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Dedication
To our moms — those young women who were brave
enough to trade their high heels for gum boots, indoor
plumbing for outhouses and electricity for coal oil
lamps. We thank you for being brave enough to follow
your heart, tenacious enough to persevere through all
the trials and tribulations of a pioneer life in this “new
country” and courageous enough to make a difference
in the lives of so many of us over the years.
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Introduction

A

War Bride!! Where to begin? How to tell the story of
how the war changed our lives and our countries? The
countries we were born in and where we enjoyed carefree childhoods, and our new lives, rustic and hard with relentless winters, new relatives and friends.
And what is — or who is — a War Bride? Where did they
come from? And why?
“We were a generation of young, naïve women who married for love, often quickly without knowing much about these
young men who swept us off our feet, with promises of a new
life, a wonderful life in a new and exciting country. Little did
we know that for most of us we were going back in time — no
electricity, no running water, rudimentary homes, shacks or
granaries in some cases.”
Canada welcomed more than 48,000 women and 22,000
children from countries overseas between the years of 1945
to 1949 through the doors of Pier 21. These were women that
were accounted for through the official records of military records of marriage. However, there were many more who came
as wives of military men but were never officially registered as
war brides, either because they came before the government
sponsored program officially started or the husband and/or
his family paid for their trip over or some who did not get
married in their homeland but came as fiancés to this country to be married after the war.
These women and children came from countries such as
Britain, Scotland, Italy, France, Spain, Holland, Germany and
Sicily and met their future husbands at different phases or stages
of the war. Many of those in Britain who had already been married
for several years had several children. They met their husbands
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who had been stationed there to prepare for war and who in their
spare time would congregate in the mess halls and dance halls
as a way to spend their spare time away from the rigors of drill
and practice for the impending war. Often theirs was a long and
fun courtship where they had time to establish relationships.
The women in France, Holland and other occupied countries
met their future husbands in the midst of or towards the end of
the brutal war when normal life was curtailed by curfews and rations; supplies were few, sometimes nonexistent and people were
deathly ill, starving and grateful for any kind of relief.
As children of these war brides and their serviceman
husbands; the war babies, we have tried to compile an anthology of some of their stories; their trials and tribulations
of making that journey across the ocean some 70 years ago.
Over the years we have had the privilege of accompanying
them to many functions around the province; from reunions
to Christmas parties, anniversary celebrations to bus tours to
see the Christmas lights and displays around the city. We have
listened to the stories and the reminiscing about the rations,
black out nights, the Anderson shelters (the bomb shelters in
people’s front yards in England that looked like rock gardens)
or the mad dash to the bomb shelters at the end of the street
or down in the subway stations across London and Paris.
In an effort to make sure that most of these stories that
have not been recorded and will be lost to us and all of our children and future generations be published for all to enjoy. Some
are short and concise, others very long, detailed and explain
many things that most of us have never heard of. As one war
bride pointed out one day, “We are an endangered species.”
Following pages: Letter from David Noyens, Chief Executive
Officer of the Cunard Line, read at the Canadian War Brides and
Families reunion in Halifax on May 21, 2016, in honour of the
70th Anniversary of the War Brides’ immigration to Canada.
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Honored war brides and distinguished guests:
While I am sorry I cannot be with you this evening, I am privileged to
be able to address you all through this letter.
Perhaps the highest accolade ever given to Cunard was by Winston
Churchill when he proclaimed that the contribution of Queen Mary,
Queen Elizabeth and Aquitania in the Second World War shortened
that devastating conflict by at least a year. In total Cunard ships carried 2,473,000 troops over a total distance of 5.3 million miles. Sadly
eight Cunard ships and numerous brave Cunard officers and crews
did not survive the conflict though we remember them every year.
We are proud of the role our people and ships played throughout the
second World War.
But the end of the war did not mean a return to normal operation for
Queen Mary for she was to remain in active service and become part of
the 30-strong fleet of ships dubbed the “bride and baby” fleet that had
been tasked with carrying the most precious of cargoes. With most
of her war fittings removed and hastily created nurseries and other
facilities installed, Queen Mary left Southampton for New York on 5
February 1946 with 1,706 brides and their 604 children.
“Operation Diaper” had begun.
Queen Mary would make five further trips to New York and by the
end of April 1946, a tota l of 12,886 young British women and their
children had been taken to their new homes and new lives.
And then it was time to undertake this important service to Canada,
though for some reason the name of the operation was changed to
“Operation Daddy”.

