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   “All that we are is story. From the moment we are born to the time we continue on our spirit journey, we are involved in the creation of the story of our time here. It is what we arrive with. It is all we leave behind. We are not the things we accumulate. We are not the things we deem important. We are story. All of us. What comes to matter then is the creation of the best possible story we can while we’re here; you, me, us, together. When we can do that and we take the time to share those stories with each other, we get bigger inside, we see each other, we recognize our kinship – we change the world, one story at a time…”       
                                                                                                                                                                        Richard Wagamese, Canadian Anishinaabe writer


Chapter 6
EASNA and How It Began—“Oh Canada!”: George Watkins
Note: Ultimately, it faded to the point where only a silhouette was visible. The EAP field needed something dramatic to change the course of events and steer it toward its True North. The roots of that change occurred years earlier in the childhood adventures of one of the most influential EAP Classicists—George Watkins.
__________

The sunset was breathtaking, its brilliance reflected on the surface of Lake Temagami as it slowly descended into the Boreal forest on the far shore. Standing on the dock at Camp Wabun in Northern Ontario watching it, at first the 10-year-old boy didn’t notice the yet silent visitors coming toward him. Then, he could barely make out the outline of canoes in the distance making their way across the lake. As they came ever closer skimming across the glassy surface, the yell of the paddlers echoed the beating of excited hearts.
“The Bay Trip! The Bay Trip is back!”
People talked about the Bay Trip with such deference that it took on a kind of legendary quality. The boys who got out of those canoes were giants in the eyes of the 10-year-old. He knew that somehow what they had just done was big. Little did he know that in six years, he would be paddling in one of those returning canoes himself.
“The Bay Trip” is so named for the James Bay at the southernmost tip of the Arctic Ocean. The region is made up of an immense wilderness area—over 500,000 square miles—which can be accessed only by air or canoe. Rivers flow north and east from the rich, untouched boreal forest where headwaters of such famous rivers as the Winisk, Pipestone, Fawn, Severn, Attawapiskat, Otoskwin, Albany and Sutton begin and then end in the famous Hudson or James Bay. There is a river to paddle before one even gets to the Bay and, at age 16, the young boy’s river was the Albany. Its source is in the lakes of St. Joseph and Savant, miles to the west. The boy’s guide was Leo Belanger a Métis and a master of wilderness knowledge and travel. The Métis are a mixed-blood people of French Canadian and First Nations ancestry. 
The trip began with a 500-mile train ride to the town of Savant Lake, Ontario. From there it was by canoe into the northern interior along ancient fur trade routes that still had some of the last aboriginal Anishinaabe hunter-gatherers who lived close to the land. 

The Discoverer: George Watkins 
Forty-five days later through a puzzle of lakes and 700 miles down the Albany River, a group of eight paddlers emerged on the James Bay at Fort Albany. Among them was George Watkins, the 16-year-old paddler.
They were to journey backward in time, escaping civilization for the adventure of the wilderness. Some people have a pronounced streak of the primitive set deep within them, and as their lives become more “civilized,” something begins to slip away, something every young person hungers for, something that cannot be learned in a classroom or experienced through a television program. It can only be found on the land, in the excitement of the adventure, in the fear of an uncertain outcome and in the confrontation of one’s self. 
Young George realized that a river journey is special. It differs from all other wilderness undertakings in one defining manner: You don’t finish at the same place where you start. After scrambling up a mountain, one descends. Hiking takes one “out and back.” People bike in circles. Trails generally return to the trailhead. But a river trip is different. You end up somewhere new, and that physical journey often reflects—whether intended or not—a matching inner voyage. 
Put quite simply, river trips are about change. George’s journey that summer intimately and irreversibly touched his life, and those changes remained long after the gear was rinsed and put away. Twenty-five years later, the deep affection borne of this experience would inform one of his most important professional undertakings, one where the end would not be the same as the beginning and where the journey would not be totally known at the start. He would form a new professional association to help provide services to millions of people in North America who were caught in a life-and-death struggle and could only be saved by commencing a journey of their own with a destination they could not imagine possible. 
