ms.
Nevills.

“Mom had been a quil-
ter,” said her daughter-in-
law. “When she got older

her arthritis got too bad to
do that, so she took up mak-
ing cards.” The hundreds of
cards were each adorned
with meticulously cut out
decorations and cus-
tomized for his and her side
of  the family, with others
destined for the grandchil-
dren. Mr. Nevills’ family
favours sit in a white wick-
er basket, bookmarks and
pins, handcrafted.

“They had all of  the
funeral arrangements
made out beforehand,” said
Ms. Nevills. “Everything
was worked out to the very
last detail.”

But as the day for their
departure grew closer,
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...On Valentine’s Day, Mindemoya couple ended their lives together
...continued from page 1

Donna Nevills lovingly made cards with special notes for each of
their family and friends to be given out after the couple’s passing.

...continued on page 17


