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LOSING A CHILD is not something any parent can be ex-
pected to move on from easily. Crown Point’s Catherine 
Johnston has found a way to deal with her own grief 
while helping others in the process. Following the sui-
cide of her 21-year-old son Erich in 2013, Catherine cre-
ated the charitable organization Erich’s Cupboard (EC). 
The organization aims to raise mental health awareness 
through programs such as safeTALK (livingworks.net/
programs/safetalk), while assisting those in need of food 
and clothing. Catherine initially stayed behind the 
scenes as the organization blossomed with the support 
of her family, friends, and community partners, but now 
she has stepped more into the forefront as a story of in-
spiration—a mom who has turned her son’s memory 
into a legacy of hope. We asked Catherine some ques-
tions about Erich’s Cupboard and her own healing 
journey.

At what age did your son Erich start showing signs of 
mental health challenges? What were the early symp-
toms or behaviours? I noticed a sadness in him around 
the age of 12. I couldn’t name it but my gut told me that 
something was off. Mental health wasn’t anything that 
was spoken about back then. I spoke to many parents of 
kids this age and knew that it wasn’t the typical puberty 
stuff. I paid for Erich to see a psychologist but after the 
fourth visit the doctor called me into his office and told 
me point blank that there was no use in him continuing 
to see him, that he shares nothing with him during the 
one hour appointment, and doesn’t engage in the home-
work he was given. As a mom wanting to help her child 
I felt lost and useless at this point. If a specialist couldn’t 
help him, how could I? Erich assured me there was 
nothing bothering him and he was fine. Life seemed to 
get busier and better for him and I assumed it was just a 
bad time in life for him. Erich’s mental health challenges 
were not diagnosed or apparent to his doctors until he 
stopped being able to work at the age of 20. He was ex-
tremely fatigued, worried, and felt overwhelmed when 

doing even just the simplest everyday things. He became 
isolated and had trouble interacting with people.

How would you rate or describe the medical resources 
for mental health treatment available at the time to 
Erich in Hamilton (or outside of the city)? In Montreal it 
was terrible. There was no information available espe-
cially when attempting to get help when he was young-
er. More locally he was made to feel ashamed of what he 
may be struggling with. There are long wait times for 
any services or, even if they are available, they are too ex-
pensive for most to be able to afford. The focus is on 
medication or basic coping strategies. There is next to 
no therapeutic or community support, as these types of 
supports are expensive to run, impossible to provide 
without financial backing and volunteers. Erich didn’t 
find any of the mental health services useful. He tried 
many, including an enormous number of self-help 
books to try and assess and help himself. He was given 
countless medications and the doctors would become 
upset or refuse to work with him when he said they 
didn’t work. At his most desperate time he was told to 
join a study that ultimately made him worse. He died 
shortly after that.

When did you start Erich’s Cupboard and why did you 
decide to make collections of food and clothing part of 
its goal? Who are the recipients? After a year and half in 
a dark hole, Chris Parkinson (Catherine’s husband) and 
I started to talk about wanting to do something good in 
Erich’s name. I thought because of his good nature we 
could do something to help those in our community, 
but I wasn’t sure what that would look like—only that I 
needed it to remain true and honest in Erich’s name. 
Through Chris, I met this incredibly strong and cour-
ageous woman doing something to honour the son she 
lost to a tragic accident. She was hosting a once-a-year 
major clothing drive in Niagara Falls, and giving all do-
nations for free to anyone in need. We decided on join-
ing her on a clothing/food drive adventure, hence the 
name Erich’s Cupboard. At this same time we also met 
the manager at the Eva Rothwell Centre in Hamilton 
and learned of the great use of this charitably run organ-
ization. There’s a food cupboard and a clothing closet 

for anyone in the area to access for their needs, a break-
fast club for kids to have a good meal before school, and 
an after-school program so kids can be in a safe space 
until parents get home. I fell in love with the idea. Chris 
was the face in the front at the beginning—I did all I 
could from the background out of sight as I struggled 
with social anxiety and was quite depressed still. Erich’s 
Cupboard ended up receiving all the clothing and food 
for the Hamilton donations. Random people started 
dropping boxes and bags of items at our doorsteps. 
These deeds were also helping to mend broken hearts 
and spirits in a home that was shattered by grief. We al-
ways ensure that all the donations we receive are sup-
porting a centre in the community in need, or given to a 
family or individual that is need of help.

How has running the charity helped you on your own 
path to healing? It’s made me aware that I can do some-
thing to make life just a little easier for someone 
suffering, whether it’s helping them with a warm meal, 
putting clothes on their back, finding a person or group 
they can go to for help with employment, or just lend-
ing a friendly ear to share a story with. It has allowed me 
to find strength to tell my painful story of losing a son 
to suicide and possibly help someone who may be hav-
ing thoughts they cannot understand or are afraid to 
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share because of the huge stigma surrounding this topic. 
At times it was hard to keep moving forward but there 
started to be a momentum and people began to depend 
on us. Soon there were food drives held for holidays and 
birthdays and at events on behalf of this charity. I’ve met 
a number of incredibly special people while working on 
this charity. Some have been in my life for only a short 
while and some have become the most endearing of 
friends. I wouldn’t want to travel this path without 
them. I’ve had people come to me and ask to be a part 
of Erich’s Cupboard, which in turn allowed me to be a 
bigger part of other great things happening in the 
community. 