But first he would go through a period in his life that bore little resemblance to the peace, serenity and beauty of the Canadian river wilderness with its endless stretch of pines and larches, its meandering streams and the grandeur of James Bay. 

Two Wars
George Watkins was born on April 5, 1944, in Oakland, California. He had a pretty normal childhood but struggled academically in high school and college. School never interested him, and his grades showed it. “Why do they teach things you will never use,” he would ask, “and never teach things that you could use?” He was always at the rock bottom of the bell curve. In April of 1966, he was given the boot from college and headed north to Canada to become a staff man at a wilderness canoe camp. Then in August 1966 while he was working in Canada, Uncle Sam sent him a letter that with that one-word salutation every young man knew so well; the word that marked a rite of passage to another journey where he would never return to the place where he started out: “Greetings,” it said. He had been drafted into the US Army. 
Watkins loved the military and the discipline it gave his life. He finished radio school as the class honor graduate and also received the class outstanding soldier award. Soon after, he got orders to Vietnam and arrived in February 1967. When he landed there, his initial feeling was one of complete shock. The place smelled bad, looked bad, was dirty and the heat sucked the energy from his soul. After a couple of days in Cam Ranh Bay, he flew out to the Central Highlands where he was assigned to the 1st Cavalry Division, 13th Signal Battalion, Company A as a radio operator. Within a couple months after his orientation and completing “cherry school,” he moved north to take over an abandoned 5th Special Forces camp near the village of Bong Son. He spent most of his time in Vietnam at a landing zone called LZ Two Bits. 
LZ Two Bits was a red clay hill, a Vietnamese cemetery just north of the Bong Son River. It was called Two Bits because a road cut the landing zone in half. Quickly, this blood-red stump of a hill was studded with green tents and bristling with antennas. Helicopters swarmed over it, alighting at the short airstrip and dropping off and picking up troops, ammo and cargo before lifting off. Gunships, heavy with lethal potential, slid down-slope to skim the treetops before dropping to within a few feet of the river and racing downstream, looking for the enemy—any enemy. Others, laden with troops and cargo, used the length of the runway like an airplane would, the chopper’s skids a few inches off the asphalt strip, its blades straining with a heavy “whump-whump-whump” as the pilot tried to pull the chopper into the heat-thinned air. The 1st Cavalry had arrived. The Cav was gunship-heavy and bad-ass tough. It almost had its own air force and loved to show it off. The “Go-Go” birds (CH-47s with 40 mm grenade launcher, mini-guns, .50 caliber and a 20 mm cannon) were impressive. Some even carried 55-gallon drums of home-brew napalm that were rolled out the back to explode from about 100 feet in the air, not too nice for guys in a trench. 
LZ Two Bits was real-combat plush for Watkins. He had a GP Medium tent, cots, lots of sandbags, and a shower bag to hang from a pole. Of course, the enemy— “Charlie”—was around to keep him on his toes. With Two Bits as his base, he made excursions to various disputed hilltops with different units of the Cav, and he served as a Radio Operator and Frequency Utilization specialist. He was promoted to Sergeant E-5 in December 1967. In 1968 he was awarded the Army Commendation Medal for exceptional meritorious service.
Then, on February 14, 1968, after 365 days in Vietnam, someone different came home. He spent the remainder of his active duty at the 3rd Army Ranger School (jungle training) located on Eglin Air Force Base in Pensacola, Florida.
When he arrived home from Vietnam, he did not receive a warm welcome from the community as combat veterans in World War II had experienced. It seemed as though nobody really cared. To be polite, or maybe they were just curious, some asked him about it, but he felt they really didn’t care. The first few days home, he felt disconnected from everything and everyone. Sleep was hard to come by—it was just too quiet. 
His drinking and substance use became exaggerated during this time. Self-medication was an easily learned coping response in Vietnam. Alcohol was his drug of choice and led to several run-ins with the law: drunk and disorderly conduct, alcohol-related car accidents and a couple of nights in jail.
Over time, preoccupations with how and when to drink took over his brain, sapping the talent and psychic capacity that could have been devoted to more productive endeavors. Nearly every day, he had to decide whether to drink and how much. He always followed through on the first—the answer was always “yes.” The second—how much—was another matter. The reality always exceeded the intention: he couldn’t control it once he started. 
