Finding Solace From Dementia
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On a rainy day in early August, we arrived at the working sheep and cattle farm, Kullangen in the quiet
countryside village of R6 within Norrtdlje kommun, just 70km from Stockholm. Kullangen also serves as
a summer retreat with Falu red cottages, and in one of the cottages, we found 12 women in their 70s
and 80s seated around a dining table, laughing, chatting, and sharing kanelbullar (cinnamon buns) and
coffee.

Just three days earlier, they’d arrived to the summer camp, tensed and worried with all the burdens of
caring for an ailing partner still heavy on their minds. “On the first day [of the camp], | called back home
to see how he is [her husband living with dementia],” shares one of the ladies, Anne-Marie Gruvel. “But
he didn’t understand where | was or what day it was. So | realized it was no use. But today on the third
day, | feel | can be here without always thinking of home.”

Over the last five years, the Swedish Red Cross (www.redcross.se) through its local branch in R6 and

committed volunteer Christina Lindholm, has been running summer camps for caregivers whose
partners are currently living with dementia, Alzheimer’s, Aphasia, and/or Multiple Sclerosis (MS).

The summer camps act as a way for these caregivers to connect and network with others in similar
situations and get the support they need. Since their task (24 hours a day, 7 days a week) involves taking
care of sick partners, their once vibrant social networks deteriorate over the years. The camp aims to
strengthen their capacity as caregivers as well as provide renewed focus on their personal health
through relaxation.

“To be able to relax and think about your own health is the most difficult, “says Anna-Maria Nilsson who
is taking care of her partner. “But here, | can lose some mental hectograms!” For once, the women feel
like they’re being taken care of and given a chance to rediscover themselves. “My room [at the camp] is
called ‘Life’ and, here | feel like I've really got my own life,” notes Anne-Marie Gruvel.

Participants can enjoy long relaxing walks through nearby forests and fields, learn breathing exercises
and relaxation techniques through yoga, go horseback-riding, and enjoy other recreational activities
aimed towards easing their minds and momentarily releasing their burdens.

“According to studies made by Swedish Red Cross (SRC), social network and activities are important to
reduce old people’s vulnerability and increase their health,” says Fredrik Gladh, Communications Officer
at SRC. “We therefore have a social program with support groups where a group of caregivers can learn
more on the diagnoses of the relative as well as exchange thoughts and ideas on their situation.”

At the camp, participants whose partners have battled dementia, Alzheimer’s, or MS longer can also
share tips, advice, and experiences with those whose partners have been recently diagnosed. New


http://www.redcross.se/

friendships begin to form as they share common experiences. As the day progressed, the women
continued to open up more and give advice to each other.

“When | get support from home-based care health officers, they always look into the needs of the ill
person,” adds an emotional Inga-Britt. “But they never see how it is for me who takes care of the person
on a daily basis. They don’t know how it is to live with someone with Aphasia.”

Harriet Ringvall [whose husband suffers from MS] responds to Inga-Britt with sage advice, “But you have
to tell them. Contact them. Go to a staff meeting of health workers and tell them your story.” Even
when the local municipality’s health workers offer partners time off every two weeks, it can be
challenging especially for partners who have been married 50-60 years to leave their spouse behind.

“Easier said than done,” the group responds.

This kind of one-on-one support and interaction is the reason Red Cross volunteer Christina Lindholm
continues to organize these yearly summer camps through various sources of fundraising, grants, and
donations. The strong feeling of humanity has made the R6 local branch with 78 Red Cross membersin a
village of only 560 residents able to meet the growing needs of an aging population in Sweden.

By the end of the day, the heavy rain clouds over Kullangen had broken, and the sun shone brightly
across the lush Swedish countryside once more; a metaphor for their personal rejuvenation experienced
at the camp.

Statistics

In Sweden, it is estimated that 3% of the people aged over 55 years is taking care of a close relative on a
daily basis. That means 83 000 people in Sweden nationally and about 500 in the municipality of
Norrtélje, where the R6 local branch is situated. Many of them are women taking care of husbands
suffering from dementia and Alzheimer’s, stroke patients, parents staying at home, or even children
staying at home due to illness or disability. Every year, the Swedish Red Cross has roughly 4,800
caregivers in various support groups around the country.
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