What are your long-term goals for Erich’s Cupboard? 
Many workshops—all free or at least the most minimal 
of cost. We have started the process to apply for a char-
ity number. I would love a permanent location for EC, a 
place that can be used by those in the community. A 
place with a kitchen where we can have a chef give 
cooking lessons to prepare meals to take home, from the 
donations received. The Hamilton-Wentworth District 
School Board hosted an incredible food drive in our 
honour—we filled a truck. A.M. Cunningham school 
hosted a bake sale and donated the proceeds, completely 
unexpectedly, to Erich’s Cupboard. Local business 
owners have hosted food drives and offered discounts in 
our honour. Other businesses put out jars to collect 
money on our behalf. A local band Burn the Louvre 
even hosted a show and collected non-perishables and 
cash. It’s like a wave that’s growing, and we are learning 
and sharing and giving back every opportunity we can. 
Erich’s Cupboard is bigger than the three of us 
(Catherine, Chris and Catherine’s son Matthew) . . . there 
are now so many wonderful people behind the scenes 
making what we do possible. We are a connector. We 
are community.

What advice do you have for parents dealing with a 
mental illness in the family? Trust your parent sensors. 
They are your children and you know them best. Also, 
listen to your children, regardless of their age. They 
know their body and mind best. Don’t just wait on a list 
to be seen by a specialist. Look for supports outside of 
the psychiatric sector, for yourself, your family and the 
child. Keeping everyone safe, even for the meantime, is 
sometimes best to get through until the next step. Do 
not be afraid to disagree with the experts, and trust your 
instincts. Don’t push your child to do things; just be-
cause something worked for your neighbour or your 
friend doesn’t mean it will work for your child. 
Everyone’s coping and healing looks different.

Tell us more about you—what keeps you busy when 
you’re not running the charity? I have had a full-time 
position at Saint Elizabeth Health Care for five years 
now—we have a number of medical services that are ac-
cessible from your home. I love that we are taking the 
care to the home. I also have another son who turned 18 
in January. He is growing into an incredible young man, 
very much an outside-the-box thinker as his brother 
was. I am trying to be a positive influence for him. I try 
to help other organizations and charities, including 
Holiday Helpers and Pumpkin Prowl. I assisted a col-
league at work hand out care kits to people living on the 
streets downtown. We collected coats, hats, scarves, mit-
tens and personalized non-perishables. We helped a local 
business owner with an event collecting toys, non-per-
ishables and warm clothing for four different charities. 
Half of his store was filled. And many people reach out 
to us in private messages with needs and don’t want to 
be known so we do what we can behind the scenes. I’ve 
done two rides for cancer and many rides and walks for 
mental health. Our big fundraiser for Erich’s Cupboard 
is our Halloween Spooktacular. 2017’s fundraiser was 
very successful, and it’s allowing us to cover multiple 
safeTALKS free of charge throughout the city. This year, 
Spooktacular will fall on Oct. 27, Erich’s birthday, and 
we hope our community will come together to make it 
the best one ever . . . in honour of this beautiful soul.

You can follow the journey of Erich’s Cupboard at 
fb.com/erichscupboard1991.

HPO Gallery Series 
by Bev Wagar

L
istening to live music is a great way to beat the winter 
blahs. Listening to free live music, on Ottawa Street, 
in an art gallery, in a room filled with friends and 
neighbours—well, that would kick those blahs right 

back to Winnipeg. Apologies to the former Winnipeg 
residents but heck, we’re looking for the fuzzy warm 
feelings, the kind you get listening to live music. Live 
classical music. Chamber music, actually—which is just 
a fancy way of saying a small slice of a big orchestra. No 
tympani, harpsichords, or trombones. Well, there might 
be a trombone. But just one. 

Every year the Hamilton Philharmonic Orchestra 
(HPO) slices and dices its musicians (figuratively . . . ) 
into small ensembles and fits them into art galleries. 
They’ve been to Burlington, Dundas, Jamesville, 
Sherman, and Crown Point. This year they head to the 
far east (Grimsby) and return to the near east (Crown 
Point), at Earls Court Gallery on Wednesday March 7, 
at 7:30 p.m.

The HPO Gallery Series began officially in 2015 with 
support of Meridian Credit Union, just before Gemma 
New became music director. Ms. New’s vision for the 

HPO includes bringing the musicians to the city’s di-
verse neighbourhoods, allowing people to experience 
great music up close. 

HPO Executive Director Diana Weir explained how 
the musical decisions are made: “Each program is chosen 
by the musicians themselves, who come together to de-
cide what music would be most suitable for a given gal-
lery or audience type.” The artwork can also guide the 
choices. “We try to tie a theme from the gallery or ex-
hibit into the musical performance,” Weir added.

After the concert, audience members are encouraged 
to ask questions about the music or the instruments. In 
Dundas at the Carnegie Gallery last year, Erica Goodman 
engaged an audience bursting with questions about her 
harp. 

Weir recalls the last time the Gallery Series came to 
Crown Point in 2016: “It was exciting to have our wood-
wind trio perform a piece by Canadian composer 
Martin van de Ven, which was composed specifically for 
that performance. Martin attended the concert and 
introduced the piece—it’s always exciting to present a 
new work for an audience, especially in these inspira-
tional gallery settings.”

Gallery Series concerts are free but a donation is re-
quested. Space is limited so you’ll need to register by visit-
ing the HPO web site at hpo.org/concerts/gallery-series 
or by phoning 905–526–1677. 
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The HPO Gallery Series played at Earl’s Court 
Gallery in 2016
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