He drank without thinking why he drank; our culture doesn’t require deep reflection about it. It is just what we do. 
Sobriety 
The years passed and he married a lovely, patient woman, Jan. But after a few years, her patience wore thin. Ending his relationship with alcohol came abruptly for George. On Valentine’s Day 1975, he came home drunk. Jan took their 3-month-old son and walked out, leaving him alone with his dog. That was his last drink. He attended his first A.A. meeting the next night and has been fortunate to have had continuous sobriety ever since.
Watkins’s life began to change for the better almost immediately after he stopped drinking. It felt like he was suddenly given a new freedom. Instead of wasting so much mental energy thinking about where and when to drink and with whom, a switch flipped. Those thoughts vanished. His perception shifted. Suddenly, he saw beer and booze for what they were … as ethanol, as poison and as substances making him unhealthy, dehydrated, sick, ridiculous, ugly and spiritually rudderless. He went to 11 meetings a week for more than a year, and then 5 meetings a week for the next 5 years. He developed an insatiable appetite for information, and he consumed untold pages of content during those early years of sobriety. During this time, he went back to college on the GI Bill and completed both his undergraduate degree in Human Resource Development and a graduate degree in Counseling, both with honors.
Even though the lasting decision to quit came swiftly, taking root fully in a matter of days, he worked hard at sobriety. He spent much time working with others who had drinking and drug problems. In fact, he dedicated the next 33 years of his life to helping others afflicted with the disease of alcoholism and was able to advance a successful publishing career in the field of behavioral health and addictions.[endnoteRef:1] [1:  Watkins, George (2018-2022). Interviews with Author.] 


Publishing 
Borne out of a passion from his own recovery and a belief that if you can envision it in detail, that vision will create its own reality, he had a desire to help eliminate the stigma and ignorance regarding alcoholism. He wanted to encourage companies to view the issue as a medical problem, not a moral failing. Watkins saw his own alcohol problems as an opportunity in disguise, not as an obstacle, and so he founded Performance Resource Press, Inc. (PRP) in 1979 in Troy, Michigan. 
PRP later became the global leader in the publishing and distribution of school, community and workplace substance abuse and violence prevention and behavioral health information and materials. The award-winning brands included EAP Digest,TM Student Assistance Journal,TM HelpingHand,TM HealthSentryTM and custom newsletters, prevention pamphlets, training videos and motivational referral posters. The company was designed as a multimedia publisher, and it sponsored conferences and training events focused on alcoholism and behavioral health in the workplace, schools and communities. 
Prior to founding PRP, in 1976 Watkins worked as an Occupational Program Consultant and Director of the Employee Assistance Center for Macomb County, Michigan. The Employee Assistance Center (EAC) was the Central Diagnostic and Referral Center (CDR) for Macomb County, the powerhouse of the automotive industry. He studied under Tom Pasco from the UAW at the Midwest Institute of Alcohol Studies. Pasco later became his mentor. The model he developed with Pasco’s help was promoted within the auto plants for which he contracted, and in later years Watkins was the National Consultant to UAW/Ford and UAW/Chrysler in designing and implementing this CDR model nationwide. Prior to leaving the EAC, he had over 50 organizations within the county under contract for EAP services. 
Watkins had the skills of an architect. He would innovate and design, then allow others on his team to build it. He saw, well before anyone, the need for an independent EAP magazine and what an asset it could be for the employee assistance field. In November of 1980, he launched the inaugural issue of EAP Digest magazine, and the July/August 1982 issue was devoted entirely to Canadian EAPs. The magazine quickly became the “Voice of Employee Assistance Programs” and chronicled the period from 1980 through 2008. This collection of 140 issues, 700 articles and over 8,400 pages of material was a significant independent body of knowledge and source of information and inspiration to the employee assistance field for 28 years.
The primary purpose of the Digest was to serve as a practitioner’s guide for those interested in designing, managing and operating EAPs. A second purpose was the hope that the magazine would stimulate discussion and creativity by institutions of higher learning to increase their acceptance and willingness to offer courses on EAP and addiction. Finally, Watkins hoped to increase awareness among learning institutions, corporations and researchers that efforts to promote the field of employee assistance would enhance the academic climate and the future growth of the industry within both the private and public sectors.