From May to the end of September 1946, Queen Mary carried a total
of 16,883 young women and their children from Southampton to
Halifax and the welcomes in the city where Cunard’s founder, Samuel
Cunard was born, were warm and heartfelt.
Queen Mary steaming majestically into Halifax caused just as much
a sensation there as the special cargo she was carrying. She had
stopped in Halifax only once during the war, in September 1944,when
she brought Churchill and his entourage to Canada for the Octagon
Conference. Arriving at nightfall, she was gone with the dawn the
next day, and many Haligonians never knew she had been there. So
when she arrived in May 1946, it was the first glimpse most in Halifax
ever had of her, the largest ship the city had ever seen.
Despite obvious feelings of uncertainty the crossings were happy
voyages! During the day there were lectures on life in North America,
cooking and sewing classes and instruction on child care and nutrition. In the evenings there were dancing lessons , bingo games and
movies. And white bread - as after five years of eating bread that had
been greyer in appearance every month, bleached flour became a
wartime luxury.
The women would take tours of the ship and saw firsthand how many
of their husbands had come to Great Britain and the general consensus of the crew was that the children on board were noticeably better
behaved than their fathers had been!
One woman would later write:
“Basically we girls came out to Canada, by and large not knowing
what to expect. The vast majority of us dug in, adapted,
compromised, made homes for our husbands and families
and became good contributing Canadian citizens .”
For many, it was a voyage charged with emotion, a brief pause between the tears of parting and stepping ashore in an unknown land.

Some brides barely knew their husbands: would they be waiting at
the other side? And we must not forget that for a few, the journey
ended in heartache and a return passage.
At the height of the War a Canadian journalist claimed that the
country’s First Division was the only formation in the history of war
in which the birth rate was higher than the death rate. Between
1942 and 1948,43,454 brides and their 20,997 children emigrated to
Canada.
Again we at Cunard are proud of the role played by Queen Mary. The
bond of family is one of life’s treasures and the part played by one of
our ships in reconnecting and establishing families will remain one of
the most treasured aspects of Cunard history.
I wish you all the very best and know that we will never forget the
sacrifices made in the dark days of war, nor the stories of “Operation
Diaper” and “Operation Daddy.”

The launch of the Queen Mary in September, 1934
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War Brides
By June Dorn
Written in 1994 for her writing club, Come Friday

W

e came over fifty years ago: forty-seven thousand of
us, with twenty-two thousand children. Most of us
were under twenty. We were eager to join the men we
loved on farms, in towns, and in cities in Canada.
We faced unexpected challenges, hardships, and customs. One
young bride had lost her pilot husband and bravely looked forward
to bringing her daughter to join her in-laws. An older woman with
two teenagers felt rather out of place among all the babies and toddlers. We wished them well with their new beginnings.
It was difficult to get passage. I went every day to Canada
House, desperate because I wanted our son to be born in Canada.
I was overjoyed when finally I was given a berth on the Queen
Mary. The then-prime minister, MacKenzie King, was on board
and personally welcomed us.
We lived in close quarters: bunk beds, six to a room. The
food, especially the meat, was overwhelming after British rations. It was a marvellous feeling to see land again. When we
docked in Halifax, the welcome was royal, with bands playing
and crowds shouting.
The train journey seemed to take forever as we crossed
Canada to our final destinations. It was hot that June. Many of
the babies were sick, and my fellow war brides and I were tired
of travelling. I remember hoping that my new family would
like me.
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Many of us are now widows. Our husbands paid dearly the
price of war. Still, the majority of us have wonderful, accomplished families with many grandchildren and great-grandchildren. When I attend meetings, outings and reunions of this
unique group of women, I am forever impressed by their spirit
and love of life.
Our Edmonton chapter of the War Brides Association is
about eighty strong, headed by a caring, dedicated committee.
At our gatherings, I look across the sea of grey heads, some
bravely coloured (including mine). I listen to the soft, familiar
accents of home. I am comforted and supported, proud to be a
small part of this group.
Our reunions are something else. We perform in skits and
dance “The Lambeth Walk,” and “Knees Up Mother Brown.”
With not a dry eye among us, we sing lustily along with Vera
Lynn, those heart-wrenching wartime songs, “The White Cliffs
of Dover” and “We’ll Meet Again.” We dance together by necessity, and we never stop talking.
As our group grows smaller in number and frailer physically, the emotional bonds among us continue to flourish and to
gain strength. We help and nurture one another.
Thank you Canada for being so good to us. We are proud
to be Canadians.
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Group of War Brides arriving in Edmonton in August 1946

The Queen Mary sailing down the Clyde, March 25, 1936
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