PRP aggressively promoted subscriptions to its magazine throughout the United States and especially in Canada. The visceral attachment and respect he developed as a youth for Canada and the Canadian people had a lasting influence on him and became an integral part of his career. 

The Beginnings: Humber College
While the Employee Assistance Society of North America (EASNA) was officially chartered by the State of Michigan in July 1984 and with the IRS as a 501(c)(6) organization, it began much earlier in the imagination and vision of George Watkins. Both the reach of Performance Resource Press, Inc. (PRP) and the EAP Digest were crucial, serving as a platform from which to launch EASNA. But Watkins had formed a myriad of relationships over the years that were key to its success.
In the early 1980s, Watkins discovered the Humber College “Input” Conference on employee assistance programs and became a regular attendee. Over the years he developed great friendships with Canadians who were working in the EAP field. Jim Stimson, Ed Fitzpatrick, Anthea Stewart, Ken Fraser, Martin Shain, Marie Roy-Brisbois, Harry Hodgeson, Kathryn Barber and Wayne Corneil were already recognized EAP professionals and would help launch EASNA. Later he was asked to join Input’s conference-planning committee. Watkins had decided earlier in 1982 to launch the annual “North American Congress on Employee Assistance Programs” (NACEAP) to be sponsored by EAP Digest magazine and Mercy College of Detroit. The first Congress was held in August 1984 in Dearborn, Michigan. His vision was to alternate the conference location each year between Canada and the United States. Humber College, located in northwest Toronto, sponsored the Input EAP conference every two years in Canada. PRP planned to hold its conference in the United States during Input’s off-year so as not to compete with it, while attracting an audience that didn’t otherwise have a conference event it could attend during those off-years.
With ALMACA at a crossroads and unable to move on standards, Watkins decided to go forward with a new organization. It would consist of individuals made up of EAP practitioners and professionals who were in favor of certification but also dedicated to retaining the workplace alcohol/addiction foundation of EAPs. In a private meeting during the ALMACA conference in October 1983 in Minnesota, he shared this idea with Jim Francek, former ALMACA President, and Deborah Comstock, an EAP colleague, both of whom agreed with him.
Watkins drew up a list of possible board members for the new organization, and a month later during the Input conference in Toronto, he approached Wayne Corneil from Ottawa, already a leading figure in addictions and EAP in Canada, and Keith McClellan, who was both the President of the Northern Ohio Chapter of ALMACA and Executive Director of Tri-County EAP in Akron, Ohio. He shared his vision and they agreed to serve as organizing members and help establish the new association. Watkins’s initial recommendation for a name was modified at the suggestion of McClellan, and “The Employee Assistance Society of North America” was chosen. 
The founders agreed that the US and Canada would be equal partners in the leadership of the organization and that the first President should be a recovering alcoholic to make it clear they were not interested in being a social work/psychologist organization that sidelined the recovering community. They also understood that unlike ALMACA, it could not expect federal startup financing and thus would face slow, deliberate growth. All agreed that the new organization was absolutely necessary. 
Watkins’s greatest fear was losing the field and its alcoholism foundation to the educators who were looking to EAPs for “ready-made” jobs for social work graduates. It was his attempt to maintain control of a movement that was in danger of being co-opted by institutions that showed no interest in offering training in alcoholism or addictions. After all, the primary mission of the social work profession, according to the NASW, was to “enhance human well-being and help meet the basic human needs of all people, with particular attention to the needs and empowerment of people who are vulnerable, oppressed, and living in poverty.” While entirely admirable, that did not sound like EAP work to Watkins. He believed that EAPs must remain workplace-based with a strong understanding of addictions in order to survive the rapid changes and external forces affecting the field. In his mind, it wasn’t important who brought certification to the movement—ALMACA or EASNA. What was crucial was that it remained work-based and suitable to that setting.

Timing Is Everything
At that time, PRP had 20,000 customers worldwide for its products and 8,000 subscribers to the EAP Digest. Watkins felt that he could promote membership to a new organization through the pages and mailings to his readers and customers. No one else in the field had the assets to leverage into a new membership organization with a ready-made conference for its membership. No other organization could represent the profession across North America. ALMACA had existed for 12 years but hadn’t gained a foothold in Canada. Canada did have a small association of EAP providers (Canadian Employee Assistance Program Association) and the Occupational Program Consultants Association (OPCA) that was formed with the first class of NIAAA-funded OPCs. But OPCA had not grown since its inception in 1974 and had fewer than 100 members. 
The early EASNA organizers realized they would need an individual with greater prestige and more recognizable credentials to provide the leadership and serve as the organization’s first President. Jim Wrich was their candidate. He was one of the Original Thundering 100, had written the first book on EAP, had overseen the development of hundreds of EAPs in Minnesota while forming strong bonds with unions, having secured the public support of Dave Roe, President of the Minnesota AFL-CIO. He established and managed the EAP at United Airlines, the world’s largest carrier at the time, which had won the Ross Von Wiegand Award as the outstanding labor-management EAP. He had also consulted on the development of EAPs at several other large organizations, domestic and abroad. As important as any other credential, he was a recovering alcoholic and had significant professional experience in that field. 
He agreed that there was a need for an organization of professionals and quality leadership to firmly establish itself. After discussion and persuasion, he agreed to accept the role as the first President of EASNA. In the following months, each of the original principals contacted others in the field and agreed to meet in 1984 in Dearborn, Michigan, at the First Annual North American Congress on Employee Assistance Programs (NACEAP). A group of seven—George Watkins, Keith McClellan, Wayne Corneil, Deborah Comstock, Jim Francek, Art Knight and Jim Wrich—became the original organizers and chartered the organization. 
Bylaws were drafted and a contract was negotiated with PRP that included a non-voting, ex officio position for Watkins as a member of the EASNA governing body as long as the management agreement with PRP was in force. The organizers’ initial objectives for EASNA were professional EAP program practice standards, a code of ethics and practitioner credentialing. The agreement with PRP was to provide funding, management and joint sponsorship of the Annual North American Congress on Employee Assistance Programs beginning with the St. Louis conference in 1985. 
Diane Vella, PRP’s Director of Special Projects and Conference Manager, was given the task of EASNA Administrator under the contract. EASNA would hold its annual membership meeting at the Congress and promote attendance to its membership at a discounted price. EASNA earned proceeds from the Congress and used the money to repay PRP for its services. The agreement would dissolve after four years when EASNA would become independent and self-sustaining.
The relationship proved successful and the Society’s membership grew to over 1,000 in less than 12 months. EASNA remained a co-sponsor of NACEAP and operated under PRP management through 1988. During that time, NACEAP grew, hosting up to 1,200 attendees per year. After St. Louis, it convened in Toronto in 1986, Seattle in 1987 and Montreal in 1988. 
Eventually EASNA developed its own identity in both the United States and Canada. Finally, it was able to survive independently with its own Annual Institute starting in Chicago in 1989, an annual gathering that would be recognized as a premier learning opportunity in the EAP field until EASNA closed its doors in 2019. 
Following Wrich’s initial four-year term as President, Wayne Corneil ascended to the helm. He was followed by Keith McClellan in 1991, who was succeeded by Ray Johnston of Bank of Montreal in 1993.
Like most publishers, Watkins understood the need to diversify his business. He had several channels in which to extend his editorial brands. Consistent with his motivation to expand EAP experience, he soon concluded that if he were to have any chance of reducing the stigma of alcoholism, he would need to reach younger people. He decided to move upstream in the prevention arena. 
In 1986 he founded and launched the National Student Assistance Conference for Safe and Drug-Free Schools. The conference was very successful and continued annually until 2007. He also became a founding member of the National Association of Student Assistance Professionals and served on its board for 19 years. In 1988 he launched the Student Assistance Journal that served over 3,000 readers in school districts across North America. 
George Watkins’s extensive body of work is a lasting legacy to both the EAP and student assistance program fields. It is a testimony to his vision as EASNA’s founder and as an alcohol and drug prevention pioneer. Finally, it is a living example of the fulfillment of the promises of personal recovery. 
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